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ABSTRACT 

Australia, like other Western liberal democracies, has undergone extensive social 

policy restructuring as a result of neoliberalism. While neoliberalism had its genesis with 

Australian Labor governments during the 1980s, it secured the status of orthodoxy under 

the radical conservatism of the Liberal Coalition government (1996 - 2007). Under the 

leadership of Prime Minister John Howard a widespread campaign was instigated to 

advance neoliberal social policy measures across all spheres of social life, leading to the 

dismantling of rights for a diverse range of social groups including women, refugees, 

people with disabilities and Indigenous Australians. 

 

The restructuring of social provisioning with the intensification of neoliberalism 

was largely driven by workfare – a key domestic social project of neoliberal global 

restructuring. The thesis examines the Australian experience of workfare and the 

primary areas of contestation and struggle that emerged in this environment for the 

Australian Disability Movement during the peak period of workfare restructuring for 

‘disability’ (1996 – 2005). The thesis draws on the work of critical disability theory to 

discuss the bivalent social collective identity of disability as it cuts through the politics 

of recognition and the politics of distribution. From here, the thesis engages with 

sociological work on emotions, bringing together theories of disgust and disability. The 

thesis demonstrates that there is a synergy between disability and disgust that informs 

the moral economy of disability; framing, shaping and articulating able-bodied – 

disabled relations. 
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Drawing on the policy process method the research involved extensive 

qualitative interviews with members of the Australian Disability Movement, disabled 

people involved in workfare programs, service providers and their peak organisations, 

families, as well as the policy elite charged with the responsibility of disability workfare 

restructuring. Additionally, the study incorporated a range of documents including 

parliamentary Hansards, key policy texts, government media releases, and publicly 

available information from disability specialist services and the disability movement.  

The analytical centrality of policy processes highlighted the strategic interrelationship 

between macro-structural policy discourses and practices and the role of policy actors as 

agents, including those collective agents engaged in mediating disability social relations. 

Three dominant themes emerged from the analysis of the data: movement politics, 

representation and participation; emotions and processes of moralisation; and finally, the 

role of temporality in inscribing (disabled) bodies with value. Each of the findings 

chapters is dedicated to explicating these mechanisms and the effects of these discourses 

and practices on disabled people involved in workfare programs and the disability 

movement’s struggles for respect, recognition and social justice. 

 

Key Words: 

Disability, Disgust, Neoliberal Workfare, Movement Politics, Representation, 

Participation, Emotions, Temporality 
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INTRODUCTION  

Disability and State Formations  

 

Introduction 

Societal notions of the body are located in time and space, and the socio-political 

environment of their day. Hevey (1992) supports this fluidity in the definitions of the 

body, and goes on to examine the social practices and mechanisms that inform the social 

constitution of bodies that are marked out across a range of historical moments, as 

disability. Stone‘s (1981) seminal work on the Disabled State reveals the extent to which 

the emergence of the modern capitalist nation relies on the reclassification of the human 

body. Accordingly, this thesis examines disability as a socially constitutive collective 

class and identity with the emergence of the post-modern neoliberal nation state. 

 

Arguments that detail the spatial-temporal socio-relational constitutive nature of 

disability have informed, shaped and framed this study. Thus, in wishing to seek out the 

constitutive mechanisms that classify and mark out bodies as disabled within state 

formations, this study builds on the above work to identify disability and disablement as 

socially produced and reproduced oppression within the reconstitutive discourses and 

practices of the Australian nation state with the neoliberal turn (1996 – 2005). The 

emergence of the neoliberal nation state from the prior Keynesian hegemonic consensus 

is illustrative of Gleeson‘s (1999, p. 70) modal shift which ‗signals a potentially 

profound change in the course of social embodiment, involving new forms of freedom, 

prestige and wealth for some, and new types of restraint, discrimination and deprivation 
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for others‘. Thus, the aim of this study is to explore the constitutive mechanisms that are 

integral to the consensus building project that occurs with neoliberalism‘s growing 

power, and the strategies it draws upon to build support for the reconstitution of 

‗disability‘ under the neoliberal workfare state. 

 

Disability has always been an integral part of the making of the Australian nation 

(Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002). As disability scholars have begun to theorise, the 

relationship between ethnicity/race and disability have underpinned nation building 

strategies of white settler societies such as Australia (Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002; 

Meekosha 2005). The formation of a White Australia, as a national ‗body‘ politic, was 

the ‗confluence of border controls and public health measures, underpinned by medical 

science‘ (Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2003, p. 180).  At the formation of the Australian 

nation, these measures were supported by the international hygiene movement, more 

commonly known as Eugenics (Bashford 2004; Wyndham 2003). At the turn of the 20
th

 

Century, eugenics, as science, medicine and social regulation, was a governing 

rationality (Baker 2002) and of strategic importance to the imperial colonial project 

(Bashford 2004). Promoting a range of mechanisms ‗based upon scientific management 

systems‘ (Mitchell and Snyder 2003, p. 844) was central to excluding those bodies seen 

as inferior, unfit and impure in achieving ‗national fitness‘ (Wyndham 2003) in the 

formation of the newly found nation (Bashford 2004). The Immigration Restriction Act 

(1901), whilst well-known for its racialisation of border controls (Bashford 2004), also 

marked out ‗any idiot or insane person‘ or ‗any person suffering from an infectious or 

contagious disease of a loathsome or dangerous character‘ (Immigration Restriction Act 

(1901) Section 3 (e) (d), p.1). Thus, the impaired immigrant, represented as a burden to 
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the state (Gothard 1998), was also the focus of powerful moral discourses and practices 

situating whiteness as moral biological purity, free from contagion (Soldatic and Fiske 

2009). 

 

Many second and third generation Australians like myself bear the stamp of 

these racialised and disabling ideologies and practices. My maternal grandmother was 

placed in institutional care during the height of the eugenics period in the 1940s and 

remained incarcerated until her death almost 40 years later. Deemed unable to care for 

her children, my mother and her siblings were permanently removed from her care. As a 

result, my mother‘s existence has been a site of relentless negotiation. In addition to the 

institutionalisation of her childhood, the constant emotional upheavals (Nussbaum 2001) 

of attempting to reconcile my maternal grandmother‘s ‗madness‘ has shaped her 

existence in both her cultural community and the broader community of White Australia. 

The internalisation of having to constantly defend one‘s integrity in these racialised and 

disabling environments has been mutually constitutive (Yuval-Davis 2007, p. 565), 

having a profound effect on her subjectivity, her sense of self, and of course, her own 

parental practices of care.
1
  

 

As a child, I never really understood the significance of these practices of 

subjectivity and identity formation. I realised at school that I was ‗different‘, but 

assumed this was associated with my parents‘ class and ethnic identity. It was not until 

more recently that I understood more clearly the relationship between my grandmother‘s 

                                                 
1
 As feminists such as Chodorow (1978) have long discussed, the social reproduction of mothering is 

significantly different to acknowledging the inter-generational implications of parental-infant practices of 

care and one‘s ability to parent (see Chapter 5 of Chodorow‘s work for a full discussion of this point). 
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disabled identity and my family‘s significant difference in both of the communities in 

which we lived. The deep anguish associated with attempts to self-regulate the constant 

emotional barrage of love and shame shrouded not only my mother‘s being, but how we 

were socialised, and thought of, by others.    

 

At the age of eight, I was finally allowed to visit the institution where my 

maternal grandmother lived. I often recall the car trip and the attendant pride I felt in 

learning that I had three grandmothers and not just two. The prospect of meeting another 

grandmother was completely exhilarating to me and I recall running into her room to 

introduce myself – only to be told to ‗slow down‘ and ‗be quiet‘. Inevitably, my feelings 

of excitement gave way to confusion and bewilderment. By the end of the visit, I was 

overwhelmed with disappointment. My eight-year-old self was frustrated by her 

unwillingness to look at or even talk to me, as well as angry that this was not the 

mysterious third grandmother about whom I had hoped to brag at school. I kept 

wondering why she could barely speak in any language, let alone English, and why she 

refused to look at me. It is this moment on which I always reflect.   

 

I now understand that her behaviour was an outward manifestation of the toll that 

long term incarceration had taken on her soul (Rose 1999), which was likely exacerbated 

by the extensive use of so-called therapeutic interventions (Jarman et al. 2002). Whilst I 

do often wonder about the possibilities that may have awaited my grandmother as an 

individual had her circumstances been different, I tend to focus more on imagining the 

different journey that could have been for all of us had there not been so much social 

stigma attached to her ‗mad‘ existence. On reflection, I am now inclined to suggest, as 
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those within the field of trans-generational trauma have argued (Garon 2004), that the 

subjectification of racialised and disabling practices passes from parents to their 

children.
2
 Moreover, while we accept in sociological inquiry the role of hegemonic 

national cultures in racialising identities in second generation immigrants (Lappalainen 

2009), it may be possible to contend that the disabled subjectivity is similarly inter-

generational. This process of embodiment has shaped who I am, and it is this political 

subjectivity that determines the framing of this research.   

 

This study, however, is not an auto-ethnographic one and thus, while I have an 

intimate desire to understand the making of the disabled subject (Galvin 2006; Snyder 

and Mitchell 2006) and how this moves from generation to generation, it is not the 

‗object/subject‘ of this study. My motivation here is different and emerges from my 

worker identity within the so-called ‗disability industry‘. The journey of this study began 

when the service provider I worked for participated in the first round of Federally 

funded trials to move civil society providers from block funding to outcomes based 

funding. Being part of this trial made me acutely aware of the kinds of practices that 

were emerging in the social field due to new funding restraints, and of the resultant 

effects on social relations between workers and disabled job seekers. 

 

As a worker, it appeared to me that ‗disability‘ and who was defined as disabled 

was being reconstituted. The body appeared to be undergoing a new process of social 

                                                 
2
 This is not to suggest that the disabled identity is an identity based upon incidences of trauma, but as 

Lennard Davis (1995, p. xvi-xix) suggests, growing up in a disabled household represents a particular 

cultural process, and its processes of reproduction should not be ignored or denied as a legitimate form of 

subjectivity. However, unlike Davis, I do not see this as two cultures, but as a mutually constitutive 

process of gender, race, class and disability. 
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stratification, as I repeatedly observed service workers and management selectively 

divide, sort and classify ‗individuals‘ into those who could meet the trial‘s funding 

outcomes, and those who could not. Questions such as which bodies were worthy of 

social investment through publicly funded services, and what types of services they 

should receive, were in some instances disregarded, whereas in others they were heavily 

contested. As this research reveals, some of these debates are still in session, whilst 

others have long elapsed. 

 

In every attempt to answer these questions, I was aware that part of my own 

humanity and possibly my concern for other human beings was being slowly eroded. As 

a service worker and human being, I developed significant concerns about the role of 

publicly funded service provision and citizenship rights. If citizenship is underpinned by 

notions of rights and entitlements (Barbalet 1998; Stainton 2002), then within the new 

funding regime, consideration of one‘s right to treatment with dignity and respect 

becomes paramount (White 2004). In the new funding environment however it was 

precisely this right that appeared to be under greatest threat. As Nussbaum (2001, 2004) 

argues, social institutions play a vital role in our quest to reach our full capacity as 

human beings. It follows, then, that institutions also have the power to undermine and 

dismiss our human potential; disability employment services is one such institution.  

Governed by legal frameworks (The Disability Services Act 1986) and publicly funded, 

disability employment providers purport to represent the interests of disabled people in 

reaching their full potential by supporting their participation within the labour market as 

a means of redressing disabled people‘s severe levels of material disadvantage and 

dependent class status.  It was this quest for exploring what it takes to be human (Archer 
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2000; Nussbaum 2001, 2004, 2007) that led me beyond the general policy debates on 

‗welfare to work‘ to what social theorists such as Sayer (2000a, 2001) have attempted to 

renew in the exploration of the moral economy of society. Scholars suggest that the 

processes of moralisation are deeply embedded in political representation and that these 

forms of representation move from macro-social structures to shape and frame micro-

social relations. Thus, it is the link between macro-structural processes of moralisation 

to the development of one‘s identity and the subjective experience of the ‗self‘ within 

this context that this thesis seeks to explore. 

 

Doing Disability Research: The Aim of this Study 

The emancipatory paradigm, as the name implies, is about the facilitating of a 

politics of the possible by confronting social oppression at whatever levels it occurs.  

(Oliver 1992, p. 112) 

The overall aim of this study is to develop an understanding of the reconstitution 

of disability with the shift from a Keynesian welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state 

in Australia during a period of severe neoliberal intensification (1996 – 2005). In 

particular, this study aims to identify the key generative mechanisms that make the 

reconstitution of disability not only possible, but also socially, politically and morally 

acceptable with this shift. Research into, about, for, on, and in disability is not dissimilar 

to that of class, race, ethnicity and gender, where oppressed groups have contested the 

knowledge production process and the power of the researcher (Oliver 1992; Barnes and 

Mercer 1997). This has been an ongoing debate within the disability studies arena, 

particularly in regards to what Barnes (1996, p. 107) has referred to as the ‗Myth of the 

Independent Researcher‘. While some have been critical of the stance taken by the 

disability movement (Bury 1996), many disabled people have felt that due to the 
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historical insistence of researchers to measure, quantify, stretch, pull and modify their 

bodies, their claims for emancipatory knowledge production are not only fair, but more 

importantly, morally just (Oliver 1992, 1996; Stone and Priestley 1996; Moore et al. 

1998).  

 

This research project concurs with Nussbaum‘s (2001, 2004) position that the 

role of public policy is to support the development of people‘s potentiality so that they 

have the ‗social bases for self-respect and non-humiliation‘ (Nussbaum 2004, p. 283). 

Working from this general principle, the approach taken within this thesis elaborates the 

work of disability activists/scholars who have argued for a social-relational theoretical 

framework within which to explore the collective transformation of impairment to 

disability with the emergence of a capitalist political economy (Barnes and Mercer 2003; 

Clear and Gleeson 2001; Gleeson 1999; Oliver 1990; Thomas 1999) in addition to those 

cultural symbolic practices embedded within the social field (Snyder and Mitchell 

2006). To capture disability‘s material and cultural symbolic location, the project draws 

on the work of Fraser (1996, 1997, 2000, 2007) to articulate the bivalent nature of 

disability as a social collectivity. A growing number of disability scholars have taken 

similar paths (see Parker 2007; Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002). By positioning 

disability as a bivalent social collectivity, we are then able to explore the role of 

emotions as normative judgements of value, and how they act as moral sentiments in 

shaping and forming the moral economy of disability (Sayer 2005; Soldatic 2007). As 

Neilsen (2008, p. 1) remarks, when positioning disability as the pivotal point of analysis, 

‗we must not lose disabled bodies and the daily lived experiences of people with 

disabilities as we do so‘. This thesis attempts to meet Neilsen‘s challenge. Hence, whilst 



 9 

the concept of disability is the site of analysis, the daily lived experience of people with 

disabilities under workfare regimes is an integral component of this analysis. 

 

At the centre of this research, therefore, are the interests of disabled people. This 

project aims to facilitate disabled people in engaging in, negotiating and contesting 

policy debates on the global phenomenon of neoliberal welfare to work. The empirical 

evidence presented in the second half of the thesis represents one attempt to explain and 

understand welfare to work policy both in terms of its function as a state tool of social 

regulation and, its effects on the wellbeing of disabled people when implemented as 

practice. The aim of the project is to expose both the essence of the policy as a ‗big 

picture‘ discourse (Peck 2001) and, more significantly, uncover the disabling practices 

that emerge in the social field with its operation. For disabled people, much of their daily 

oppression is experienced through the practices of social policy at the local level (Moore 

et al. 1998). Thus, by focusing on workfare‘s cumulative effects, this thesis attempts to 

capture both macro-structural and micro-social processes in disability workfare policy.  

 

More specifically, the analytical centrality of policy processes highlights the 

strategic interrelationship between macro-structural policy discourses and practices and 

the role of policy actors as agents. This analytical strategy recognises both social 

structures and the role of collective and individual agency (Sayer 2000b) in the 

reconstitution of disability under the conditionality of the Australian workfare state. As 

Roulstone and Barnes (2005) have argued, the relationship between disability and the 

labour market has been integral to the capitalist political economy as a socially, 

politically and morally legitimate category for the redistribution of social resources. My 
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contention, supported by regulation theorists‘ understanding of the social mode of 

economic regulation (Jessop 2002), is that we are able to explore how disability is 

reconstituted under the neoliberal workfare state by interrogating a particular area of 

social policy, specifically, disability employment policy. Disability employment policy 

is intimately tied to the provision of social welfare and access to a range of social 

services, and changes within this area generally occur in tandem with changes to the 

broader political economy and state forms of social provisioning (see Jessop 2002; Peck 

2001). By rigorously examining disability policy processes it is possible to identify the 

key generative mechanisms that make the reconstitution of disability not only possible, 

but also socially, politically and morally acceptable as part of the shift from a Keynesian 

welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state. From this standpoint, the primary research 

question and subsequent questions of the present study were formulated as follows: 

1. How is disability, as a social collectivity, reconstituted with the shift from a 

Keynesian welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state? 

a. What practices emerge in the policy environment with disability‘s 

reconstitution? 

b. How do disabled people experience these new practices and what are 

the implications for their subjectivity and sense of self? 
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Neoliberal Workfare: The New State Formation 

The process of work is at the core of social structure. 

(Castells 2000, p. 216) 

Australia, like other Western liberal democracies, has undergone extensive social 

policy restructuring as a result of neoliberalism (Mendes 2008). While neoliberalism had 

its genesis with Australian Labor governments during the 1980s, it secured the status of 

orthodoxy under the radical conservatism of the Liberal Coalition government (1996 - 

2007). Under the leadership of Prime Minister John Howard a widespread campaign was 

instigated to advance neoliberal social policy measures across all spheres of social life 

(Bessant et al. 2006), leading to the dismantling of rights for a diverse range of social 

groups including women, refugees, people with disabilities and Indigenous Australians 

(Carney 2003, 2006; Maddison 2008; Parker 2007; Penovic and Dastaryi 2007; Nevile 

2008). 

 

The restructuring of social provisioning with the intensification of neoliberalism 

was largely driven by workfare – a key domestic social project of neoliberal global 

restructuring (Peck 2001, pp. 9-10). The concept first surfaced in North America under 

the Reagan administration  but came into full effect in the US during the Clinton 

Administration with the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act 1996 (Abramovitz 2006, p. 339). Workfare is now part of an 

international project (Haylett 2003, p. 765) promoted through global policy institutes 

such as the OECD and IMF (Humpage 2007, p. 220). In the last ten years, most Western 

nation states have undertaken some form of welfare restructuring to reflect the 

institutional requirements of a workfare state (Goodin 2002; Finn 1999; Peck 2001). In 
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the UK, the Blair Labour Government developed its ‗making work pay‘ strategy and its 

New Deal policy (Cook et al. 2001; Finn 2000, 2002; Peck 2001; Walker and Wiseman 

2003) and countries such as Canada (Peck 2001) and Australia (Cass 2005; Castles 

2001; Goodin 2002; Harris 2001, 2002; Humpage 2007; Shaver 2001) have taken 

similar paths. Considine (2001) has argued that Australia appears to have taken the most 

radical path of all in reforming its welfare institutions, where inequality is now greater 

than at any other time in Australia‘s history (Greig et al. 2003).  

 

Workfare restructuring has established new understandings of citizenship 

(Shaver 2002). Citizenship ‗rights and entitlements‘ has been redefined as citizenship 

‗responsibilities and obligations‘ (Goodin 2002); this reconceptualisation is reflected in 

the neoliberal populist mantra of ‗no rights without responsibilities‘ (Fiske and 

Briskman 2007). Under this policy framework, access to social entitlements is no longer 

based on need or necessity. Citizens receiving welfare are forced to earn their social 

entitlements through participation in the labour market (Peck 2001), as paid work is 

promoted as the highest form of citizen responsibility (Lister 2001).  

 

The centrality of work within neoliberal workfare citizenship debates is 

constructed on able-bodied, masculine notions of care, work and productivity. The core 

of the neoliberal argument is that any job, no matter its conditions, hours or pay is a job 

worth having (Peck and Theodore 2000). People receiving welfare are denied forms of 

social participation including care for oneself and others (Barnes and Mercer 2005; 

Haylett 2003; McInnes 2007; Mink 1998; Williams 1999). For many disabled people 

who have extensive personal care needs, and especially in the case of women with 



 13 

disabilities who may provide multiple forms of care, for themselves and others, workfare 

is a highly pervasive policy strategy further stigmatising the subjective experience of the 

self and the body. Shaming into compliance is a common feature of its coercive 

regulating regime (Bessant et al. 2006). As legitimising discourses, neoliberal workfare 

not only individualises, but directly blames, those who are suffering from structural 

disadvantage. The lack of a job is articulated as a private moral failure. Moralising 

structural disadvantage reinforces existing social divisions (Martin 2007), whilst re-

constituting new social hierarchies. For disabled people, the deliberate ‗misrecognition‘ 

of labour market discrimination further entrenches their structural position of poverty, 

which is more pronounced for women with disabilities (Salthouse 2005). Other 

discriminatory issues, such as accessible transport or personal care support within the 

workplace, that facilitate disabled people‘s employment participation are rarely 

acknowledged in workfare debates.   

 

The Howard Government‘s workfare agenda, largely in line with the global 

consensus of workfare restructuring is, however, distinctly local. Initially, the Liberal-

Coalition‘s welfare reform agenda adopted the international workfare policy transfer to 

Australia‘s welfare system for those welfare recipients receiving ‗unemployment 

benefits‘. The Liberal-Coalition party came to power in 1996 and began to implement a 

range of reforms to the country‘s post-war welfare policy. These reforms have 

collectively been commonly known as the ‗welfare reform agenda‘, with one of the 

centrepieces of the said agenda being the announcement of the ‗Work for the Dole‘ 

program (Harris 2001, p. 18). 
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In 1999, however, Senator Jocelyn Newman announced the Liberal-Coalition‘s 

broader intent of restructuring the entire Australian social security system, including the 

disability income support system (Newman 1999). One of the key policy positions has 

been to amend the legislative framework so that only those with a label of severe 

disability (defined by hours of labour force participation) are entitled to a Disability 

Support Pension (DSP) (Newman 1999; Argyrous and Neale 2003) and, subsequently, 

access to associated services and entitlements, that the state status of disability brings. 

 

The findings of this study suggest that the Liberal-Coalition government had 

implicitly adopted this position toward the disability social security system in 1996, 

when it announced that the national department responsible for disability social policy – 

the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS) – would pursue a new policy 

strategy for disability employment services (CDHaFS 1997). One of the key components 

of the new policy has been the restructuring of the Disability Employment Program. In 

addition to creating a new streaming and assessment process for disabled people, FaCS 

trialled and put into practice a new funding model with associated quality assurance 

mechanisms and standards for service providers.  All of these initiatives were fully 

implemented by January 2005.   

 

While the Disability Employment Program was administered and funded through 

FaCS, service delivery responsibilities were (and are) contracted to civil society 

organizations that provide publicly funded services. Service providers vary in nature 

depending on the segment of the labour market in which they work. Open employment 

services provide intensive job search assistance and then place and train disabled people 
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for employment in the open labour market. Supported employment services act as the 

employer, providing employment in either a sheltered environment (sheltered 

workshops) or a work crew or enclave situation, where disabled employees move from 

site to site to perform paid tasks. The reforms have affected all of these services. 

 

Workfare is an ongoing policy project, one that, like neoliberalism, is continually 

moving (Peck 2001, pp. 9-10). Ongoing policy testing, trialling and change are 

synonymous with workfare restructuring, particularly for disability. However, the most 

significant structural change arguably occurred within four days of the re-election of the 

Liberal-Coalition government in October 2004 when they gained control of both houses 

of parliament. This change saw the Disability Employment Program split into two 

groups: open employment services became part of the Department of Employment and 

Workplace Relations (DEWR) and sheltered workshops remained with the Department 

of Family and Community Services (FaCS). By January 2005, DEWR had released a 

new funding strategy for disability open employment services, hoping to bring them into 

line with the mainstream employment services known as Job Network providers. While 

many in the disability employment sector saw this as a new opportunity to further 

develop their ‗business‘, others were deeply affected by what they saw as the shift from 

a ‗values-based organisation committed to the rights of disabled people, to a pure 

economic model where disabled people are commodified outputs‘ (research participant).  

 

Now that it had control of the Senate, the Liberal-Coalition simultaneously made 

public its desire to dispense with the old Disability Support Pension. Aware of the 

government‘s new power, the disability movement mobilised against this proposal 
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hoping to win some reprieve (Disability Participation Alliance 2005a). Little was gained, 

however. Initial promises to protect those individuals who had already been granted a 

disability pension prior to the new legislative round have not occurred in practice. 

Disabled people who receive social security entitlements under the previous regulatory 

regime and also volunteer for work are finding that they have to endure new assessments 

to substantiate their disability claims and, in so doing, place themselves at risk of being 

assessed as no longer ‗severely‘ disabled (ACROD 2007). Such classification forces 

them to move from voluntary employment participation to mandatory participation in 

order to maintain access to their welfare payments and associated benefits (Carney 

2006). 

 

The new regulatory measures further stratified disability entitlements.  

Categories of disability are constructed around hours of work, consisting of those who 

can work more than 30 hours, those who can work between 15 and 30 hours, and those 

who can work least or are deemed incapable of more than 15 hours of work per week 

(Costello 2005). These three categories all receive different entitlements to social 

security payments and social provisioning and now have different mutual obligation 

requirements (Employment and Workplace Relations Legislation Amendment (Welfare 

to Work and Other Measures) Act 2005). Some disabled people now have a 

responsibility to earn their citizenry entitlements. However, in an environment that had a 

very low unemployment rate of approximately 5% [ABS labour market surveys base the 

national employment rate on a weekly participation rate of 1 hour (ABS July 2007)], the 

real purpose of those changes emerges when considered in the context of the 

restructuring of the labour market.  

http://www.workplace.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/11159430-6A11-4C80-AA96-515866A434A8/0/ewrlawtwombill2005.pdf
http://www.workplace.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/11159430-6A11-4C80-AA96-515866A434A8/0/ewrlawtwombill2005.pdf
http://www.workplace.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/11159430-6A11-4C80-AA96-515866A434A8/0/ewrlawtwombill2005.pdf
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The latest legislative amendments to disability social entitlements and 

provisioning occurred within a broader ideological framework of industrial reform, 

which effectively wound back the last 100 years of worker protection for all Australians 

(Teicher et al. 2006). Interestingly, the welfare to work legislation and the Work Choices 

Act 2005 were passed within a day of each other (Parliamentary Library of Australia 

2005). This broader context of labour market flexibility, casualisation, and worker 

insecurity has not only been driven by the neoliberal rationality of market rule, but also 

by the accumulation of a range of authoritarian social policies which, while locally 

distinct, are part of the globalisation of neoliberal regulation  (Tickell and Peck 2003). 

The nation state harnessed moral discourses of individual responsibility (Goodin 2002; 

Martin 2007), effectively individualising structural disadvantage and negating state 

responsibilities in enacting citizenry entitlements that are essential to being human 

(Nussbaum 2001, 2004). Disabled people are now expected to compete in this 

‗competition to the bottom‘ (Bottery 2006; Cowling et al. 2006), and civil society 

service providers are the governing agents, applying technologies of control to survey 

disabled people in order to ensure that they comply with this new form of citizen 

responsibility (Cass and Brennan 2002) .  

 

To borrow from Peck (2001) and express this in Foucauldian terms, disabled 

people are the new docile bodies forced into an even more open and unprotected labour 

market.  Workfare‘s main aim is to pull the floor out of the bottom of wages by 

enforcing labour market participation through a new range of state regulatory controls, 

and compelling surplus labour into the discipline of the market (Peck 2001). Workfare, 
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therefore, signifies a reordering of the labour market and welfare nexus (Peck 2001). 

Catch words such as flexibility, casualisation and productivity, are coupled with 

discourses of mutual obligation. In Australia, the Howard Government‘s ‗mutual 

obligation‘ policy and ongoing legislative reform emulated global hegemonic trends in 

neoliberal restructuring. The Howard Government‘s legislative amendments to disability 

social entitlements and social provisioning fully articulated the neoliberal reimagining of 

welfare as workfare (see Carney 2006). Labour market flexibility, casualisation, and 

worker insecurity, driven by the neoliberal contract of market rule, has dramatically 

affected disabled Australians. 

 

Significance of this study 

This research makes a substantial and original contribution to knowledge on a 

number of fronts, namely, critical disability studies, workfare studies and policy 

analysis. The underlying philosophical framework guiding this research is that of critical 

realism (Archer 2000; Bhaskar 1979; Sayer 2000b). By using a critical realist frame, the 

researcher was able to separate out the ontological reality of the body and the 

epistemological claims of the social world on the body (Williams 1999). This is 

significant because it allowed the researcher to identify from the outset the phenomena 

requiring investigation, ensuring that our biologies were not conflated with our social 

worth (Snyder and Mitchell 2006).
 3

 The body and those bodies that make claims for 

                                                 
3
This goes against post-modern approaches which state that such an approach results in essentialism. As 

Sayer (2000b) notes, post-modern anti-essentialism has conflated the ontological realm (in terms of 

‗disability‘ – real bodies with real biological variation) with the epistemological claims made upon the 

body (thus, having a label MS may be just a socio-medico label to understand a particular ontological 

phenomena of the body that results in a range of effects upon and/or within the body – the epistemological 

description of the body may not be ‗real‘, but the experience of ‗real‘ biological variation, limitation or 
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disability social entitlements did not change during the key period of interest to this 

study (1996 – 2005).
4
 During the period under study, what did change was the ‗nature‘ 

of the state and its governing logic due to the shift from a Keynesian welfare state to a 

neoliberal workfare state. Thus, the ‗site‘ of investigation was not disabled people as 

such, but how disability was reconstituted under a workfare state. 

 

From here, the researcher was able to develop a policy analytical model which 

would help disclose the structural conditions that ‗enable‘ the identification of the 

mechanisms in operation to effectively reconstitute disability, and how these translate 

from state policy to the arena of lived experience. Rather than focusing on the state as 

the locus of control and its direct effects on disabled people, this study developed a 

model that could support the identification and analysis of the range of structures, 

systems and agents that participate in policy enactment. Policy sociological models 

increasingly highlight the need to examine policy processes to gain theoretical insight 

into policy as both discourse and practice (Collyer 2003; Fischer 2003; Rochon and 

Mazmanian 1993). The methodological approach of policy as process supported greater 

depth in the analysis and the subsequent findings.   

 

Within the field of disability policy process, there is limited knowledge of how 

civil society agents stand in relation to the state, the market and disabled actors (both 

collectively and individually) in terms of the policy process. According to Burawoy 

                                                                                                                                                
pain for a person with this epistemological description is). Also see Carol Thomas (2007, pp. 34-35) for a 

brief discussion of this. 
4
 This is not to suggest that the human body remains static across time; rather, that the body is ‗situated‘ 

within its structural socio-relations. 
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(2003), civil society can collaborate with the state to contain sites of socio-political 

economic struggle or they can have enough autonomy to promote dissent, contestation 

and mobilisation. As the state increasingly applies market terms to deliver its social 

policy outcomes (Ramia 2002), there is a pressing need to understand how the growing 

application of state-contractualism with civil society organisations unfolds in the 

practice of social policy under workfare regimes. Jayasuria (2002, p. 309) argues that 

this is a ‗distinctive form of contractual governance‘, wherein social policies are 

contracted through a ‗chain-of-contracts‘. Disability employment services, 

conceptualised within this study as civil society agents, are an integral part of this 

contractual chain, not only in regard to service delivery but also in terms of 

implementing legislated forms of citizen control. This process of contractual governance 

has implications for disabled people and their sense of self, as the resultant practices 

begin to reconstitute their individual and collective identities, and ultimately impact 

upon their material and subjective wellbeing, as described in later chapters.   

 

Moreover, there is limited research on the effects of neoliberal workfare 

contractual governance on movement politics, collective representation and participation 

within the Australian political sphere (Maddison and Martin 2009). The silencing of 

dissent through disengaging with collective politics has been a key battleground for 

neoliberal governance (Harvey 2005), and within the Australian context, ‗the anti-

democractic excesses of the Howard era have been well documented‘ (Maddison and 

Martin 2009 np). In fact, as neoliberal market orthodoxies became central to state-citizen 

relations, the individual becomes elevated ‗as a market agent, pursuing advantage in 

competition with others‘ (Connell 2008, p. 247 original emphasis). Rendering collective 
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struggles for justice as futile, neoliberal governance and regulatory processes actively 

delegitimise civil society collective agents as a central part of democratic governance 

(see Maddison and Hamilton 2007).   

 

The Australian disability movement‘s collective struggles for justice were not 

exempt from these silencing strategies endemic of neoliberal state forms (Soldatic and 

Chapman 2009). The Australian disability movement, part of a global disability rights 

movement, emerged in the late 1960s. Founded on a common identity (Meekosha 2002, 

p. 72), the movement was forged with the collective ‗experience of discrimination and 

difference‘ (Smith 2003, p. 345). Centred on the experience of exclusion, the disability 

movement reframed ‗disability‘, from a site of abjection, medicalisation and biological 

inferiority, to a site of social oppression and politics (Campbell and Oliver 1996, p. 20). 

The strength of the movement‘s reframing empowered disabled people to work 

collectively to contest the hegemonic practices which positioned disabled people as the 

deserving poor (Evans 1989, p. 242), worthy of pity and charity (Shapiro 1993, p. 12). 

As Zames Fleischer and Zames (2001) purport, the disability movement directly 

confronted, and continues to confront, dominant and unquestioning signified 

representations of disabled people and ‗self-serving assumptions about normality‘ 

(Meekosha 2002, p. 69).  

 

More specifically, the Australian disability movement has maintained a 

commitment to a pluralist identity politics (Cooper 1999, p. 217). The unifying principle 

of mobilisation has been around the ‗common need to raise a voice against hegemonic 

power structures‘ (Meekosha and Dowse 1997, p. 65). Struggles for justice are centred 
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upon issues of representation. Representational politics, in this context, envisages the 

multiplicity of democratic spheres, both private and public, that are central to disabled 

people‘s emancipation (Shakespeare 1993). Disabled people thus live in a world 

engulfed by numerous organisations, systems and structures, largely leaving them 

dependent upon the expertise of able-bodied professionals (Newell 1999, p. 47). Self-

representation is negated due to the medicalisation of their bodies, viewing bodies as a 

site of biological deviance (see Dowse 2007). The disability movement as a legitimate 

voice, as Meekosha (2001, pp. 226-227) suggests, is the greatest challenge to an able-

bodied society that has difficulties in reframing democratic participation that is truly 

inclusive (see Young 2000). 

 

Identity politics, even within a context of pluralism, maintains the movement‘s 

cohesion, but is not central to its concerns. The Australian disability movement, much 

like its British counterpart (see Martin 2001, pp. 370-371), is jointly focused on 

struggles for social justice, alongside the reframing of a common, yet pluralist, disability 

identity, in order to claim respect and human dignity (Meekosha and Jakubowicz 1999). 

Representation, for the disability movement, is closely related to the distribution of 

resources and the vital services that are necessary to promote disabled people‘s material 

equality (Campbell and Oliver 1996; Barnes and Mercer 2003). Controlling the 

allocation of resources, and wrestling power away from large professional and charitable 

services, has been and remains pivotal to the rights based agenda of the movement‘s 

struggles for social justice (Meekosha and Jakubowicz 1999; Newell 1996). The 

Australian disability movement made large gains for social rights including social 

security, anti-discrimination legislation and disability policy representation during its 
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pinnacle period of activism of the 1980s. Segments of the movement became formalised 

as institutional actors (Newell 1996, pp. 429-432). Disability advocacy organisations 

were established around the country, giving greater ‗voice‘ to disabled people in local 

policy debates. As a consequence of this representation, new services, largely governed 

by disabled people, were established around the country.  

   

However, the arrival of the Howard Government and the closing down of dissent 

across the Australian polity (Maddison and Hamilton 2007) represents a period of 

intense retraction, where the rights of people with disabilities, along with other groups 

outside of the Howard Government‘s cultural commerations of a white able-bodied 

nation ( Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2003; Greenfield and Williams 2003). By 1999, as a 

reflection on the Australian disability movement‘s gains and loses, the leading disability 

feminist Helen Meekosha (1999, p. 1) argued that for many disabled people, living in 

Australia at the turn of the century was like living in a ‗war zone‘. Gerard Goggin and 

Christopher Newell (2005), two leaders within the Australian disability movement, 

concurred with this position, articulating ‗disability‘ as a state of social apartheid. As 

outlined in the following chapters of this thesis, many of the gains made during the 

1980s were actively wound back with the advent of neoliberalism as the governing 

hegemonic ideology of the nation state. With neoliberalism‘s intensification, the 

disability movement‘s institutionalisation became further entrenched as advocacy groups 

were embedded within state-contractual relations, which sought to actively constrain 

their representational actions. Such groups were increasingly reframed by the Howard 

Government as political lobbyists, rather than civil society actors, actively denying any 

potentiality for dissent and protest (Maddison and Hamilton 2007), losing ground on 
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many of their previously hard won gains. There is a clear need to investigate the 

dynamics of the institutionalisation of the disability movement within this context; this 

is a major focus of this research. 

 

Thesis Map 

Including this introduction, this thesis consists of seven chapters.  Chapter One, 

to follow, seeks to clarify the central concept underpinning the study. Disability is the 

defining feature of this chapter and is the central organising and analytical principle of 

this thesis. To concur with Sayer (2000b), conceptual clarification is pertinent when 

seeking to ascertain constitutive mechanisms which shape social relations, including the 

conditions in which they emerge in a given historical moment.  The chapter therefore 

discusses the dominant Western theories to emerge within a growing body of literature 

commonly referred to as disability studies. This work is broken into two key conceptual 

groups: idealism and materialism. Drawing upon the work of Nancy Fraser and her 

theoretical framework of bivalent collectivities, the chapter demonstrates the ‗false anti-

thesis‘ of this emerging divide within the field. The chapter then moves to bring in a new 

area of discussion pertinent to both public and private framings of ‗disability‘. Here, the 

chapter expands theoretical accounts of disability by exploring the theoretical 

relationship of the emotion ‗disgust‘ to ‗disability‘, and the underlying human-nature 

dualism that is theoretically consistent between the emotion ‗disgust‘ and Western 

conceptualisations of ‗disability‘. 

 

Chapter Two of the thesis describes the design and methods of the present study. 

Drawing on the work of policy sociological theory, a policy as process analytical model 
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is developed which takes into account the role of civil society actors and the layers of 

relations that shape, frame and structure macro, meso and micro social relations of 

disability. The adoption of the policy as process method can account for both the 

collective and individual experience of social actors, and illuminate the set of power 

relations which shape ‗disability‘ under the hegemony of neoliberalism.  

  

The subsequent findings chapters reveal the complexity of social relations across 

the disability policy-making fields and the power relations embedded therein. Chapter 

Three provides an in-depth historical analysis of disability as an evolving classification 

regime within the Australian state since the early 1970s. This chapter highlights the 

contested nature of disability as a specific social collectivity in Australia, the 

fragmentation of civil society groups and, most significantly, the power relations that 

appear to be persistent across time. The chapter also provides a critical historical 

analysis of disability and the disability policy process, highlighting the need to analyse 

disability policy as ‗process‘ in order to capture all of the relevant policy actors, 

practices and discourses and the implications this has for disabled people (both 

individually and for their collective interests as a social movement). The final section of 

the chapter brings to the fore the three key sites of struggle for the disability movement 

that emerged as a result of neoliberal intensification and the ‗bedding down‘ of the 

Australian workfare state.   

 

Chapter Four discusses the macro-structural processes of disability moralisation. 

The purpose of this chapter is to draw out one of the key strategies used to reconstitute 

‗disability‘ as a social class ‗worthy‘ of rights and entitlements with the intensification 
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of neoliberal workfare. This chapter seeks to draw out the processes used by the nation 

state to create consent within the polity to implement reconstitutive processes. 

Understanding the moral economy of disability supported this process. The inter-

relationship of three emotions was used in the consensual building process; namely, 

resentment, disgust and shame. The chapter carries on to build the relationship between 

macro-social processes and disabled people‘s experience of the ‗self‘ under these 

processes of moralisation and individualisation. Importantly, the chapter reveals the 

complicity of disability employment services in such processes, and the impact this has 

had on disabled people‘s subjectivity. As discussed in the chapter, women with 

disabilities are particularly interrogated by these processes of moralisation at the micro-

level. 

  

Chapter Five brings to the fore the role of time in framing disability-state 

relations.  This chapter explores the key state documents pivotal to gaining support for 

the neoliberal workfare state. The first part of this chapter draws on the analytical 

process referred to here as Discursive Temporal Markers. This process reveals how the 

process of consent was dependent upon temporal discourses, rendering state arguments 

‗natural‘ and ‗inevitable‘. The remainder of the chapter discusses the multi-dimensional 

temporal framings of disability which were central to publicly accepted notions of 

‗disability‘ in the emerging workfare debates. These areas cover social regulation and 

social classification regimes that impinged upon temporal units of measurement. 

 

Chapter Six concludes the thesis. It first summarises the thesis overall and draws 

upon this summary to make recommendations for further study. In particular, the 
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discussion signifies the importance of not only understanding ‗disability‘, but also 

clearly articulating the intersectionality of disability, class and gender.  If the finding 

chapters of this study reveal anything about disability, I believe it is that ‗disability‘ is a 

class and gendered category, as it was women with disability who participated in this 

study who were most affected by the intensification of neoliberalism and its hegemonic 

practices of power in de-democratising debates on state-disability relations, and the 

disability movement‘s struggles for justice.  

 

Conclusion 

As many disabled people are increasingly aware, citizenship rights and social 

entitlements appear to be diminishing, particularly for those bodies that are marked by 

biological conditions such that they do not fit within a constructed norm of national 

significance such as the ‗fit‘, ‗economically productive‘, ‗able-body‘. Whether or not the 

dividing practices detailed within the thesis can be defined as a new form of eugenics 

(Baker 2002), the medicalisation of social relations (Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002) or 

the emergence of new class and gendered classification regimes, the effects of those 

practices will be long lasting as this research reveals. With the shift from a welfare to a 

workfare state, Australians with disabilities are increasingly having to endure new 

technologies of control (Foucault 1977) which have implications for both their material 

and subjective wellbeing.  

 

It is hoped that this study can provide a small window into the field of social 

relations that are emerging with neoliberal state formations. Disabled people are some of 

the most powerless within this new environment, with little consideration given to the 
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existing disabling structures that affect their daily lives. This subjective experience of 

the social world, however, does not deny their agency to resist, contest and subvert these 

oppressive structures that are increasingly associated with the rationality of service 

governance under neoliberal workfare states. As agents, disabled people are not 

‗deprived of their emergent, autonomous and causally efficacious properties and powers‘ 

(Archer 2000, p. 6) and as a result, are able to interrupt and transform these oppressive 

structures. As a researcher, I hope that this thesis provides an insight into the macro-

structural relations of power in which disabled people are embedded with the emergence 

of a neoliberal workfare state, so as to inform the disability movement‘s repertoire of 

contention and contestation needed to transform these oppressive structures, relations 

and practices in disabled people‘s collective struggles for social justice.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

Thinking through Disability: Theoretical Framings  

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides the conceptual framework for the present study. In doing 

so, it explores the reconstitution of disability with the shift from the Keynesian welfare 

state to a neoliberal workfare state. Although the disability studies field has a fairly 

recent history within sociological inquiry (Davis 1999; Oliver and Barton 2000; 

Titchkosky 2000), it is already contested terrain (Barnes et al. 2002; Butler and Parr 

1999; French 1993; Roulstone 1995; Shakespeare and Watson 2002; Shakespeare 2006; 

Thomas 2007). 

 

Accordingly, this chapter is organised into three main sections. The first section 

reviews the prevailing Western conceptualisations of disability. To begin, the most 

accepted theory of disability, known as the medical model, and its close cousins, 

normalisation and social role valorisation are considered. The review in this section 

then moves on to explore the two main theories of disability to emerge from the 

disability movement‘s standpoint on what is collectively referred to as critical disability 

studies. There are two main strands of theorising within the field of critical disability 

studies, which can be broadly conveyed as ideational theories and materialist accounts of 

disability.  In the second main section of the chapter, the materialist and ideational 

perspectives are built upon in order to locate disability within the critical social sciences 



 30 

and philosophy (Sayer 1997). The purpose here is to reveal the bivalent collectivity 

(Fraser 1995, 1996, 1997, 2000, 2007) of disability as it intersects both the politics of 

recognition and the politics of distribution.  

 

The third section of the chapter discusses an aspect of the human social 

experience that to date has not been adequately theorised within critical disability 

studies, that is, the role of emotions as normative judgements of value (Nussbaum 2001, 

2004) and thus a disabling feature of society. It is argued that by theorising ‗disgust‘ and 

its close associations with the medicalisation and social regulation of impairment, it 

becomes possible to reveal the moral economy of disability. 

 

Western Conceptualisations of Disability 

The Medical Model: Disability as Individual Deficit 

Popular ideas on disability view the state of disablement as an unfortunate 

consequence of either illness, disease or natural genetic structures (Barnes and Mercer 

2003; Siminski 2003; Thomas 2002). Disability further implies an inherent lack or 

limitation of competence (Oliver 1990), and the main thrust of disability social policy is 

to either cure the abnormality through the tools of medical science (Snyder and Mitchell 

2006) or to at least ameliorate its ‗harmful‘ affects (Thomas 2002). This approach has 

had broad social acceptance within public policy and is enshrined in Australia in key 

pieces of disability legislation such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, wherein 

disability is defined as an individual loss, disorder or malfunction.   
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While this approach to disability is broadly accepted, more recently disability 

activists/scholars have demonstrated that medical definitions of disability are grounded 

in methodological individualism (Barnes and Mercer 1997; 2003), which negate the 

human body‘s social existence (Hall 1999). Arguing that the body is a social product 

(Oliver 1990; Gleeson 1999), disability activists/scholars have contested this hegemonic 

position (Barnes and Mercer 2003; Davis 1995, 2006; Oliver 1990, 1996; Oliver and 

Barnes 1998; Snyder and Mitchell 2006; Wendell 1996), positing that disability is a 

social group formation much like race, ethnicity and class (Thomas 1999, 2002) and thus 

requires rigorous sociological accounts of the body to explain its significance as a social 

collectivity and to ensure that social policy measures which address the collective needs 

of disabled people are developed (Barnes et al. 2002). This study concurs with this 

position, which is explored in greater detail in the following sections of this chapter. 

 

Normalisation and Social Role Valorisation 

Normalisation was the early precursor for what is now commonly referred to as 

Social Role Valorisation. Developed in the 1960s in Scandinavia (Barnes et al. 1999; 

Flynn and Lemay 1999; Nirje 1999), the principle of normalisation spread quickly in 

‗much of the Western World‘ (Gleeson 1999, p. 22). According to Nirje (1985, 1999), 

the primary objective of normalisation is to improve the culturally devalued position of 

disabled people by integrating them into the ‗normal‘ rhythms of life (Nirje 1985, p. 66).  

Normalisation has ‗greatly influenced thinking about services to people with disabilities‘ 

(Tyne 1992, p. 35).  Indeed, in countries such as Australia, normalisation is enshrined in 

legislation governing the provision of disability services.  
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While Nirje‘s (1985, 1999) original intent in developing the thesis of 

normalisation was to redress the institutionalisation of disabled people and their poor 

living conditions through the development of quality human services, Wolfensberger 

(1972) took the principle one step further. Wolfensberger‘s (1969, 1972, 1995, 1999) 

thesis on Normalisation, known as Social Role Valorisation (SRV), positioned disabled 

people as deviant beings (Parmenter 2001), which resulted in a process of social 

devaluation due to the governing cultural norms and sentiments of society. To overcome 

this deviant state, Wolfensberger supported the ‗utilization of means which are as 

culturally normative as possible, in order to establish and/or maintain personal 

behaviours and characteristics which are as culturally normative as possible‘ 

(Wolfensberger 1972, p. 28).  

 

Since its inception there has been significant debate about SRV among its 

supporters (eg: Brown and Smith 1992; Flynn and Lemay 1999; Nirje 1999; 

Wolfensberger 1995, 1999) and opponents (eg: Abberley 1991; Barnes et al. 1999; 

Chappell 1992; Oliver 1999). Wolfensberger‘s defense of ‗normal‘ has been highly 

contested by the disability movement, in that it ‗serves not to combat but to perpetuate 

the oppression of disabled people‘ (Abberley 1991, p. 1). Further, this unquestioned 

commitment to ‗normalcy‘ encourages a process of social engineering, whereby disabled 

people are required to ‗fit‘ into the governing cultural norms of a particular society. 

Wolfensberger‘s emphasis on personal behaviours and characteristics clearly locates 

deviance within the individual. Finding this point inadequate for locating disability 

within its broader social context, many disabled people have disputed the claims made 

by SRV advocates.  
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In effect, the disability movement objects to Wolfensberger‘s goal for disabled 

people to adhere to relevant cultural norms, since it both pathologises and individualises 

their oppression rather than challenging the social, cultural and material norms that lead 

to this socially devalued position (Barnes et al. 1999; Dowse 2007; Oliver 1999). Thus, 

to concur with Gleeson (1999, p. 22), ‗[n]ormality, as the set of ‗culturally valued social 

roles‘, is both naturalised and reified by this principle‘. As Campbell (2008) suggests, 

such a framing positions disability and impairment as a negative ontology, which 

ostensibly does not question able-bodied discourses and practices which reflect social 

relations of power. 

 

Normalisation and SRV have also worked against disabled people in their fight 

for justice (Abberley 1991, 1993; Oliver 1999). With methodological individualism 

operating at its core, normalisation was adopted by the New Right during the 1980s to 

restructure state funding on social services for disabled people (Whitehead 1992). This 

ideology of normal not only ‗serve[s] to justify the failure to meet real needs‘ (Abberley 

1991, p. 2) but also maintains those social structures which perpetuate disabled people‘s 

material and cultural marginalisation and inequality (Gleeson 1999) and thus leaving the 

value system which underpins modern Western capitalist societies unchallenged (Barnes 

et al. 1999; Chappell 1992; Gleeson 1999; Oliver and Barnes 1998; Oliver 1999). 
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Critical Disability Studies: Idealism and Disability 

Casting disability analysis within a social frame, idealist theories on disability 

have been highly influential in theorising the relationship between the impaired body 

and society. Drawing on the work of Goffman (1963), and more recently Butler (1993, 

1999), Foucault (1970, 1973, 1977, 1989) and Rose (1996, 1999), this body of work 

emphasizes the role of social attitudes, aesthetics, cultural discourses and discursive 

structures and representation in determining and conditioning the social experience of 

living with an impairment. While Foucault may have objected to being termed an 

idealist rather than a cultural materialist, the focus of his work in these idealist 

theoretical accounts is exclusively within the domain of discourses and the cultural 

realm. In nearly all of these works, disability is viewed as a social construct that arises in 

line with modern medical discourses on the body (Snyder and Mitchell 2006; Tremain 

2005), and in its most extreme form the body is seen as a social text requiring 

deconstruction (see Galvin 2004b; Rapley 2001). The main thesis within the idealist 

framework is that ‗the distinction between the biological reality of disability and the 

social construction of disability cannot be made sharply‘ (Wendell 1996, p. 35). 

 

Idealism has been highly influential within the field of disability studies in 

demonstrating the significance of power relations, particularly between institutions, 

professionals and disabled people (see Tremain 2005), and cultural representations of 

the impaired/disabled body (see Murray 2008; Siebers 2002; Riddell and Watson 2003; 

Garland-Thomson 1996, 1997). Foucault‘s work on power and governmentality has 

enabled disability theorists to deconstruct micro-power relations, identify strategies used 
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to regulate and govern deviant bodies and analyse forms of micro-resistance (Sullivan 

2005; Tremain 2005; Yates 2005). Other works within the idealist realm explore the 

interactive space between the cultural and the subjective that come to be embodied by 

disabled people (Corker and Shakespeare 2002), and the technologies of the self (Rose 

1996, 1999) in making the disabled identity (see Galvin 2004b). Actively questioning 

the ‗master narrative of the body‘ (Sennett 1994, p. 15), this body of work has sought to 

deconstruct and problematise the medical discourses and discursive structures that 

‗come[s] to be internalised by disabled people‘ (Snyder and Mitchell 2006, p. 7). Thus, 

the analysis is focused on the making of the disabled subject, grounded in identity 

politics and the struggle for recognition (Lawson 2001).  

 

As Fraser (1997) argues, group formation is socially constructed and the analysis 

of discourses reveals hegemonic conceptions of social identities, the struggles 

submerged within these relations of power and the historical specificity of these 

struggles. For new social movements such as the disability movement, the 

deconstruction of hegemonic discourses on the body has offered substantive critiques to 

the power relations embedded in medical constructions of the impaired body that 

individualise and subjugate their identity. This approach to understanding identity 

construction has enabled disabled people to identify and articulate how specific 

‗activities and treatments‘ have become naturalised (Walker 1998, p. 171). Everyday 

forms of resistance are given due recognition in their struggle for a political subjectivity 

that contests and transforms macro and micro power constraints. Further, in the struggle 
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for recognition, dominant cultural norms are contested, ‗drawing on newer visions of a 

‗difference-friendly‘ society‘ (Fraser 2001, p. 21).  

 

Many disabled people, however, object to the extreme form of cultural 

constructivism of the body that underpins many idealist accounts of disablement 

(Abberley 1991), arguing that there is a ‗materiality to social practices‘ (Gleeson 1999, 

p. 21). While not objecting to cultural and ideological analysis of hegemonic 

constructions of the body, many disability activists/scholars have argued that the 

analysis cannot be removed from the material conditions in which they emerge. 

Materialists‘ arguments are supported by those of broader sociological and philosophical 

theorists, who have argued that the politics of difference and the struggle for recognition 

emerged at a time of growing social inequality under neoliberal restructuring (see Benn 

Michaels 2006; Fraser 1996, 1997; Sayer 2005). This is not to suggest that the analysis 

of the cultural realm should undertake a downward conflation that subverts the cultural 

realm to an abstract and deterministic materiality, but to contest the extreme form of 

linguistic and cultural relativism that leads to what Archer (2000, p. 2) refers to as a 

‗disembodied textualism‘. As McClintock (2000, pp. 29-30) argues, ‗while the body 

may always be implicated in discourse, it cannot be seen as reducible to discourse‘ 

(original emphasis). Thus, in line with the growing number of disabled people who have 

called for the recognition of impairment as a real ontological state, there is a need to 

theorise the material practices that disable impaired people in everyday life, in addition 

to those cultural discourses and discursive structures that constitute normate-disabled 

relations. Such an argument seeks to separate and ensure that the ontological reality of 
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our bodies is not conflated with discursive epistemological construction of its meaning 

in everyday life and practice (Williams 1999). 

 

Critical Disability Studies: Materialism and Disability 

Materialist theorising on disability first emerged from the scholarship of 

disability activists within the United Kingdom (Abberley 1987, 1991, 1999, 2002; 

Barnes and Mercer 2003, 2005; Finkelstein 1980, 2001; Oliver 1986, 1990, 1996; 

Thomas 2002, 2004, 2007). In conceptualising what is disability, these activists/scholars 

have argued that impairment should be defined separately from disability in order to 

shift the focal point of analysis from the medical diagnosis of the body to those societal 

structures that emerge to disable, exclude and oppress people with impairments (Thomas 

2004).  Mike Oliver‘s (1990) definition, probably the most cited in both activist and 

scholarly work, conceptualises the distinction between impairment and disability in the 

following way: 

Impairment, lacking part of or all of a limb, or having a defective limb, organism 

or mechanism of the body; 

 

Disability, the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary 

social organisation which takes no or little account of people who have physical 

impairments and thus excludes them from the mainstream of social activities.  

(Oliver 1990, p. 11) 

 

Thus, materialists conceptualise disability as produced through the social 

relations of society (Abberley 1999; Barnes 1997; Barnes and Mercer 2005; Clear and 

Gleeson 2001; Oliver 1990, 1993, 1996, 1999; Gleeson 1997, 1999; Russell 1998, 2001; 

Thomas 1999, 2004). This position articulates a realist ontology of the body to 

acknowledge the biological variation of the human species, whilst also identifying the 



 38 

social practices of production and reproduction that transform impairment to 

disablement. Set in time and space, disability is theorised as ‗a socially and historically 

relative identity‘ (Gleeson 1999, p. 25), and thus is a social relation, much like other 

social group formations such as class and gender (Thomas 2004).  

 

Drawing on the tools of Marxism and historical materialism, disability 

materialists have attempted to give causal explanation for the emergence of disability as 

a social collectivity and the manner in which people with impairments are excluded from 

capitalist societies (Abberley 1991, 1999; Barnes and Mercer 2003; Gleeson 1997, 1999; 

Oliver 1990; Russell 2001). Through an empirical interrogation of the shift from a 

feudal to a capitalist mode of production, materialist theorising on disability has 

illustrated the historical link between the capitalist mode of production, the 

commodification of labour and the management of impaired bodies within this context 

(Gleeson 1997, 1999; Oliver 1990). With the capitalist appropriation of surplus value 

from the production process, those who are not able to meet the production demands of 

society have been increasingly marginalised (Russell 2001). From a Marxist theory of 

surplus value, the exploitation of labour is achieved through the expropriation of surplus 

labour, that is, the differential value of wages paid to the value of the commodity sold in 

the market place (Wood 1995). The rise of industrial capitalism brought with it changing 

work practices and a restructuring of the production process, creating conditions for a 

pool of ‗uncompetitive workers who were eventually incarcerated in the new 

institutional system of workhouses, hospitals and asylums‘ (Gleeson 1997, p. 195).   
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As Thomas argues, this is not to suggest that impairment and disability is a fixed 

‗transhistorical social phenomena‘ (Thomas and Corker 2002, p. 19), nor should 

disablement be reduced to a form of economic determinism (Gleeson 1999). Rather, 

disability emerges from the organisation of society and the way the impaired body is 

oppressed in relation to these highly differentiated social practices contingent upon the 

new conditions that emerge within the given mode of production (Gleeson 1999; Clear 

and Gleeson 2001). Drawing on Marx‘s conception of nature, Gleeson (1999, p. 53) 

defines impairment as first nature and disability as second nature in order to articulate 

the way societies produce and reproduce structures that condition and ‗transform 

impaired first nature as disablement‘.  

 

Therefore, in understanding disability, one must include the ‗social practices and 

institutions which underpin the devalorisation of the capabilities of impaired people‘ 

(Gleeson 1997, p. 197) that emerge from and are rooted in our material existence. Thus, 

for this group of theorists, the focus is on the politics of distribution to identify the 

necessary social and institutional measures of egalitarian redistribution required in order 

to redress those social injustices that disable impaired people in an unjust capitalist 

political economy. Within the capitalist political economy, work and the labour process 

represents the key area of struggle for social equality, citizenship and material wellbeing 

(Abberley 1996, 1999, 2002; Barnes 1999; Barnes and Mercer 2005; Grover and Piggott 

2005; Roulstone and Barnes 2005; Thornton 2005). 

 

Increasingly, however, divisions between materialist accounts of disablement 

and the struggles within the cultural realm are being contested (Butler and Parr 1999; 
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Danermark and Coniavitis Gellerstedt 2004; Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002; Parker 

2006). Many disabled feminists have argued extensively that the insights offered by 

materialism cannot account for the gendered component of the disabled identity (see 

Crow 1996; Fine and Asch 1988; Ghai 2003; Meekosha 2002; Morris 1991; Wendell 

1996, 2001). Challenging both materialist and idealist conceptualisations, it appears ever 

more plausible to argue that disability, as a social collectivity, is one of complexity, and 

that the struggles for recognition and egalitarian redistribution are deeply intertwined. In 

conceptualising disability as a social group formation, there is a growing need to 

consider both its social relationship to the capitalist political economy and its 

subordinated identity devalued by the prevailing social status hierarchy in order to 

address these struggles within the social field. In attempting to define what is disability, 

there seems to be a mounting case to acknowledge disability‘s bivalent social character, 

where the process of disablement and lack of respect and misrecognition given to 

impaired bodies is two-dimensional.  

 

Critical Disability Studies: Disability as Bivalent Social Collectivity 

This section demonstrates the bivalent social character of disability by drawing 

together the work of a range of disability theorists, as well as broader sociological and 

philosophical accounts of the modern human experience. In effect, this section draws 

mostly on materialist accounts of disability, intertwining with this normative analysis of 

cultural domination in which disabled people have been subjugated with the rise of 

modernity.  Here, a picture emerges which demonstrates that conceptualisations of 

disability need to account for both the politics of distribution and the politics of 

recognition in their struggles for justice (Parker 2007). Importantly, this picture reveals 
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that disability is underpinned by Western normative notions of the body which depict a 

dialectical relationship between the cultural symbolic role of disability and capital class 

relations which position disability as a dependent class. To begin this task, I will first 

introduce the work of Nancy Fraser to discuss the ‗nature‘ of bivalent social 

collectivities. 

 

Fraser (1995, 1996, 1997, 2000, 2003, 2007) refers to social collectivities as 

bivalent, where the process of social oppression and subordination is structurally located 

in both the capitalist political economy and forms of cultural valuation. While Fraser‘s 

work has focused mostly on gender, sexuality, class and race, her analysis of the bivalent 

character of social collectivities acknowledges that the social struggles between identity 

cultural politics and materialism are offered as ‗a false anti-thesis‘ (Fraser 2003, p. 11). 

There has been extensive criticism of her work (see Butler 1997; Honneth 2003; Martin 

Alcoff 2007; Smith 2001; Young 1997), however, in terms of conceptualising disability, 

I suggest that it offers a comprehensive framework with its attempt to link normative 

theory and critical sociology. Fraser (1996, p. 15) defines bivalent collectivities in the 

following way: 

When we posit a type of collectivity located in the middle of the 

conceptual spectrum, we encounter a hybrid form that combines features 

of the exploited class with features of the despised sexuality. I call such a 

collectivity ―bivalent‖. What differentiates it as a collectivity is both the 

economic structure and the status order of society. When oppressed or 

subordinated, therefore, it will suffer injustices that are traceable to both 

political economy and cultural simultaneously. Bivalent collectivities, in 

sum, may suffer both socioeconomic maldistribution and cultural 

misrecognition in forms where neither of these injustices is an indirect 

effect of the other, but where both are primary and co-original. In their 

case, neither the politics of redistribution alone nor the politics of 

recognition alone will suffice.  Bivalent collectivities need both (original 

emphasis). 
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In considering this definition, disability appears as one such social collectivity, 

where disability is an outcome of the social relations that emerge with a capitalist 

political economy and is grounded in the social status order of society. Fraser‘s thesis on 

the conceptualisation of bivalent social collectivities is not dissimilar to materialist 

social model accounts of disability that attempt to identify, analyse and transform those 

structures that impede disabled people‘s equal participation with their peers in society. 

However, Fraser‘s thesis reveals that by focusing on materialist accounts alone, we may 

redistribute resources that are culturally and symbolically stigmatising and vice versa, 

where we may culturally revalue the stigmatised group in a manner which leads in turn 

to an inequitable distributional impact (Parker 2007). Thus, some social collectivities 

will face a distribution/recognition dilemma in their social struggles for justice.  

 

Fraser (2000) suggests that the distribution/recognition dilemma can be redressed 

through the notion of participatory parity. Juxtaposing both the politics of recognition 

against the politics of distribution, Fraser defines participatory parity as the 

redistribution of resources to offset the injustices of maldistribution set up by capitalist 

economic structures, and the dismantling of parity-impeding values embedded in 

institutional, legal and policy practices as well as informal structures of civil society 

(Fraser 2000).    

 

As both fields within critical disability studies have theorised, all of these 

structures deny the ‗status of full partners in interaction, capable of participating on a par 

with the rest‘ (Fraser 2000, p. 114). Therefore, Fraser argues for a position in 
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conceptualising social group formation that can acknowledge the interweaving character 

of the claims for recognition, with the claims for distribution. In terms of 

conceptualising disability, Fraser‘s thesis mounts a direct challenge to the critical 

disability studies divide, augmenting materialists‘ theorising on capitalist social relations 

which establish impaired people as a dependent class and cultural, symbolic practices, 

devaluing non-white masculine able-body forms. The significance of Fraser‘s thesis in 

conceptualising disability as a bivalent social collectivity is explained below by drawing 

on the work of a number of disability and broader social theorists.
5
 

 

Cultural materialist scholars such as Davis (1995, 2002) have written extensively 

on the role of the ‗norm‘ in the making of disability. Davis illustrates how the concept of 

the ‗norm‘ first emerged in the 1830s through interrogating the rise of modern science, 

statistical analysis and the eugenicist movement. Davis demonstrates how Sir Francis 

Galton (commonly referred to as the father of eugenics) and his associates constructed 

the bell curve and its related ‗norm‘ derivatives to historically identify, mark out and 

then stratify the human body. As colonial and race theorists have argued extensively, the 

relationship between modern science, eugenics and medicine was part of a broader 

colonial project to ‗cultivate whiteness‘
6
 (Anderson 2002; Bashford 2004; Levy and 

Peart 2004; Oates and Durham 2004). Constructions of white male racial superiority in 

the eugenics movement were grounded in demonstrating statistically inferior bodies 

                                                 
5
 This discussion draws out the general condition of disability within the modern Western nation, rather 

than as a universal position. This issue is discussed within the next chapter (Methods). 
6
 I borrow this term from Anderson‘s (2002) work on the role of medicine in the making of white 

Australia even though Anderson suggests in the introduction of his text that he is not linking the 

cultivation of whiteness within Australia to the broader eugenic movement which scholars such as 

Bashford (2004) contests. Thus, it is the ‗term‘ that I have borrowed here and not necessarily his broader 

argument.  
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(Baker 2002; Davis 1995, 2002; Levy and Peart 2004). This notion of the ‗norm‘ is 

underpinned by the cultural reproduction of ableism, by drawing boundaries around 

those bodies that transgress the so-called superiority of able-bodied whiteness. Eugenics 

was a broad social practice of social control (Baker 2002) and, as Davis (1995) notes, 

emerged alongside the passage of the Reform Act of 1832, the Factory Act of 1833 and 

the Poor Law Act of 1834, all of which would ensure exclusionary and regulatory 

practices for people with impairments as technologies of control (Foucault 1989). 

 

The advent of these social regulatory technologies and, in particular, the Poor 

Law Act, materialised with the extensive displacement of a vast population with the new 

capitalist political economy involving colonial and imperial hegemonic projects (Clear 

and Gleeson 2001; Gleeson 1997; Polanyi 1957; Oliver 1990). The resultant practices 

and institutional structures would ‗constitute subjects in socially distinctive ways‘ (Peck 

2001, p. 57) and it is here that disability becomes an important socio-political category, 

giving the emerging capitalist state social, moral and economic legitimacy to separate 

those bodies ‗unable‘ to work from those who were defined as just ‗unwilling‘ (Garland-

Thomson 1997; Oliver 1990; Oliver and Barnes 1998; Stone 1981). The sorting of fit, 

productive bodies for the labour market meant that those identified as disabled gained 

access to poor relief through the workhouse (Oliver 1996). Thus being socially 

constituted as disabled became a two-edged sword; a deeply stigmatised social privilege
7
 

                                                 
7
 This is not to negate the harsh reality of the workhouse, but to acknowledge the deeply contradictory 

nature of its operation for those who were incarcerated behind its walls (see Stone (1981) for a brief 

discussion of this point) and the ‗moral bodily boundaries‘ emerging with, and integral to, the functioning 

of the capitalist political economy. 
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(Stone 1981), which forced a person to swap the discipline from the capitalist market for 

the harsh conditions of the workhouse (Thompson 1963).  

 

The institutional architecture of the workhouse comprised permanent structures 

of exclusion for those impaired bodies (Garland-Thomson 1997) transformed by the 

disabling political economy of capitalist social relations (Gleeson 1997). Medical 

science would have access to a range of bodies relegated to the status of a dependent 

class (Clear and Gleeson 2001; Oliver 1990) with the passage of the Anatomy Act 1832 

‗which transferred the dissection of the murderer to the pauper‘ (Powell 2007, p. 35). 

Hence, the social classification of the body through socio-medical technologies became 

an important social mode of economic regulation. The growing acceptance of eugenic 

science bestowed moral and cultural authority upon these regulatory forms that 

permanently incarcerated impaired bodies (Bashford 2004; Snyder and Mitchell 2006). 

 

Eugenics as both medicine and science is grounded in Western anthropocentric 

perspectives of science and Darwin‘s thesis on the survival of the fittest (Davis 1995).  

Deploying a human-nature dualism (Soper 1995), a ‗natural‘ hierarchy of species thesis 

emerges, involving a stratification of the human species through the development of the 

notion of a sub-species (Perry and Keszia Whiteside 1995). In this hierarchy of species, 

humans are situated as superior to nature, however, certain human beings are closer to 

nature than others (Soldatic and Biyanwila 2006; Soldatic 2007; Soper 1995). The idea 

of the sub-species conveys how human biology can be measured and stratified into a 

‗hierarchy of being‘ (Perry and Keszia Whiteside 1995, p. 5). As Galton and his 

associates postulated in their development of eugenic science, white Western men were 
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at the summit of this human hierarchy, with women, black and impaired bodies located 

at the lower end, closer to nature. The superiority of whiteness is depicted in extreme 

statistical measurements of both physicality and intelligence, where knowledge about 

self and others is reduced to a value-neutral positivist discourse of ‗science‘ and 

‗rationality‘ (Kaplan 2000; Perry and Keszia Whiteside 1995). The proximity to nature 

of disabled people represents a specific sub-species distinguished by a lack of rational 

and reasoned thought, exemplified by one‘s lower position on the statistical scale 

(Soldatic and Biyanwila 2006; Soldatic 2007).  

 

Nietzsche‘s Ubermensch (Higher Man) thesis in ‗Thus spoke Zarathustra‘ is a 

particularly sharp articulation of the hierarchical stratification of the human body 

according to the human-nature philosophical separation. In this text, at the meeting of 

cripples at the bridge, Zarathustra ‗makes cripples, as the ones who forthrightly embody 

resentment against nature‘ (Mitchell and Snyder 2000, p. 84). While Neitzsche did not 

support the social Darwinism prevalent at the time of his writing, as Grosz (2004, p. 98) 

notes, these differences were ‗ideological and not scientific‘. In fact, we see their 

complete compatibility, where eugenic methods of social reproduction were actively 

deployed by well-born German scientists between 1904 and 1945 to achieve nationally 

fit, productive, pure bodies (Weiss 1990), thus embodying the social reproduction of the 

Nietzschean Ubermensch thesis by the Nazis (Nolte 1963). To create the myth of the 

Aryan race, the Nazis appealed to the masses via a moral sentiment of the other achieved 

through the re-imagining of German folklore (Kamenetsky 1972, 1977; Mieder 1982). 

This moral ‗proof‘ of Jewish biological inferiority is directly linked to modern Western 

science and philosophies on the body, where disability plays a critical role in the 
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construction of biological inferiority (Mitchell and Snyder 2003). Eugenics established 

its power due to both the social class origins of its proponents (Levy and Peart 2004; 

Wyndham 2003) and the moral legitimacy it gained by posing discourses of ‗purity, 

hygiene and cleanliness‘ as signifying able-bodied whiteness (Bashford 2004, p. 135).
8
 

Powerful moral discourses on the body shaped and legitimised hierarchical social 

relations of class, ethnicity/race, disability and gender. The Nazi state, while not alone in 

its eugenic proposals to manage so-called defective populations (Mitchell and Snyder 

2003), saw as its moral duty to practice technical rationalist strategies of population 

control (Weiss 1990) in order to manage those constructed as biologically inferior and 

unproductive: 

In this matter, the State must assert itself as the trustee of a millennial future… In 

order to fulfil this duty in a practical manner, the State will have to avail itself of 

modern medical discoveries.  It must proclaim as unfit for procreation all those 

who are afflicted with some visible hereditary disease or are the carriers of it; 

and practical measures must be adopted to have such people rendered sterile.  

(Hitler, cited in Blacker 1952, p. 144).
9
 

 

Although the Nazi eugenics program was ultimately discredited as a rational 

basis for race and class relations, the concept of medicine as a governing rationality for 

disabled people still prevailed with the advent of the new Keynesian hegemony. This 

coupling of the Keynesian welfare state and medicine continued to validate the 

positioning of disability as biologically inferior. Under Keynesianism as a state-citizen 

framework, women and disabled people were positioned in a new set of dependent 

relations which relied upon processes of inscription to frame disability as a dependent 

                                                 
8
 Here, I expand Bashford‘s argument from whiteness to able-bodied whiteness. Whilst Bashford herself 

highlights the moral racialised discourses of whiteness by nation states harnessing eugenics as scientific 

public policy and acknowledges the sterilisation of disabled women as part of this movement, she does not 

deconstruct discourses of able-bodiedness underpinning these discourses.  
9
 This passage was first identified in Davis (1995), however, the original quote has been verified in 

Blacker (1952) and therefore the latter source cited. 
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class. This state of dependency sought legitimacy by drawing upon discourses of the 

‗natural‘ and the ‗biological‘ (Skeggs 2004, p. 27), and reproducing the cultural 

biological ‗other‘ as inferior. Disabled people embodied this biological ‗other‘, and their 

status as a dependent class was further stigmatised by their non-proletarisation within 

the emerging new Keynesian capitalist political economy, thus rendering their bodies 

politically and economically valueless.  

 

The emergence of Marshallian citizenship discourses reinforced by omission the 

exclusion of disability. These citizenship discourses marginalised and excluded women, 

and were utterly ‗mute‘ on the issues surrounding disability and the inclusion of disabled 

people within the polity (Parker 2007) – an omission which served to reinforce the 

dominant ideological classification of disabled bodies as dependent and therefore 

useless. The new Keynesian welfare state continued with the practices of the able-bodied 

reproduction of the nation, with medicine retaining its authority as rational Western 

science. Women with disabilities symbolised a risk to the development of the new 

welfare state consensus and nation, since disabled women were defined as not only 

dependent but reproductive, which subverted the classification of their bodies as useless 

due to the necessity of cultural reproduction. The perceived threat of disabled women‘s 

fecundity posed to the reproduction of the nation ensured that women with disabilities 

continued to bear the brunt of a brutal scientific rationality that violated their bodies to 

impose extreme and severe forms of reproductive regulatory control (Bashford 2004; 

Meekosha and Dowse 1997). This form of bio-politics was situated within and practiced 

upon the disabled female form, which symbolised an unruly aberration of human 

biological superiority embedded within modernist discourses and practices of the 
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emergent Keynesian welfare state. Thus, disabled people, systematically excluded from 

the polity and shamed for their biological ‗misdemeanours‘, came to represent a new 

deserving class. Charity and the politics of pity, located outside the struggles for de-

commodification, had little impact on improving disabled people‘s inferior class status, 

but in fact acted to reproduce disability as a deeply stigmatised inferior class subject and 

collectivity.  

 

As outlined in the previous chapter, the disability movement emerged to contest, 

resist and subvert these hegemonic discourses and practices, demanding their citizenship 

rights alongside the dismantling of exclusionary, discriminatory and oppressive 

practices. A number of new social movements sought to contest the classification regime 

which underpinned the Keynesian hegemonic consensus, in order that a new social 

identity, premised upon recognition, dignity and respect could be formed. Confronting 

the medical establishment‘s hegemonic rationality, which has historically marked out 

and inscribed disabled people‘s bodies as biologically inferior and useless within 

exchange relations, remains central to disabled people‘s struggles for equality, 

recognition and justice. Central to challenging these discourses of inferiority and 

uselessness is the tearing down of the notion of a human-nature hierarchy that depicts 

the biology of the body as a socio-cultural, political and economic essentialist 

phenomenon (Skeggs 2004). 

 

Through analysing the network of discursive structures and practices that emerge 

alongside the capitalist political economy within this historical period, it becomes clear 

that Fraser‘s conception of bivalent social collectivities provides a more adequate frame 
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than the growing divide within the disability studies arena. By drawing on Fraser‘s 

theoretical framework of bivalent collectivities to conceptualise disability, we can begin 

to acknowledge the way disability, as a social classifying regime, is embedded in both 

idealist and materialist accounts. This enriches both fields of analysis, as it effectively 

challenges the analysis to explore the interactive dynamic of normative theory‘s thesis 

on the human body and symbolic role of the impaired body within these frames, the 

materialist relations of disablement that emerge within a given political economy, and 

the discourses and discursive structures that transform impairment into disablement and 

disabled subjectivity. As embodied beings, we need to acknowledge the stratification of 

the interactive relationship between our physicality and the social world (Sayer 2000b, 

2005). As Benton (1992) suggests, our biologies are framed by our social worlds, where 

processes of human development are deeply intertwined and inseparable from the 

patterns of social life.
10

 Thus, the relationship between the normative, sociological and 

psychological are dialectical, in that the social world is intimately connected to our 

biological structures and the kinds of capacities we develop in attempting to reach our 

full human potential (Sayer 2005). The issue is not to deny impairment as a real 

ontological state representative of human biological variation, nor to conflate the 

ontological realm with our epistemological understandings of the human body, but to 

acknowledge that our human potentialities are either denied, constrained or elaborated 

(Archer 1995) through the body‘s normative, cultural symbolic and material location 

(Sayer 2005; Skeggs 2004). Disabled people‘s experiences of the world and the self 

                                                 
10

 Benton‘s argument is particularly evident in Indigenous populations within White settler societies who 

are up to three times more likely to be born with an impairment due to Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (O'Leary 

2004) which, I contend, is the result of long standing (neo) colonialisation and Indigenous people‘s 

complete dispossession and oppression within white settler societies.  Thus, from a Southern perspective, 

more theoretical work is required to ‗unpack‘ the politics of impairment (not just disability) within North-

South global power relations (see Meekosha 2008; Soldatic and Biyanwila 2006). 
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exist in ‗a dialectical relationship between the individual and society, or where the 

intersubjective and subjective experiences are intertwined‘ (Edwards and Imrie 2003, p. 

240).  

 

Through this frame we are also able to elaborate social relational theories of 

disability, and to explore the realm of emotions that are deeply embedded both within 

the political economy as moral sentiments and the cultural symbolic realm, but are not 

reducible to either structure (Vike 1997). The significance here is that we can begin to 

clearly establish which emotions, as normative evaluative judgments, make the 

exclusion of some bodies acceptable within the public realm, and also begin to make the 

theoretical link between social relational accounts of disablement and the moral 

economy of disability. In conceptualising the what is disability as a social group 

formation within the realm of moral economy, it becomes possible to meet Thomas‘s 

(1999, 2002) call to expand the sociological accounts of disability and disablement to 

acknowledge the important role of emotions, as moral discourses of power, in 

transforming impairment into disablement. As Thomas suggests, this involves more than 

simply giving brief mention to the emotions that disability arouses.
11

 It requires us to 

explore the underlying inter-relationship of emotions, as they move from macro 

structural processes through to micro-socio relations and the effect this has on framing 

one‘s subjectivity. 

                                                 
11

 A number of leading disability scholars draw on ‗emotions‘ to articulate they are central to relations 

between the able-bodied and disabled (see Davis 1995, p. 12; Garland-Thomson 2002; Goggin and Newell 

2006), however, the underlying relationship has had limited explication in finding the synergy between 

sociologies of disability with sociologies of emotions. 
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Emotions and the Moralisation of ‘Bodily’ Borders: Thinking through Disgust 

Emotions are elicited. The eliciting events appear to fulfil a special role, they are not 

just stimuli.  They appear to act through their significance, their meaning and their 

rewarding or aversive nature. 

 (Frijda 1986, p. 4) 

 

There is a growing body of work with a renewed interest in understanding 

emotions in social life (Ahmed 2004; Bondi et al. 2005; Miller, S 2004; Nussbaum 2001, 

2004; Sayer 2005; Skeggs 2004). This research articulates that emotions are more than 

just biological impulses or instinctive forces but ‗have a cognitive dimension, that they 

involve thought, judgement and evaluation‘ (Cates 2003, p. 326). Through this lens 

emotions are not individualised, pathologised or personalised, but seek to explain the 

complexity and complicity of emotions in shaping the social world and our experiences 

of it. Driven by sociological understandings, this research illustrates that emotions have 

a social life (Tiedens and Leach 2004) which are grounded in, and shaped by, 

relationships of power (Ahmed 2004; Bondi et al. 2005; Barbalet 1998; Sayer 2005, 

Skeggs 2004).   

 

Emotions are, therefore, embedded in our material relations of existence (Sayer 

2005), operating at a macro-structural level as forms of social control (Barbalet 1998, 

2002; Skeggs 2004) and at the micro level of evaluative judgements of everyday life 

(Nussbaum 2001, 2004; Sayer 2005). Emotions are crucial then in understanding social 

relationships and the inter-relationship of macro and micro contexts; they play a multi-

dimensional function linking social structure and agency (Barbalet 1998). Through a 

process of ‗othering‘, some emotions act as both moral and social agents by devaluing 

and debasing certain identity groups (Miller, S 2004; Nussbaum 2001, 2004). Numerous 
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disability scholars have long argued the relevance of emotions as a means to 

understanding hegemonic conceptions of disability (Davis 1995; Garland-Thomson 

2002; Goggin and Newell 2006; Soldatic 2007; Thomas 1999). Many disabled people 

can testify to the relational role of emotions that mark out their bodies as different which 

then become moralised, devalued and excluded. Pity, fear, shame and disgust have been 

central to these discussions (Charlton 1998; Garland-Thomas 2002; Shapiro 1993), 

illustrating of the relationship of emotions to disability, particularly the role of negative 

emotions which are typically employed as public moral sentiment when discussing 

disability.   

 

While there are a number of emotions that operate within the public realm in 

relation to disability, such as pity, shame and fear, disgust is distinct due to its clear 

association with the body and bodily processes. As Nussbaum (2001, 2004) and Susan 

Miller (2004) argue, disgust plays a key role in socially excluding those bodies that 

reveal our vulnerability as humans. Through notions of bodily borders, disgust is used to 

mark out the risk of contamination that symbolises our relationship to our animality 

(Rozin 2000). Both Nussbaum‘s and Miller‘s work draw heavily on the empirical work 

of Rozin (2000) and Rozin et al. (1984, 1987, 1994, 1999), which has demonstrated the 

‗human concern to be distinguished from other animals or to not be considered as an 

animal at all‘ (Rozin et al. 1994, p. 870). While some have contested Rozin and 

associates‘ formulation of disgust as an emotion (see Rozyman and Sabini 2001), it is 

increasingly accepted in both psychological, sociological and philosophical theory as a 

key emotion in determining social relations (Miller, W 1997; Miller, S 2004; Nussbaum 

2001, 2004).  
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Disgust and its associated discourses (repugnance, repulsion, revulsion, 

abhorrance, etc) have a biological (Rozin et al. 1999), a psycho-social (Miller, W 1997; 

Miller, S 2004; Rozin 2000; Rozin et al. 1984; Rozin and Fallon 1987; Rozin et al. 1994; 

Rozin et al. 1999), a cultural (Miller, S 2004; Rozin et al. 1994) and a philosophical 

structure (Soper 1995; Nussbaum 2001, 2004). The complexity of these structures is 

intimately related to our notions of bodily integrity, to be free from contagion and not to 

risk contamination. In all of the biological, psychological, moral and philosophical work 

on disgust, the one distinguishing feature that is evident is that disgust and its derivatives 

serve as a ‗policing exercise that preserves the human from the natural‘ (Soper 1995, p. 

90).    

 

The work of Rozin and Fallon (1987) and Susan Miller (2004) has demonstrated 

disgust‘s social role in constructing the other. Rozin and associates refer to this as the 

threat of ‗interpersonal contamination, a disgust elicited by physical contact, directly or 

indirectly with strangers or undesirable people‘ (Rozin et al. 1994, p. 871, original 

emphasis). According to Rozin and Fallon (1987, p. 26), the biology and psychology of 

disgust merge in our human desire to establish ‗borders of the self‘.  Acting as a 

protective mechanism against harm, the biology of disgust extends to the psychological 

realm by externalising our bodily borders (Rozin and Fallon 1987; Rozin et al. 1994; 

Rozin et al. 1999; Rozin 2000). Thus, the biology and psychology of disgust are 

intimately related.  
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William Miller‘s (1997) study of the structure of disgust suggests that it is 

directly associated with our bodily senses, our bodily orifices and associated excrements, 

which have a distinct relationship to our ideal notions of bodily integrity. In our cultural 

and social desire to be free of contamination by inferior objects, Miller (p. 11) argues 

that the role of disgust is to ‗feel human and humanising‘. Miller‘s association of disgust 

and our humanness reflects his argument that disgust is distinctly related to the process 

of becoming civilised beings. Miller contends that disgust, more than any other emotion, 

is reflective of highly civilised society, and is thus embedded in hierarchical social 

relations. Miller confesses to this issue with his analysis of disgust, but offers no means 

to address disgust‘s role in maintaining a hierarchical social stratification. The position 

taken within this thesis concurs with Nussbaum‘s (2004) argument that William Miller‘s 

thesis must be contested, as disgust‘s historical role in othering identities ‗who become 

emblematic of animals‘ (Nussbaum 2004, p. 115) is highly problematic. Rozin et al‘s. 

work has extensively demonstrated that the biological, psychological and cultural 

arousal of disgust is primarily invoked by properties that we share most with animals 

(Rozin et al. 1999, Rozin 2000). Armed with disgust, we envisage a diminished risk of 

contamination to our bodily, cultural and social integrity (Miller, S 2004; Nussbaum 

2001, 2004) by hiding our close relationship to our animality (Soper 1995), and instead 

use these animal associations to debase others. 

 

Susan Miller (2004, p. 153) clearly illustrates this role of disgust in shaping 

social boundaries between groups. Disgust operates as a means to ‗reject and devalue the 

outsiders‘ by inciting social relations of contamination. As a means of protecting our 

cultural and social integrity, the risk of contamination is represented as personal, social, 
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cultural and national. Miller describes this as a form of ‗body politics‘ (Miller 2004, p. 

177) where bodily boundaries infer geographical borders which invade our bodily, 

social, cultural and nation state spaces. Nation spatial formations are the coupling of 

racial and bodily boundaries (Davis 2002). Immigration controls are built upon a system 

of juxtaposing the superior internal nation state against the inferior external other, which 

intrinsically signifies the threat of an invasion of an unruly corporeality.
12

 References to 

asylum seekers
13

 as ‗queue jumpers‘, ‗terrorists‘ or ‗people smugglers‘ couple the 

emotion of disgust with Douglas‘s concept of dirt, where dirt represents the ‗anomaly, a 

discordant element rejected from the schema that individuals and societies use in order 

to construct a stable, recognisable, and predictable world‘ (in Garland-Thomson 1997, p. 

33). Bodies out of control, be they racialised or medicalised, represent not only a threat 

to national security, but also to our internal and external selves. By arousing the emotion 

of disgust, the social moral imagination depicts the racialised other as unclean and 

impure (Bashford 2004). Medicine, as Western rationality, is used to incite the social 

moral imagination to exclude bodies that risk contaminating the nation state (Soldatic 

and Fiske 2009). Through a confluence of medical practices, the nation state classifies 

and stratifies its subjects, thus reinforcing a set of hierarchical biological social relations 

(Goggin and Newell 2005; Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002). Inclusion in the demos is 

to be controlled in order to create a nation built on a ‗desired‘ able-bodied white 

                                                 
12

 This term was first coined by Susan Wendell who argued that ‗the failure to control the body is one of 

the most powerful symbolic meanings of disability‘ (1996, p. 61). 
13

 The notion of disgust has played an integral role in Australian ‗body politics‘, particularly under the 

Howard Government (1996-2007) where appeals to the public moral imaginary were used to incite public 

disgust for asylum seekers. 
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masculine norm (Gothard 1998; Meekosha and Dowse 1997) and hence keep the nation 

free from contagion
14

 (Soldatic and Fiske 2009).   

 

Disgust thus has a clear association with disease and the medicalisation of the 

body (Miller, S 2004). Notions of disease and bodily decay are representative of our 

human weakness, vulnerability and ultimate mortality. Due to our desire to emotionally 

contain the inevitability of our death, the role of disgust is therefore to actively exclude 

those bodies that represent our insecurity (Miller, S 2004). Thus, disgust and its 

derivatives are actively harnessed to establish boundaries between bodies and to morally 

debase those bodies that transgress the human-nature boundary. When explicitly adopted 

in the public realm, disgust operates as a social and ethical justification for exclusion by 

inciting the fear of contamination to our bodily borders (Miller, S 2004). Susan Miller‘s 

argument on the body politics of disgust draws our attention to its relationship to 

disability. While Susan Miller does not make a direct link between disgust and the 

socialisation of disability, her work provides insight into how impaired bodies are 

actively segregated and contained. Susan Miller identifies the contradictory nature of 

spaces such as hospitals, which offer promise of the deliverance from disease, illness 

and impairment while simultaneously operating as sites of containment.  For disabled 

people, these spaces of containment have historically been marked out by their 

permanence (Garland-Thomson 1997; Gleeson 1999). Impairment and impaired bodies 

represent the inevitability of our human biologies and the permanence of our death and 

                                                 
14

 As Goggin and Newell (2006) suggest, the role of affect played an integral part in gaining consent for 

the Howard government‘s decision surrounding the daughter of Mr Kayani, who in 2001 self-immolated 

in front of Parliament House to protest against the Australian Government‘s decision to deny entry to his 

daughter on the grounds of disability. 
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bodily decay through their ‗incurability‘ and ‗unamiability‘ to modern science and 

medicine (Snyder and Mitchell 2006). In hoping to hide ourselves from our animality, 

we need to permanently exclude those bodies that are representative of this unavoidable 

journey. Permanent spaces of containment separate those bodies which will reflect our 

relationship to nature, our fluctuating biologies and ultimately our death and decay. 

Susan Miller‘s work reveals how disgust is used to gain public moral justification to 

permanently sort, classify, divide and exclude bodies that transgress cultural 

constructions of the healthy and pure. 

  

While Susan Miller‘s work is insightful in revealing the public role of disgust 

and its conceptualisation around social and cultural constructions of health, further 

exploration into the socialisation of disgust is required. Primarily, this is to understand 

how disgust reaches its tentacles from the self to the public realm. Nussbaum‘s (2001, 

2004) work on disgust explores this very issue, drawing attention to the socialisation of 

disgust from early childhood. Again, not dissimilarly to the perspectives of Rozin et al., 

and Susan Miller‘s work, Nussbaum‘s theory of disgust is centred on our bodily borders.  

However, unlike the work of Rozin et al., and Susan Miller, Nussbaum (2001, p.205) 

explores those childhood acts that begin to define our sense of the disgusting, such as 

‗toilet training‘, and how this association of our own bodily excrements, fluids and 

animality is transferred to our childhood peers, teaching us to begin to imagine and 

construct the other: 

She learns to some extent, in some way, to cordon herself off against the 

decaying and the sticky in herself, and she comes to see herself in a new 

way as a result. A ubiquitous reaction to this sense of one‘s own disgustingness 

is to project the disgust reaction outward, so that it is not really oneself, but some 
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other group of people, who are seen as vile and viscous, sources of a 

contamination that we might possibly keep at bay.  

(Nussbaum 2001, p. 205) 

 

Nussbaum‘s (2001) thesis on the socialisation of disgust is significant in 

considering social relations, the socialisation of moral development in early childhood 

and its sustained effects. Disgust is an emotion that is socialised through an array of 

social and cultural processes, shaping moral character and arousing our senses in 

developing and making ethical judgements about the other and how we construct this 

other. Through the moral development of children, disgust is central to forming the self, 

our social relations with others and how we interact with the external world. 

Nussbaum‘s thesis on the socialisation of disgust in children‘s moral development 

further illustrates precisely how emotions, as evaluative judgements about everyday life, 

have a social context.   

 

In terms of disability, Nussbaum‘s argument bridges recent developments within 

disability theory that seek to explore the internal stratification of disabled bodies within 

the disability movement (LaCom 2007), and external relations between the disabled 

body and the normate (Garland Thomson 1997, pp. 33-38). In a recent paper on the 

politics of shit, LaCom (2007) argued that leaky, porous bodies signified the unspoken 

stratification of disability, that porous disabled bodies further represent the extremes of 

unruly corporeality. Her paper, which for some may appear contentious, seeks to explain 

the social relationship of our inner sticky selves, the oozing of our bodily fluids, the 

social moral imagination and the classification of disabled bodies. Through highlighting 

the relationship of the body as a space of contagion and the social moral imagination, 
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LaCom (2007) indirectly draws to our attention the strategic role of emotions in the 

social production and reproduction of the body. Garland-Thomson (1997) draws a 

similar conclusion by drawing attention to the role of ‗dirt‘ in disrupting our sense of 

‗order‘. Social processes of ordering reflect the classification of external bodily relations 

between the disabled other and the normate, in a set of biological hierarchical relations 

(Soldatic and Biyanwila 2006). Disabled people, associated with dirt and hence nature, 

represent a threat to our ordered human worlds. Thus, Garland-Thomson‘s (1997) 

argument unconsciously arouses the emotion disgust through her recognition of the 

integral role of ‗dirt‘ in framing and shaping biological social classification regimes 

within the human-nature dualism. Nussbaum‘s (2001) thesis on disgust and childhood 

development explicitly implicates the inter-relationship between LaCom‘s and Garland-

Thomson‘s arguments, where through the process of childhood moral development, we 

learn that the unruly and out of control disabled body represents that part of our internal 

unruly sticky selves that we contain deep within our private selves, removed and locked 

away from our external relationships (Nussbaum 2001). 

 

In reviewing the literature on disgust and its relationship to the constitution of 

disability as a social collectivity, disgust emerges as an important social moral sentiment 

invoked to contain bodies that transgress borders of the self, revealing our insecurities. 

Disgust acts as an agent of social, political and economic control by establishing moral 

boundaries around bodies and is pivotal in giving moral justification to the socialisation 

of disability by locating impaired bodies close to nature. Our social desire to contain 

those bodies that are viewed as moral sites of contamination acts to elevate our 

perceptions of the self and reproduces social imaginings of able-bodiedness. As 
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identified above, these bodily boundaries are deeply embedded in modern Western 

thought and the material and cultural practices of social production and reproduction.  

This hierarchical thesis on the body, built upon a philosophical human-nature dualism, is 

central to the conceptualisation of disability as inferior. Disgust sustains the moral 

justification that determines hierarchical bodily social relations, reinforcing able-bodied 

notions of biological superiority. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the two hegemonic framings of 

disability that have dominated Western thought on disability. The chapter then moved 

onto discuss the key theoretical positionings of disability by critical disability scholars in 

the West that have emerged to contest these hegemonic representations. Extending these 

discussions, the chapter provided a context in which to reveal the false anti-thesis that 

has emerged between the two camps within critical disability studies in order to 

demonstrate that these two divisions are in fact largely complementary, rather than 

contradictory. 

 

The final part of the chapter reviewed extensively the research on disgust. The 

overview of this research supports Thomas‘s (1999, 2002) position that greater 

consideration needs to be given to the emotional realm. As identified through the work 

on disgust, emotions as normative evaluative judgments act as the moral public 

justification for the exclusion and debasement of different body types. Emotions emerge 

from our social existence, inseparable from their broader social and cultural locations, 

and are also grounded in our material existence (Sayer 2005). By moving to the realm of 
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normative evaluative judgements, we are, as Sayer (2003, 2005) has argued, expanding 

the political economic analysis to include the realm of moral economy. As Vike (1997, 

p.197) argues ‗moral discourses are meta-discourses of power and legitimacy‘. This 

process of analysis illustrates the relationship between moral sentiments and the political 

economy, and how they merge to condition relations within social life (Sayer 2003). 

Thus, questions of the market, what we value and how we assign value work through a 

dialectical process. Emotions, as normative judgements, ‗may contest, constrain, 

compromise or be overridden by economic forces, those same economic forces may lead 

to a new set of normative judgements to which we ascribe value‘ (Sayer 2003, p. 341). 

While Sayer has argued this mostly with reference to class relations, his argument can be 

extended to the realm of the body, and particularly the realm of the impaired body 

considering the role of disgust and its relationship to the material, social and cultural 

conditioning of the body. Thus, as disability materialists have demonstrated using the 

tools of materialist analysis, one of the most disabling structures of capitalist societies is 

the ascription of bodies to economic value (Gleeson 1997, 1999). This analysis can be 

further extended to explore the relationship of these structures in forming and cultivating 

normative judgments about and on the body. 

 

As normative evaluative judgements, emotions are an essential feature of moral 

meta-discourses and practices of power, articulating a range of moral sentiments that 

shape bodily relations. Therefore, as disability theorists, we need to bridge the 

disconnect between the cultural-symbolic realm, the political economy and moral 

discourses, all of which operate conjointly in a complex interplay as regulating 

discourses and practices (Sayer 2003; Vike 1997). From here, we can begin to theorise 
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on a range of emotions – such as shame, pity and resentment – that operate as meta-

discourses of power. In understanding and explaining the reconstitution of disability 

under the workfare state in this study, the above research on disgust and moral economy 

exposes the significant role of emotions as normative ethical judgments in public life 

both in macro-structural and micro-agent relations. As demonstrated above, when 

considering disability it is vital to explore the moral dimension of social practices to take 

into account those emotions that operate on and are integral to our conceptions of the 

self and the representative role of the impaired body in society. By elaborating critical 

social relational theories of disability, we are moving towards Sayer‘s argument of 

analysing the underlying moral economy of the hegemonic ideology giving us the tools 

to analyse and interrogate the role of emotions ascribed and inscribed to disability. This 

analysis becomes possible by drawing on Nancy Fraser‘s (1996, 1997, 2000, 2003, 

2007) conceptualisation of bivalent social collectivities, which recognises the strategic 

importance of negotiating both materialist and idealist accounts of social group 

formation. Moreover, conceptualising disability as a bivalent social collectivity, it is 

possible to enrich materialist accounts of disability that acknowledge the real ontological 

state of the impairment by drawing on the pertinent insights gleaned from the cultural 

realm. As a result, the role of emotions can then emerge as a significant player in the 

disablement of people with impairments in both macro and micro social relations and 

explore the inter-relationship of macro, micro relations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Method 

 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the research design and methods employed in the present 

study of the reconstitution of disability with the shift from a Keynesian welfare to a 

neoliberal workfare state. First, the chapter describes the qualitative approach taken in 

this study. It then outlines the primary tool used to conceptualise the research process; 

policy as process. The chapter then goes on to describe the selection of participants and 

the sampling techniques, the processes of data collection and analysis, and issues of 

generalisability and transferability.  

 

Qualitative Research 

This research is located within the qualitative research paradigm and draws on 

qualitative methods to inform the selection of participants, data collection and data 

analysis (Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Miles and Huberman 1994; Minichello et al. 1995; 

Punch 1998, 2005; Strauss 1997). As a qualitative project, the research process was an 

intensive empirical investigation (Sayer 1992, 2000b), exploring processes, discourses 

and practices of disability reconstitution within concrete conditions. The need for a 

qualitative approach was guided by both the research question and the theoretical 

framework of policy processes (Potter and Lopez 2005; Punch 1998; Sayer 1992). By 

drawing on qualitative methods, through policy processes, the use of case studies, in-

depth interview techniques and document material, the researcher was able to explore 
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and analyse the social relations within and across policy actors and the context-

dependency of policy actors, and also to distinguish between macro structural conditions 

and the autonomy of micro-agents (both collective and individuals). The analysis was 

thus able to reveal how the discrete ‗parts [are] related to the whole‘ (Sayer 2000b, p. 

25) through identifying the necessary conditions and generative mechanisms to 

reconstitute disability under a neoliberal workfare state. 

 

Policy Process Method 

This study seeks to explore the reconstitution of disability within the Australian 

nation state, with a particular focus on the period from 1996 through to 2005, by 

drawing on the tools of critical disability studies, workfare studies and moral economy. 

As Vike (1995) contends, one of the primary avenues to explore the moral economy in 

shaping, framing, constituting and  normalising social identities is through the realm of 

public policy. Public policy can be conceptualised in numerous ways, from policy as 

output, policy as a discipline or policy as process (McClelland 2006, p.8).  Within this 

study, the analytical method adopted was that of policy as process.  In conceptualising 

policy as process, this study is not advocating for an analytical method that views policy 

as a linear unitary pathway from state technocratic expert to citizen (Fay 1975; Fischer 

1990), nor does this study view policy as process only from conceptualisation of the 

‗policy problem‘ to delivery and then evaluation (Evans 2005; McClelland 2006; 

Sabatier 2007). Rather, the analytical approach taken within this study views policy 

process as a dynamic open system embedded in a range of social relations, all of which 

shape the outcome (Sayer 1995). This approach is well accepted within the policy social 

sciences, particularly as an analytical tool to explore the constitution of social identities 
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within the national landscape (Bessant et al. 2006; Dalton et al. 1996; McClelland 2006; 

Vike 1995).  In fact, a number of commentators have suggested that by adopting a policy 

process analytical method, social movements such as the disability movement are able to 

identify and develop a range of strategies to interrupt and transform social categorisation 

(McClelland 2006; Rochon and Mazmanian 1993).    

 

Further, there are also a number of methodological strengths in using policy 

process as a method of analytical inquiry. First, the analytical model of policy processes 

acknowledges that policy, as an open system, is embedded in the historical institutional 

context of the nation (Bessant et al. 2006; Dalton et al. 1996), and that although the 

global political economy and international policy institutes such as The United Nations 

(UN) and the World Trade Organisation (WTO) exert a degree of influence over the 

domestic sphere, domestic institutions nevertheless still retain a significant degree of 

autonomy (Weiss 2003).
15

  Thus, while state macro institutions may have responsibility 

for a given policy, these institutions are embedded in a range of external relations that 

play a leading role in shaping state-citizen relations and the identities that emerge 

through these processes.  

 

Secondly, policy as process also recognises a range of internal relations among 

various policy actors instrumental in driving policy change and innovation (Bessant et 

al. 2006; Collyer 2003; Miller, L 2004). The significance of this is that policy as process 

                                                 
15

 This is, of course, the view from the Global North. The Global South has had neoliberalism imposed on 

them through IMF, WB and WTO structural adjustment programs as a conditionality of participating in 

the neoliberal global loan system.  See Santos‘ (2007) discussion on this in Another Knowledge is 

Possible. 
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supports the notion that policy is not something enacted upon agents, but rather that 

there is room for collective and individual agency both in the policy making and service 

delivery processes (Moren and Blom 2003). Policy thus involves a range of actors who 

have both individual and collective agency to interrupt, contest, negotiate or consent to 

state normalising formations (Collyer 2003). Within the context of this study, there has 

been an increasing variety of policy actors due to the privatisation of public services 

following the state‘s withdrawal from direct social provisioning in line with its adoption 

of neoliberalism as policy hegemony. Historically, charitable civil society organisations 

have played a leading role in social provisioning to disabled people, however, an 

increasing number of both not-for-profit and for-profit providers are now contracted in a 

‗chain of contracts‘ (Jayasuria 2002). As the state increasingly adopts forms of market 

contractualism with these providers to enact policy at the grass roots level (Collyer 

2003; Ramia 2002), greater consideration needs to be given to these actors. By focusing 

on policy as process, we can capture the role of these meso level players, who increasing 

sit somewhere ‗in-between‘ and ‗moderate‘ state-citizen relations, and, are hence key 

players in shaping social relations (Cass and Brennan 2002). Drawing together these 

arguments, the policy as process analytical model can be depicted as follows: 
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Figure 2.1: Policy Process Analytical Method 

 

     

Selection of Participants 

The selection of participants for this study focused on the internal social-relations 

of the disability policy process. A total of 85 people participated in the study. The 

selection of participants was theoretically informed (Peck 2001), with sampling being 

‗guided by the search for contrasts and the need to achieve saturation of emergent 

categories to empirically build and demonstrate theoretical propositions‘ (Minichello et 

al. 1995, p. 13). As such, the sampling techniques were chosen to meet the needs of the 
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study‘s methodological framework, guided by the techniques most appropriate for each 

setting (Sayer 1992, 2000b). This ensured a degree of consistency within the analytical 

categories at the theoretical level (Strauss 1997). The researcher was then able to reflect 

upon the trustworthiness of the propositions emerging from the data prior to entering 

each new research site (Minichello et al. 1995; Strauss 1997). As Santos (2007) 

suggests, those on the periphery experience the effects of power most acutely. Thus, 

rather than being at the periphery of the knowledge production process of this thesis, an 

emancipatory knowledge production agenda seeks to shift those on the periphery to the 

centre. As the following diagram suggests, disabled people were identified as central to 

the process of knowledge production emerging from this thesis. As the diagram depicts, 

the researcher built the internal policy actors around disabled people in order to capture 

the necessary participants. The arrows demonstrate participants‘ multiple relationships 

across the trajectory, including services that overlap. Full lines indicate strong relations 

and/or overlap in services, whilst broken line reveals weak relations but no overlap: 
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Figure 2.2: Selection of Participants’ Sampling Map   

 

 

Once the collective actors across the disability policy trajectory were identified, 

purposive sampling within the state governing institutions of the policy was used to 

capture the key proponents of the policy‘s production. Neuman (2000, p. 198) states that 

purposive sampling is used ‗to select unique cases that are especially informative‘ and 

‗to select members of a difficult-to-reach, specialized population‘. In essence, purposive 

sampling allowed for the researcher to target those bureaucrats who have held key 

positions of power within the policy‘s production. Poulantzas (Ozga and Gewirtz 1994, 

pp. 126-7) argues that the bureaucratic organisation plays a critical role in the state 
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apparatus in maintaining the hegemonic worldview, and is therefore central to analysing 

the state‘s position.  

 

Ozga and Gewirtz (1994 p. 127) suggest researching officials‘ backgrounds 

including their experiences and shared assumptions in order to ascertain the key players. 

In the initial stages of this study, officials within the Australian Government Department 

of Family and Community Services (FaCS) were identified. However, in October 2004, 

the administration of the policy was split across two departments. Policy production 

responsibilities for Business Services remained with FaCS, while responsibility for 

Disability Open Employment Services was moved to the Australian Government 

Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR). Even though the overall 

governing legislative framework of the policy and its Disability Employment Program 

remained with FaCS, policy production responsibilities now resided with the respective 

departments. It therefore became necessary to identity bureaucrats within both of these 

departments. While the researcher initially assumed that this would significantly 

increase the number of participants involved at the macro level, the use of purposive 

sampling techniques revealed that many of the key officials carrying responsibility for 

the policy within FaCS were also shifted to DEWR, retaining their original state roles 

and responsibilities within different state institutions. 

 

While this reorganisation was initially depicted as a ‗mere‘ administrative shift in 

the policy enactment, the ‗separation‘ of the Disability Employment Program illustrated 

an ideological shift in the ‗significance‘ of the policy for the state. At this time, DEWR 

became the core state institution to enact the state‘s ideological drive to restructure the 
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Australian welfare state in line with the principles of the neoliberal workfare state; as 

Bessant et al. (2006) have articulated, state institutions are situated in hierarchical 

relations of power. As a result, the officials who moved to DEWR along with the 

prospective policy were now within the core of the state‘s bureaucracy, giving them 

greater power to enforce the policy‘s enactment in accordance with the state‘s intent. 

From the researcher‘s perspective, this added a new level of understanding to the 

disability policy process, in that it revealed the significance of disability policy to the 

state‘s ideological position and how dependent this new meaning was on the state 

institution in which it sat. Thus, as will be illustrated in later chapters, the disability 

policy production process is not only determined by its governing institution‘s intent, but 

also by the position of power of the state institution in charge of its enactment, and the 

disability policy of one state institution can be co-opted to meet the needs of another.   

 

The policy enactment within the policy process of interest to this study occurs 

via civil society organisations. These sites of policy enactment represented clear case 

study sites, and therefore the case study method of qualitative analysis lent itself readily 

to data collection strategies at the meso level. According to Punch (1998, p. 150), ‗the 

case study aims to understand the case in depth, and in its natural setting, recognising its 

complexity and context‘. Further, civil society organisations sit ‗between‘ the state and 

disabled people in the policy process. While this initially appears as a ‗bounded system‘ 

(Punch 2005, p. 145), the boundaries of the case under study and its context are not 

always so clear as Yin (2003) has articulated. Within each case study, the researcher 

needed to identify the characteristics that were context dependent such as geographical 

location and local labour market contingencies, and to separate these from those 
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characteristics which are internal conditions of the case, including its historical 

development, organisational size, ‗diagnostic‘ client group, relationship to peak bodies, 

and other networks. By adopting Yin‘s (2003) case study framework, the researcher was 

able to ascertain the internal logic of the case study site to not only compare differences 

within each meso site, but also to reveal important internal and external contextual 

differences and contradictions, all of which enriched the analysis of data. According to 

Peck (2001), whilst workfare has had ‗big picture logic‘, there has also been a range of 

‗local peculiarities‘, signalling the agency of local actors in shaping its implementation 

despite the centralised macro constraints. 

 

In regards to the civil society organisations contracted to enact the policy, 13 

case study sites were selected – five disability open employment organisations, six 

sheltered workshops, and two organisations that were disability open employment 

services and disability advocacy groups. Two sampling techniques were used. The initial 

sampling technique drew on purposive sampling strategies (Neuman 2000) to identify 

key actors involved in the policy process. Extensive research was conducted through the 

peak body websites and newsletters, which then linked the researcher to the various 

organsitional websites. From here, the researcher was able to identify which 

organisations actively engaged in the policy process, their links with other organisations, 

historical development, spatial context and, importantly, their ideological position in 

relation to the policy of interest to this study. 

 

The remaining case study sites were identified through snowballing techniques 

(Minichello et al. 1995; Neuman 2000; Punch 1998), whereby at each interview the 
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researcher sought the assistance of the participants to identify other possible case study 

sites. In this way the researcher was introduced to the network of civil society 

organisations. Interestingly, participants were willing to inform the researcher about 

what Neuman (2000) refers to as ‗deviant‘ sites that had actively resisted the policy 

under study, leading to a greater richness of data. While this sampling technique 

appeared to represent a strict dichotomy of two factions within the policy process once 

data analysis had begun, it became evident that civil society organisations sat within a 

continuum of these polarised positions. The case studies revealed intricate relationships 

and networks between the state and civil society organisations, some formal and others 

having both a formal and informal relationship with state members. Further, the network 

that civil society organisations sustained was extensive and covered most of Australia. 

The case study approach also revealed a complex web of mechanisms used by civil 

society groups to contest various parts of the policy, which in some instances led to a 

range of concessions directed at civil society organisations, such as the $99 million 

Safety Net package (Prime Minister Howard 2004) discussed in the next chapter.  

 

The next group of participants were disabled actors. Thirty disabled actors were 

involved overall, and two strategies were used to select this sample of participants. The 

first strategy involved selecting disabled actors who were using the services of the 

participating civil society organisations. Civil society organisations identified these 

participants. While this may raise issues of bias in that organisations identified actors 

who reflected the organisation‘s position, most of these actors had a lengthy 

involvement with the service and, in turn, had experienced the policy enactment over a 

number of years – in some cases, from the policy‘s initial enactment. Additionally, 
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under the new policy environment, the funding of civil society organisations was tied to 

disabled actors achieving an employment outcome. These participants achieved the 

outcome requirement and had therefore met one of the key aspects of the policy‘s intent 

and, as such, were still part of the policy process. Overall, these participants enriched the 

study in that they were able to give ‗voice‘ to their experiences of the changes that had 

occurred within the case study site, articulating the impact and effects these changes had 

upon their sense of self and inter-subjectivity.   

 

Another group of disabled actors was also involved in the study, reflecting those 

people who did not deliver the policy‘s intent. Four possible ‗categories‘ of participants 

were identified at the outset of the study based on the researcher‘s personal experience 

of the policy‘s enactment in civil society organisations. These participants represented 

varying degrees of ‗deviancy‘ (Neuman 2000). They had been either assessed by civil 

society organisations as ‗unable‘ to meet the policy‘s ‗outcomes‘, or had demonstrated 

in some way that they do not wish to, highlighting their agency in resisting policy 

processes at the enactment stage.   

 

A final category of disabled actors was identified as the group of disabled people 

who did not meet the policy‘s ‗outcomes‘. This latter group of participants was deemed 

by civil society organisations to be placing their contractual relationship with the state at 

risk, as state-contractual obligations have instituted a range of performance measures 

which evaluate their performance against registered recipient outcomes (FaCS 2003c). 

Thus, the ‗deviant‘ group of disabled actors participating in the study included people 

who had either: decided to leave the civil society organisation by which they were 
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supported; were asked to leave by the civil society organisation as they did not meet the 

new policy‘s intent; were asked to leave as they did not meet the policy‘s intent within 

the required 18-month time frame; or were not able to gain access to a civil society 

organisation. The selection of this group of participants acknowledges that as ‗users‘ of 

disability employment services (either open or sheltered workshops), disabled people 

still have a degree of agency. Although disabled people are somewhat limited as 

individual policy actors, this agency allows them to resist or transform policy processes 

at the micro level even in the face of increasingly authoritarian social policy and citizen 

obligation enforcement regimes imposed by the state (Moren and Blom 2003). 

 

Snowballing techniques were applied to gain access to these disabled actors. The 

researcher linked into a network of disability advocacy groups initially by contacting 

disability advocacy groups across Australia. On two occasions, the researcher underwent 

an extensive interview with the advocacy group‘s management staff prior to being 

introduced to research participants. In one instance, the researcher was required to 

complete an in-depth questionnaire on the purpose and outcomes of the study. These 

organisations then introduced the researcher to a range of disabled people. Some of these 

participants were interviewed one-to-one while others were interviewed in a group 

situation. The purpose of working through advocacy groups was to gain access to 

participants who had resisted and contested the implementation of disability workfare 

policy and had sought assistance through a disability advocacy service in this regard. 

This technique was also used to counter the possible bias of disabled participants in the 

study who had been selected by meso level service providers. By linking to disabled 

people who were involved with advocacy services, the researcher was also able to gain 
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access to a range of disabled people who had developed an understanding of the 

collective institutional actors that represent ‗disability‘. As a result, the researcher also 

conducted interviews with the staff of advocacy organisations who had been extensively 

involved in organising against neoliberal workfare reforms. This provided the researcher 

with a valuable window into the repertoire of contentious politics that the disability 

movement was prepared to engage in as the political opportunity structure increasingly 

contracted under a neoliberal workfare state (Maddison and Martin 2009). 

 

The final group of actors at the micro level was identified through the Australian 

Parent Advocacy Group. Families have played a strategic role in disability policy 

processes (Clear 2000; Parmenter 1999; Macali 2006), reflecting the need to involve the 

‗life-worlds‘
16

 of policy recipients in shaping disability policy processes, discourses and 

practices (Moren and Blom 2003). As outlined in the following chapter, families and 

carers were instrumental in negotiating, contesting, subverting and consenting to the 

reconstitution of disability; hence it was pertinent to explain and understand their role. In 

terms of this study, the inclusion of disabled people‘s life-worlds revealed how disability 

services mobilised families and carers for their specific interests. Since these civil 

society organisations were under contract with the Australian nation state, the outcomes 

they promoted often worked against the long term interests of their (adult) children and 

siblings (see Chapter Three). Nine family members participated in the study.  

                                                 
16

 The definition of life-worlds used here refers to Habermas‘s notion of the ‗state of affairs‘ in which an 

individual experiences the world; that is the broader community of ontology, being and the self. 
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Table 2.1: Sampling Matrix and Identity Coding 
Policy 

Position 

Site Code Policy Site Policy Actor/s Number of 

Participants 

Participant 

Identity 

Code 

MACRO A State Policy Institution (Dept. of Family 

and Community Services) 

Policy Elite 9 A 1 – 9 

B State Policy Institution (Dept. of 

Employment and Workplace Relations) 

Policy Elite 3 B 1 – 3 

MESO I C Service Peak Body CEO 1 CPB1 

D Service Peak Body  Executive Officer 

 President 

2 DPB1 - 2 

 

MESO II E Open Employment  

(South Australia) 

CEO 1 EOE1 

F Open Employment 

(New South Wales)  
 CEO 

 Service Managers 

1 

2 

FOE1 - 3 

 

G Open Employment  

(Queensland) 
 CEO 

 Service Manager 

 Staff 

1 

1 

1 

GOE1 - 3 

 

H Open Employment  

(Victoria) 
 CEO 

 Service Manager 

 

1 

1 

 

HOE1 - 2 

I Open Employment 

(Victoria) 
 CEO 

 Service Manager 

 Staff 

1 

1 

2 

IOE1 - 4 

MESO III J Sheltered Workshop 

(Victoria)  
 CEO 

 Service Manager 

 Staff 

1 

1 

1 

JSW1 - 3 

 

K Sheltered Workshop  

(Queensland) 
 Finance Manager 

 Service Manager 

1 

1 

KSW1 - 2 

L Sheltered Workshop 

(Western Australia) 
 Finance Manager 1 LSW1 

M Sheltered Workshop 

(Western Australia) 
 Service Manager 1 MSW1 

N Sheltered Workshop 

(Queensland) 
 Finance Manager 

 Service Manager 

1 

1 

NSW1 - 2 

O Sheltered Workshop 

(New South Wales) 
 CEO 

 Service Manager 

1 

1 

OSW1 - 2 

 

MESO II / 

MICRO I 

P Open Employment Service / Disability 

Advocacy Organisations  

(Victoria) 

 CEO 

 Service Manager 

1 

1 

POEA1 - 2 

Q Open Employment Service / Disability 

Advocacy Organisations  

(New South Wales) 

 CEO 

 Service Manager 

 Staff 

1 

1 

2 

QOEA1 - 4 

MICRO I R Disability Advocacy Organisation 

(National) 
 Service Manager 1 RA1 

MICRO II 

 

S PWD ‗no risk‘ Male:  

Female:  

9 

4 

SM1 – 9 

SF1 - 4 

T PWD ‗risk‘ Male: 

Female: 

5 

12 

TM1 – 5 

TF1 - 12 

MICRO III 

(life worlds) 

U Family Advocacy Organisation Family Members 9 UF1 - 9 
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In the following findings chapters (Chapters Three, Four and Five), excerpts 

from the diverse range of data are used to describe and exemplify the theoretical 

discussion that emerges through this analytical process. The excerpts are either direct 

quotes from interview participants, or excerpts from parliamentary debates, key policy 

documents or government media releases. Quotes from the participants are included 

throughout the study as identified in the above table (Table 2.1) and were identified 

through the sampling map depicted in Figure 2.2 (p. 70). As part of the ‗audit trail‘ 

developed, the coding system above was used to identify the participants. For example, 

all passages coded QOEA1 refer to the Chief Executive Officer of an advocacy 

organisation, as a leading institutional actor of the disability movement. References with 

code U1 – 9 signify that the participant is a family representative and thus a member of 

disabled people‘s life-worlds. People with disabilities who were part of this study are 

given pseudonyms throughout this thesis. 

 

Data Collection 

Complementary data collection methods were adopted to capture the 

stratification of policy processes and to support the differentiation of policy actors‘ roles 

(Moren and Blom 2003; Sayer 2000b). The primary sources included documents and a 

range of written texts, interviews and an observation field journal. The researcher also 

attended three public consultations run by the institutions of the nation state. Drawing on 

a range of data sources and strategies supported the triangulation of findings (Archer et 

al. 1998), in addition to grounding the data that emerged from interviews within the 

broader material and cultural/symbolic locations (Kowalczyk et al. 2000).   
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Documents 

To ground disability workfare policy processes within their material, socio-

political and cultural/symbolic locations, the researcher took the lead from inter-textual 

analytical approaches, which highlights the need to critically examine the inter-

relationship of texts (Chapman 2003; Gale 1999; Sayer 1992). Documentary sources 

were identified which included both official and unofficial  texts from each level of the 

policy trajectory, and these sources revealed historical tensions, struggles and 

fragmentation (Finnegan 2006; Hyde 1994; Jupp 2006; Miller and Alvarado 2005; Sayer 

1992; Thomas 2005). All of these sources are implicated with real effects as social 

products (Codd 1988; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). 

  

At the macro level, documentary data was compiled from a vast array of sources, 

including Hansard reports from both houses of national parliament, parliamentary 

briefings and bills, official government media releases (ministerial speeches, media 

releases and budget papers from the relevant departments), media interviews such as the 

7.30 Report, and reports such as The McClure Report, Building A Simpler System 

Paper, Australians Working Together, Business Services Review, Case Based Funding 

Trial – Phase One and Final Report, and Disability Employment Assistance Program 

Procedures – Case Based Funding.  Public consultation papers and the respective 

findings generated by the nation state were also collected, including The Safety Net 

consultation paper and findings, Next Steps for Disability Open Employment Services 

consultation paper, public consultation overheads, information updates and e-newsletters 

issued by both departments (FaCS and DEWR). Reviewing this data revealed the 
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ongoing tensions and conflicts emerging within policy processes, from the interpretation 

of the ensemble of texts to their practice.  

 

Documents and other textual data accounted for a considerable degree of data at 

the meso level analysis and this data, too, was intended to highlight tensions and 

conflicts that existed within the network of civil society organisations. The researcher 

referred extensively to documentary data from peak bodies which disclosed the 

underlying ideological commitments of the most dominant civil society organisations 

within the field. Conference papers, organisational websites, sector newsletters 

(Australian Competitive Employment, ACROD monthly newsletters), organisational 

documentation for each of the case study sites (annual reports, ‗client‘ information, 

‗employer information‘, newsletters) and contractual agreements were also used.  These 

texts supported the formulation of interview questions and were referred to by both the 

researcher and participant during the interviews.   

 

Micro level texts came from a variety of sources, including media releases from 

a range of disability advocacy organisations, written correspondence (letters and emails), 

advocacy group newsletters, organisation websites and, interestingly, a large range of 

media sources including interviews. Due to active political lobbying from a number of 

these groups, there was extensive media coverage. Four peak media periods were 

identified including: September 1999 through to December 2000 with the initial 

announcements of the restructuring to the overarching welfare system; January 2004 to 

early May 2004 for sheltered workshop marketisation; the period of the restructuring of 

the disability employment program in October 2004; and May 2005 with the changes 
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announced in the 2005-06 Federal Budget pursuing a neoliberal workfare agenda. All 

these periods signified radical changes to the constitution of disability in Australia, 

hence disability was at the centre of media coverage as a national policy of interest to 

budgetary formation.
17

  

 

Interviews 

In qualitative research, interviews are the primary tool for the collection of data 

(Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Miles and Huberman 1994; Minichello et al. 1995; Punch 

1998, 2005; Strauss 1997), and provide a window on understanding research participants 

as agents and actors (Punch 1998, 2005). In this study, interviews encompassed a broad 

spectrum of policy actors. Prior to entering the field, the researcher made extensive 

efforts to correlate the questions across the array of policy actors, however, the interview 

techniques varied for each level of the policy process. It was necessary to vary the 

interview techniques in order to capture the relational nature of the interviewer to 

participants (Bourdieu 1996; Kowalczyk et al. 2000); and in particular, the power 

differentials embedded in these social relationships (Neuman 2000, Ozga and Gewirtz 

1994). This practice supported greater reflexive dialogical interaction, and prepared the 

researcher for a range of contingencies prior to entering the field (Neuman 2000), such 

as changes to appointments upon arriving at the site. In turn, reflexive preparatory 

planning encouraged the collection of a depth of data by ensuring that the researcher was 

not distracted by researcher-participant power differentials in the contextual 

environment of the interview settings (Punch 1998, 2005).  

                                                 
17

 This was also confirmed by a number of research participants at the meso and micro levels. 
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All of the interview participants at the macro level held elite policy positions 

within the Australian nation state. Researching inside the state creates a range of issues 

for researchers (Ball 1994), where research indicates that the elite operate on strict 

structures of time to highlight their position of power and status (Adams 1990). The 

bureaucratic spatial context of state power created an additional range of expectations 

and limitations for the researcher beyond the researcher‘s control (Neuman 2000).  

Given this information, it was decided at the outset to use structured open-ended 

questioning techniques, which were carefully framed to elicit vital information being 

sought (Minichello et al. 1995). A total of 12 participants at the macro level were 

interviewed, including three participants from DEWR and nine participants from FaCS. 

All three of the DEWR participants had been moved to DEWR with the restructuring of 

the disability employment program and thus had a rich insight into the considerable 

differences between the two departments, in both ideological intent and policy 

processes. 

 

When collecting data at the meso level, semi-structured interviews were used, 

incorporating important topics and themes that emerged from the document analysis 

(Minichello et al. 1995).  Semi-structured interviews gave both the researcher and 

interviewee greater flexibility by encompassing a dialogic strategy, which heightened 

participants‘ and researcher‘s level of understanding. On average, two participants from 

each site were interviewed. Interviewees consisted mostly of organisational Chief 

Executive Officers or operational managers and, in some instances, disability 

employment workers. Prior to entering the field, there were numerous concerns 
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regarding management‘s ability to critically reflect upon the changes in social relations 

between workers and disabled people. As Lipsky‘s (1980, p.18) study on street-level 

bureaucracies notes, workers not only have different priorities ‗but they may consider 

their managers‘ policy objectives illegitimate‘ and resist management directives 

accordingly. While this insight is important in informing the selection of participants and 

ensuring that service workers are fairly represented within the study, it was not found to 

be an overriding concern for the collection of data within this study. When negotiating 

interview times, dates and places with management staff over the telephone, they were 

aware of the multiple effects of the new policy environment, and could articulate both its 

internal vertical effects (between management and governance structures, and 

management and staff) and horizontal effects with external networks and policy 

processes.  

 

At the micro level of data collection, in-depth interview techniques were adopted 

(Minichello et al. 1995) to support a collaborative approach to the research, where 

participants were extensively engaged in data production by informing the researcher of 

their experiences, ideas and concerns (Oliver 1992, 1996; Stone and Priestley 1996; 

Moore et al. 1998). Questions were initially set around key themes to give interviewees 

greater control of the research process. At times, a qualitatively new environment 

emerged, providing rich empirical data to the research project (Oliver 1992; Barnes and 

Mercer 1997). Interviews were done both individually and collectively and lasted from 

one to four hours.  
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Public Consultations 

The researcher attended three public consultations during the data collection 

stages of the study, which were held by the state governing institutions with 

responsibility of the policy. The three consultations were held in Perth, Western 

Australia, and were delivered by bureaucrats flown in from Canberra, Australian Capital 

Territory. Data gathered from these public consultations varied, consisted broadly of 

presentation overheads and slides, audio recordings and field notes as indicated below. 

 

Table 2.2: Public Consultations 

Date Consultation Area Data Sources 

October 2003 Safety Net Consultations (FACS) Field Notes, Interviews 

with Families, Consultation 

Information 

March 2005 Workforce Participation and Supporting 

People with Disabilities (DEWR) 

Field Notes, Presentation 

Slides 

May 2005 Welfare to Work Budget Measures Public 

Information Sessions (DEWR) 

Audio Recordings, Field 

Notes, Consultation 

Information and 

Presentation Slides 

 

Field Observations and Journal 

The final form of data collection was the researcher‘s field journal.  This journal 

was used to record the broader contextual factors of the interview, the environment in 

which the interview was held and other data not captured by the tape recorder 

(Minichello et al. 1995). The field journal was primarily a reflexive tool, useful in both 

analysing the day‘s experiences and events and preparing for the next research site 

(Bogdan and Biklen 1998). Field notes were recorded immediately upon exiting the field 

and were used to triangulate the data compiled from interviews and the documentary and 

textual data. The practice of keeping a field journal for recording observational data 
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informed both the interview process and later analysis (Brown and Sullivan 1994). As a 

reflexive tool, the researcher could systematically review interviews, reassess initial 

interpretations and then strategise the next field entry. As Neuman (2000, p.365) notes, 

the journal supports the researcher‘s ‗plans, tactics, ethical and procedural decisions, and 

self-critiques‘. A field journal also played a vital role in supporting the next stage of the 

process, particularly in supporting the researcher when reflecting upon the analytical 

process and the given context of the data (Minichello et al. 1995; Neuman 2000; Bogdan 

and Biklen 1998). 

 

Data Analysis: Creating Layers of Understanding 

Throughout the course of this research, the data analysis was an ongoing process 

which provided the researcher with an avenue to triangulate documentary and textual 

evidence, interviews and field observations (Minichello et al. 1995).  Ongoing analysis 

strengthens the researcher‘s ability to detect conceptual issues and gives the researcher 

direction during both the data collection and analysis stages (Minichello et al. 1995; 

Punch 1998, 2005). The data analysis process was broken into two stages. The first stage 

was an historical analysis of disability policy processes from the period 1972 to 2005. 

This part of the study drew upon both primary and secondary sources. Some of the 

secondary sources are critiqued, as the theoretical framework shines a different light on 

some interpretations of the original data. The purpose of the historical analysis was first 

to situate the policies of relevance to this study within their historical context (Bessant et 

al. 2006; Dalton et al. 1996; McClelland and Smyth 2006) by identifying the historical 

institutional arrangements of disability policy processes. Such a process enabled the 
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researcher to analyse both the path dependent and path developing (see Jessop 2002 for 

a full discussion of this point) strategies within the primary historical period of interest 

to this study (1996 to 2005).  

 

The second stage of analysis involved two successive qualitative techniques for 

the analysis of the varying forms of data and triangulation of the propositions emerging 

from the data. The first technique followed Minichello‘s et al. (1995) methods of 

qualitative analysis. The second technique involved Critical Discourse Analysis 

(Fairclough 1992). By applying both methods of analysis, the researcher was able to 

explore the social phenomena at the level of meaning and at the social level of causation 

(Fairclough et al. 2003), thereby identifying deeper mechanisms (Moren and Blom 

2003) integral to the reconstitution of disability under the conditionality of a workfare 

state. In accordance with Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999, p. 29), the perspective taken 

here is that discourses and practices are inter-related but are quintessentially distinct and 

thus require both holistic and component analysis both separately and within the broader 

context of disabled people‘s life-worlds and their material experiences. Therefore, 

discourses and practices should neither be collapsed nor conflated into a single entity as 

they symbolise the materiality of social processes. 

 

The first technique used in stage two drew on the coding framework established 

by Minichiello et al. (1995). Throughout the data collection stage, the researcher 

separated data collected into two files from the field journal and interviews. An 

analytical file provided pertinent insights into the data emerging from the accumulation 

of sources outside the interview process. The transcript file contained interview 
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transcripts outlining emerging key words, general ideas and themes, possible linkages 

with theory, and methodological issues such as questioning techniques and areas 

requiring further exploration with participants and research. Data extracted from this 

dual analytical process applied to interviews was then triangulated with data and 

propositions emerging from the documentary and textual analysis. Analysis began while 

the researcher was in the field and involved both a process of induction with the 

conceptualisation of possible theoretical propositions (Neuman 2000) and deduction, 

which involved ‗testing‘ initial theoretical analytical categories and linkages to ensure 

that they were sufficient in explaining the emerging phenomena under study 

(Minichiello et al. 1995).  

 

The second technique drew on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to deconstruct 

texts such as official state documents.  Discourse is a subset of practices (Sayer 2000b) 

and as Fairclough et al. (2003, p. 5) have argued, ‗the relationship between actors, 

language, texts, social relations and practical contexts is one of dialectical internal 

relations; that is although distinct, they are not discrete‘. Hegemonic struggles within the 

social world are articulated textually and those with power are able to sculpt discourses 

and discursive practices, thus embodying ideologies which become naturalised, and go 

on to sustain and reproduce mechanisms of power (Fairclough 1995). Therefore, this 

level of analysis was pertinent in gaining insight into underlying mechanisms at a 

moment when the state appeared to increasingly co-opt the discourse of the disability 

movement to achieve its own ends (Galvin 2004a). By drawing on key aspects of CDA, 

the researcher was able to elicit not only the ideological intent of the policy texts, but 

also to develop an analytical framework which illuminated ‗discourses as networks of 
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practices‘ (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999, p. 24) within the policy process which had 

become naturalised, viewed as ‗common sense‘ and represented mechanisms of power.  

During interviews with disabled actors, the researcher was then able to analyse the effect 

of these new ‗common sense‘ practices on disabled actors‘ subjectivity. Thus, the use of 

CDA increased the explanatory power of data which may have otherwise been elusive.  

Overleaf is an example of the analytical process developed for the study: 
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Table 2.3: Example of Document Analysis using Macro state documents 

 

 Overarching memo: 

 Access to the social security system and associated labour market programs is first assessed by so called medically defined work capacity in terms of ‗time‘. First stage is to 

define programmatic measures which then transfer to the body.   Temporal measures are implemented through a range  of regulatory tools which shape access to employment 

support services – state funded support is ‗time‘ determined both in length of support and hours one must participate in the labour market to meet the support. Interestingly, 

legislative process is almost ‗end‘ result of an array of temporal strategies in demarcating bodies – develop ‗time‘ structures → program implementation → legislation. This 

process is about establishing a hegemonic discourse on the body, through a policy process that appears collaborative, inclusive and developmental, even though ‗key policy 

criteria are set from the outset and do not change.  
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Analysis of all the data sources (both primary and secondary) first occurred 

within each level (macro, meso, and micro) and then at a meta-theoretical level. This 

process captured the dominant themes emerging within each level, in addition to the 

socio-relational differentiated effects. As a result, the underlying causal mechanisms 

driving disability reconstitution were brought to the fore and later triangulated with the 

remaining data collection strategies. Thus, a meta-level analysis across the policy 

process was performed.  As outlined in the subsequent chapters of this study, a meta-

level analysis across the layers of policy actors supported the emergence of key themes 

under the given contextual conditions (Sayer 2000b). 

 Table 2.4: Meta-Level Analysis (e.g: Time/Temporality) 

 

Theoretical Proposition 

 

 

 

 

Effects 

Macro 

Discourses and Practices of Time is the primary technology to establish 

a stratification of state-citizen relations which determine citizenship 

entitlements.  Time as a technology is embedded in a range of regulatory 

tools: legislation, civil society state contractual relations, funding 

structures and measurement tools 

Discourses and structures of Time 

are deeply embedded in relations 

of power and production.  

Discourses and structures of time 

make the ‗reconstitution of 

disability‘ socially, morally and 

politically acceptable through 

reframing the ‗body‘ around 

‗time‘ constructs which give the 

appearance as ‗natural‘, objective 

measurements. In building 

consensus, the state employs a 

policy process first establish a 

collaborative relationship with 

some key players, then undertakes 

policy changes through a 

‗trialling‘/evaluation process 

which appears collaborative, open 

and responsive to change.  

However, the fundamental 

underlying mechanisms as 

regulatory technologies have not 

changed, but become entrenched 

as objective measures. 

Meso 

Time as a regulatory technology leads to service transformation and 

fragmentation: 

1. ‗Creaming‘ of clients: focus on those with the least structural 

disadvantage 

2. Focus of service delivery is ‗fast labour market attachment‘ 

only 

3. Services narrow focus to contractual obligations alone and 

increasingly ‗refer on‘ to other services to which they may 

have previously provided/supported the person with 

4. Staffing instability: increased stress environment with new 

‗time‘ demands, higher staff turnover rates, focus no longer on 

client but ‗market‘ relations  

Micro 

New structures of time are both disabling and coercive with the 

effects being that Disabled people now need More time, not less as 

they are: 

1.  required to negotiate a range of service systems; 

2. churning in/out of low wage contingent labour markets;  

3. experience diminished material well-being with lower benefits; 

and  

4. experiencing effects on subjective wellbeing. 

Public 

Interest 

Data 

Through extenuated policy process that appears collaborative, inclusive, development and responsive, 

easy to mask changes to program as occur over a ‘period of time’ and qualitative changes in categories 

of disability are not ‘picked up’ in quantitative data collective ‘measures’. 
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Issues of Generalisability and Transferability 

As Sayer (1992, 2000b) has suggested, the knowledge production process is one 

of both intensity and ambiguity. The level of intensity reflects the methods adopted to 

approach the research subject, and the issue of ambiguity, refers to those general 

considerations of transferability and generalisability. Bhaskar and Collier (1998, pp. 

385-394)  argue that the role of science is to seek to understand the general conditions in 

which contingencies – including necessary contingencies – emerge to inform the 

knowledge production process. In doing so, science must acknowledge that the social 

world is not only stratified but also differentiated. This process of differentiation is at the 

heart of the issue of ambiguity, signifying the openness of the world alongside the fact 

that that our knowledge is not only situated in but also dependent upon a particular 

context (Sayer 2000b). 

 

Thus, this study does not aim to suggest that the processes of disability 

reconstitution that have emerged within the Australian neoliberal workfare state are 

either generalisable or transferable to other contexts. Although the dominant tendencies 

of neoliberalism may have been the underlying logic of the Australian nation state 

during the period of interest within this study (1996 – 2005), the particularity and the 

historicity of the local conditions and contingencies have been and remain context 

dependent (Archer 1998, p. 532). Researchers must resist the ‗temptation to leap to an 

elicit universalising generalisation and to assume that what is true of the particular 

practices under study is true of all such practices‘ (Manicas 1998, p. 326). This thesis 

discusses a particular historical moment characterised by the global emergence and 

intensification of the structural conditionality of neoliberal workfare as the hegemonic 
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state formation (Harvey 2005; Peck 2001; Santos 2007). Whilst neoliberal workfare has 

become a general condition of most of the Western, and in particular, Anglo world (Peck 

2001), the local conditions and tendencies that emerge within each nation state are 

dependent upon the particularity and the historicity of that state (Manicas 1998). Thus, 

whilst the findings of this thesis provide a window on the dominant tendencies of 

neoliberal workfare restructuring and the causal mechanisms necessitating disability 

reconstitution, the thesis does not purport to represent a universal position on these 

formations across the diverse variation of nation states. As Raewyn Connell (2007) 

suggests, this thesis reveals the particularity of the given situation which may inform 

other contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the research design and methods for the study which 

involved a range of qualitative tools. Located within the qualitative research paradigm, 

the study used the policy process model both as an analytical frame and as support for 

the identification of a range of actors (both collective and individual) who were of 

strategic interest to this study given their role in mediating, moderating, contesting, 

negotiating and resisting disability relations under the conditionality of a neoliberal 

workfare state. Data collection included parliamentary documents, policy papers and 

reports, government media releases, civil society newsletters, reports and service 

information (including web based information sources) and interviews across the policy 

trajectory. The study combined qualitative coding techniques and CDA to identify the 

underlying mechanisms integral to the reconstitution process. This chapter provided 

examples of the analytical process, and the process used to develop meta-level findings. 
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The following chapters present the analytical findings that emerged from the 

above research process. Chapter Three analyses the disability policy process, moving 

back to its primary area of development in 1972 to 2005, the emergence of the 

Australian disability movement and the increasingly contestation of Keynesianism as the 

political hegemony. While the principal area of interest to this research is the period 

1996 to 2005, this broader historical analysis within Chapter Three situates and 

contextualises the overall study. The two subsequent chapters, Chapters Four and Five, 

are shaped by emergent themes; namely, emotions and the moralisation of the disabled 

subject, and the temporality of disability social relations with the intensification of 

neoliberalism. The final chapter provides an overall discussion of the thesis from a 

disability standpoint and possible areas for further research and action.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Disability Policy, Representation and Participation 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an historical analysis of Australian disability policy 

processes, with a particular emphasis on disability social security and employment 

policy from 1972 to 2005. This is the first of the findings chapters that relate to the 

central area of the research. Like any social phenomenon, that of disability does not exist 

frozen in time; rather it is part of a broader societal context which has a strong temporal 

dimension. Consequently, by its nature, this chapter is highly dependent on primary 

sources and, at the same time, it draws on the ‗voices‘ of study participants for the 

period that is the main focus of this research. The chapter brings to the fore the key 

internal relationships within the disability policy system, and intermittently links these to 

the broader external contextual environment. While particular emphasis has been placed 

on the disability movement‘s position throughout this period, all histories reveal a range 

of actors. This chapter reveals the varying positions of key policy actors including the 

state, disability services as civil society actors, family groups and the disability 

movement. The analysis supports the unfolding of the historical contingencies that, in 

effect, place disability policy on a path of development which is dependent upon the 

global restructuring of the accepted Keynesian hegemony with the neoliberal turn. The 

chapter draws out the unique historical and institutional context of Australian disability 

policy and demonstrates that due to this context and path dependency, the policy 
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directives adopted are peculiar to the Australian national landscape, even when viewed 

in the larger global neoliberal context.  

 

The chapter is organised into three main sections in order to contextualise the 

policy developments within the Australian political economy with the neoliberal turn to 

workfare. Similarly to the United States and the United Kingdom, the Australian 

landscape of social policy making has been heavily influenced by the macro-structural 

features of neoliberalism, the collapse of a closed Fordist economy and mounting 

pressure from a range of social movements (Clear 2000; Jessop 2002). The first section 

in this chapter focuses on policy developments from 1972 to 1986, when Australian 

disability policy began to develop an agenda as a ‗whole‘, with mounting pressure and 

contestation from the disability movement and families. The second section goes on to 

address the period from 1986 to 1996, the era of the Hawke and Keating Labor 

Governments, where disability began to emerge as a key organizing principle for the 

Australian social policy environment with the increasing acceptance of neoliberalism as 

the hegemonic ideology. The final section covers the period from 1996 to 2005, which is 

the main focus of this study. This section draws on interviews, document sources and a 

range of publicly available information to discuss this historical period. As the primary 

historical moment of interest to this study, the analysis draws out the ‗movement‘ 

dimensions within disability policy within three key sites of struggle for the Australian 

disability movement; that is disability employment funding, sheltered workshops and 

social security legislation. As outlined in the concluding discussion, this history reveals 

the necessity of examining disability policy as process, to ensure analytical rigour when 

theorising the reconstitution of disability with the shift from a welfare to a workfare 
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state. As Burawoy (1998, p. 5) argues, this analytical process supports the researcher ‗to 

extract the general from the unique, to move from the ‗micro‘ to the ‗macro,‘ and to 

connect the present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by building on pre-

existing theory.‘  

 

Late Beginnings: 1972 – 1986 

The period 1972 to 1986 saw significant change take place in the Australian 

social, political and economic landscape. The socio-political environment from 1972 to 

1975 was marked by a political project to expand social welfare provisioning across 

Australia by a national Labor Government (Cass 2005). Many of the gains achieved in 

this initial period were undermined however, by the onset of global structural changes 

resulting from the growing Fordist crisis. Australia suffered from a deep economic 

recession which put the nation state into a fiscal predicament, leading to exponential 

growth in unemployment. As a result, by 1975 the national Labor Government had 

began to disband its commitment to social welfare (Cass 2005) and, in a highly divisive 

change of government, the new Coalition government discredited the hegemonic 

Keynesian framework (Shaver 1989).  

 

By the early 1980s, the Australian nation state had shifted to the New Right‘s 

agenda of neoliberal globalisation (Beeson and Firth 1998; Lucarelli 2003). There were 

extensive attempts to restructure most areas of Australian society in line with this 

ideology, particularly in areas of social provisioning (Shaver 1989). As Cass (2005) 

notes, many of the social policies emerging in this period would reallocate the 
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Australian welfare system from a needs-based system to earnings-related contributory 

policies, benefiting high income earners most. However, in spite of the increasing 

rationalisation of government spending on social welfare from the late 1970s onwards, 

this period of history marks the beginnings of disability policy in its own right and more 

importantly, the beginnings of an Australian disability movement. 

 

Gaining Recognition 

The election of the Whitlam Labor Government in 1972 resulted in significant 

changes to Australian disability policy. Disability, as a social collectivity, had made the 

national agenda and a planned welfare program of social provisioning to address 

disabled people‘s needs was initiated (Handicapped Persons Welfare Program). Various 

pieces of legislation were either enacted or amended, all of which were informed by 

recommendations from key government reports of the time. Even though the Whitlam 

Labor Government was short lived, it laid many of the foundations for disabled people‘s 

citizenship rights and gave greater recognition to their social and material needs 

(Meekosha 2002). Interestingly, although the changing global socio-political 

environment of this time marked the beginning of the end of the Keynesian welfare state 

for many, this period actually marks the birth of the disability movement within 

Australia – where the disability movement placed disabled people‘s social, political and 

cultural claims on the national polity.  

 

The Henderson Inquiry into Poverty represented the first step taken toward 

recognising the distributive claims of the disability movement (Commission of Inquiry 
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into Poverty 1975). This Inquiry was the first attempt at formally recognising the 

extreme levels of poverty most disabled people experienced (Gleeson 1998). While the 

Henderson Inquiry was initially established under the previous Liberal-National 

Coalition Government, the newly elected Whitlam Labor Government (1972) not only 

expanded its terms of reference, but also its number of Commissioners (Dickey 1987).  

In an unprecedented act, the relationship between disability and poverty was to be 

extensively interrogated by way of a national study – the first of its kind in Australian 

social policy history (Dickey 1987; Gleeson 1998).  

 

The Australian Council for Rehabilitation of the Disabled (ACROD), the peak 

body for disability service providers, was commissioned to undertake the research. The 

final report, the Martin Committee Report on Socio-Medical Aspects of Poverty (1977), 

drew clear links between disabled people‘s exclusion from the labour market and their 

severe levels of poverty, highlighting their position as a ‗dependent class‘ under the 

moral authority of a Keynesian welfare political economy. Recommendations for 

redress, however, clearly represented the interests of ACROD and the disability services 

it represented rather than those of the disability movement.  Disabled people were 

considered unable to access employment ‗through the inability to work‘ (Treloar 1977, 

p. 5), a generalisation which served to reinforce the prevailing view of disability as an 

individual deficit and medical concern. The report also articulated a vision for an 

expanded rehabilitation sector, arguing that the state would benefit through extensive 

pension savings that were created through moving disabled people off the pension 

through labour market earnings. Part of this strategy promoted the expansion of the 
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sheltered workshop sector. ACROD, representing the interests of sheltered workshops, 

cited fiscal contributions to the gross domestic product (GDP) to legitimise sheltered 

workshops as a form of disability employment. ACROD‘s final recommendations did 

not include redistributive measures to be achieved via social provisioning, nor did they 

recognise the right work as a basic entitlement of citizenship. 

 

Some of ACROD‘s findings contributed to the main Henderson Report (1975), 

which dedicated an entire chapter to the social and economic needs of disabled people. 

The report called for disability income assistance to cover the associated costs of living 

with an impairment.  Henderson argued urgently for redistributive measures as a means 

of lifting disabled people out of poverty. Henderson also identified the inadequacy of 

available data (Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics), including the under 

estimation of disability related poverty, especially for those disabled people working full 

time in sheltered employment (Henderson 1975). Controversially, Henderson was 

particularly critical of the sheltered workshop employment system and openly criticised 

the wages and exploitative working conditions (Gleeson 1998).   

 

Despite the Henderson Inquiry‘s rejection of sheltered employment as a means of 

addressing disability related poverty (Gleeson 1998), the Handicapped Programs 

Assistance Act (1974) (HPAA), encouraged the ongoing development of sheltered 

workshops. Funding for sheltered workshops almost doubled the following year 

(Australian Department of Social Security 1975).  Sheltered workshops were also 

expanded into regional areas, as a demonstration by the Whitlam Government of its 
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commitment to regionalism and concern for the geographical distribution of social 

welfare across Australia (Kewley 1980). Additionally, a new school-to-sheltered 

workshop transitional service, Activity Therapy Centres, was created under the HPAA 

(ACROD 1982a) which was not dissimilar to sheltered workshops themselves. Here, the 

underlying principle was to build the employability of young disabled school leavers 

within a sheltered environment to support their transition to open employment.  

 

During this period, a raft of disability legislative amendments were made, such 

as increasing the means test earnings threshold under the Sheltered Employment 

Allowance Act (1967) to encourage disabled people‘s participation in sheltered 

workshop environments. Legislation governing the Commonwealth Rehabilitation 

Services (CRS) was also amended to make its services more accessible to disabled 

people (Gleeson 1998). Some restrictions still remained, however. Access to the CRS 

system was only considered for those disabled people with the productive capacity to 

access the open labour market. With social security expenditure increasing due the 

collapsing Fordist economy, fiscal savings through pension returns from welfare to work 

programs was the primary area of interest for state intervention.  

 

For disabled people, the extensive amendments to disability legislation and 

policy did not meet the Henderson Inquiry‘s call to establish redistributive measures to 

remedy the extreme levels of structural poverty disabled people endured. Nor was 

Henderson‘s challenge to address the exploitative conditions within sheltered workshops 

welcomed. Families played a leading role in services‘ campaigns to gain state funding 
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for sheltered workshops. Although many families had strong links to the Liberal party, 

they seized on the Whitlam Labor Government‘s broader commitment to state social 

provisioning. Consequently, the policy measures that emerged at the time favoured 

family claims above the interests of disabled people and the growing demands of 

disabled people‘s growing social movement. Hence, the new legislative framework 

entrenched disability social inequality by expanding the sheltered workshop system and 

reinforcing disabled people‘s dependence upon powerful professional groups. 

 

Within several months of the passage of the HPAA, the Whitlam Labor 

Government was voted out of office. The Fraser Liberal-National Coalition Government 

then came to power with the explicit aim of imposing severe budgetary constraints on 

social spending. However, this Government was faced with a disability movement that 

was rapidly gaining momentum at the national level. Internationally, a general 

consciousness towards furthering the rights of disabled people was also growing. 

Greater impetus for change was emerging under the influences of global policy institutes 

such as the United Nations and recent developments in non-binding treaties such as the 

Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons 1971. The rise of the 

‗normalisation principle‘ (Whitehead 1992), increasing pressure from family groups for 

social provisioning measures, along with the growing demands of an emerging disability 

movement were all exerting additional pressure on the Fraser Coalition Government 

(Clear 2000).  
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Gaining Global Momentum: The International Year of Disabled Persons  

Greater recognition for disabled people in Australia occurred as a result of the 

1981 United Nations declaration of the International Year of Disabled Persons (IYDP) 

(Clear 2000; Newell 1999). The Fraser Coalition Government, while uncommitted to 

disability (Meekosha 2002), observed the declaration and established several national 

committees. Of these, only one national committee had a disability presence. The IYDP 

National Committee of Non-Government Organisations had a majority representation of 

disability – 13 of its 20 members were either disabled people or disability advocates – 

however, eight of these people were directly chosen by ACROD. Thus, while disability 

was present as a minority ‗voice‘, the power of professional lobby groups effectively 

remained intact, tightly protecting their representative interests.  

 

The IYDP committee adopted the theme of ‗Break Down the Barriers‘, and made 

recommendations for a range of additional services, increased income support and 

greater representation in the policy making process. The committee undertook a range of 

public consultations, and throughout these consultations, access to decent work through 

the open labour market was consistently raised by disabled people as a key area in need 

of redress (IYDP National Committee of Non-Government Organisations 1983). 

Disabled people clearly understood the integral role employment played in their material 

well-being and recognition of basic rights. The committee‘s final report acknowledged 

the lack of human dignity in sheltered employment, and argued that sheltered workshops 

undermined the goals of the UN Declaration of the Rights of Disabled Persons 1976. 

ACROD was forced to respond to these growing public concerns, and did so by 
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organising a national seminar for the sheltered workshops it represented (IYDP National 

Committee of Non-Government Organisations 1983).   

 

The proposals to redress the labour market disadvantage experienced by disabled 

people were ultimately limited within the final report. Many of the suggested strategies 

focused on the employability of disabled people. Strategies to address structural 

discrimination, the underemployment of disabled people, or to redistribute employment 

participation in primary labour markets were not discussed.  Focusing on supply-side 

measures, the final report called for increased employment support, training, employer 

subsidies and the universal adoption of slow workers‘ permits for disabled workers.  

 

The committee‘s recommendations set the agenda for future disability 

employment policies at the national level. While disabled people were encouraged to 

participate in employment at a higher rate, the conditions of entrenched poverty cited by 

the Henderson Inquiry did not change. As a result, not all disabled people were satisfied 

with the changes that occurred (Evans 1989), and IYDP is often referred to as the ‗Year 

of the Ramp‘ (Russell 1998), both nationally and internationally, thus highlighting its 

limitations in addressing disabled people‘s structural location and its depiction of 

disability as an medical concern (Clear 2000). 

 

However, for many other disabled people in Australia, the IYDP did provide 

some stimulus in gaining greater recognition (Clear 2000). Through the extensive 
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establishment of numerous self-help organisations (Evans 1989; Newell 1996), the 

Australian disability movement was gaining momentum, through mobilising disabled 

people across Australia. Encouraged by the growing international disability movement 

(Cooper 1999; Newell 1999), an active campaign to place disabled people‘s social, civil 

and politics rights on the political agenda was undertaken which targeted the highest 

levels of government (Williams 1992). To consolidate and build upon the gains made 

during this year, the disability movement engaged in contentious politics and lobbied 

across the political arena. The relevance of a service provider peak body such as 

ACROD in representing the claims of disabled people and the demands of the disability 

movement was the movement‘s primary concern. By the end of 1981, the disability 

movement‘s extensive campaigns could no longer be ignored and Senator Chaney, the 

Minister responsible at the time, wrote to ACROD, stating that an ‗independent body 

was needed to represent the views of disabled people as consumers‘ (ACROD 1982b, p. 

14). Thus, despite its limitations, the international observance of IYDP opened up the 

‗political opportunity structure‘ (Minkoff 1999, p. 1672). The Australian disability 

movement‘s campaigns and claims for respect and recognition were finally coming to 

realisation.  The movement‘s central concern for greater representation within the policy 

making process – distinctively dubbed ‗Nothing about us with out Us‘ (Charlton 1998) – 

was coming to the fore. 

 

The movement‘s small gains, however, were set against the Fraser Coalition 

Government‘s attempts to rein in welfare spending. Social security spending rapidly 

increased to 24 per cent of total budget outlays by the end of the Fraser government‘s 
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term in office (Manning 1998, p. 22). In a range of government campaigns designed to 

discredit social security recipients and social security as an entitlement under the 

Keynesian framework of citizenship, disabled people were accused of ‗gilding the lily‘ 

(Shaver 1989, p. 166). In line with the growing international influence of neoliberal 

positions on workfare, the Fraser Government began exploring New Right strategies to 

move ‗invalid pensioners‘ off welfare and into the workforce.  Aiming to curtail 

spending through pension savings, numerous work-related concessions and services 

were introduced to entice disabled people into the labour market. In the final year of the 

Fraser Government, an additional $12.4 million was allocated to increasing disability 

service provision under the HPAA, which was mostly targeted at labour market 

incentives (Department of Social Security 1983). 

 

The New Directions of Federal Labor: 1983 – 1986 

Prior to the 1983 election, the disability movement actively lobbied both sides of 

politics with a high degree of success. The incoming Hawke Labor Government 

formally acknowledged many of the movement‘s key demands and promised to address 

many of the social policy failures so evident to the disability movement (ACROD 

1983a). The reorganisation of disability services, in line with international trends of 

deinstitutionalisation and normalisation, were central to the incoming Labor 

Government‘s disability platform. Within months of being elected, the new Labor 

Government implemented a wide ranging review of the HPAA, leading to the 

development of Australia‘s first major national report on disability, New Directions 

(1985) (Parmenter 1999).  
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The Handicapped Programs Review and the resulting New Directions Report 

were momentous due to their extensive consultation with disabled people along with 

their families and carers (Lindsay 1996). This was the first time any Australian 

government – National or State – had consulted directly with the disability community 

and, more specifically, with representatives of the disability movement (Taylor 1989; 

Parmenter 1999). The comprehensive involvement of disabled people and their allies is 

borne out by the final Report‘s calls for disabled people‘s participation in policy 

development, greater control over disability services, increased support for self-help 

groups and for future government funding and legislation to enshrine the aims and 

principles of the disability movement. In the disability movement, the most progressive 

elements promoted small diversified services to support the deinstitutionalisation of 

disabled people living and working in large, segregated, charity-based organisations 

(Clear 2000; Cocks and Stehlik 1996). 

 

In the employment arena, the recommendations were monumental. For the first 

time, the final report gave clear indications that it would not accept the relegation of 

disabled people to the injustices of sheltered employment. An integral component of the 

report considered structural barriers to labour market participation such as the increased 

costs of worker‘s compensation for disabled employees, inflexible work practices and 

the nexus between social security regulation and employment earnings. Three open 

labour market support services were also promoted as plausible policy options. These 

included competitive employment training and placement (CETP) as a short term 

transitional model to move people into self-supporting employment, competitive 
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employment maintenance for people requiring support to remain in employment, and 

long term supported employment programs for people requiring ongoing support 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1985). Thus, the recommendations proposed interventions 

addressing both sides of the labour market, and a new policy agenda was set with open 

employment participation at its centre.  

 

While disabled people were actively involved in extensive consultations, the 

consultative process staged within the disability policy arena epitomised the Hawke 

Labor Government‘s ‗new consensus‘ approach to national policy making (Keating and 

Dixon 1989). This Government aimed to bring emerging social movements into the fold 

in order to contain resistance to the broader economic agenda, and to facilitate the 

creation of a new consensus in Australian economic management (Keating and Dixon 

1989). 

 

Within six weeks of gaining office, the new government had initiated the 

National Economic Summit. This Summit represented a major shift in national policy. 

Labour and capital were brought together palming out a new national economic 

management agreement, commonly referred to as the Accord (Wheelwright 1989). 

Welfare groups were excluded from participation in the Summit, although an invitation 

permitting ‗observer status‘ was granted to the Australian Council of Social Services 

(ACOSS). In spite of its ongoing lobbying efforts, ACROD was not granted the same 

status and openly expressed its disappointment among its members (ACROD 1983b).  
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The Hawke Labor Government was also eager to restrain the high cost of 

institutional care (Galvin 2003; Lindsay 1996). There had been substantial increases in 

the annual fiscal allocations in this area since the passage of the HPAA in 1974. 

Drawing on parallel social policy developments in the United Kingdom and the United 

States, the rise of neoliberalism exerted a high degree of influence over Australian social 

policy elite (Dalton et al. 1996). In the disability sphere, Wolfensberger‘s principals of 

normalisation and SRV fitted perfectly with the free market individualism of the 

neoliberal agenda (Whitehead 1992). The disability movement‘s struggles against large 

institutionalised environments provided the Hawke Labor Government with an avenue 

to contain the growing costs of institutionalised care. Accordingly, many of the 

strategies developed based on the Handicapped Program Review‘s recommendations 

reflected the growing neoliberal hegemony of market based social provisioning, which 

was premised upon meeting disabled people‘s ‗individualised needs‘.  

 

For the disability movement, however, parts of this ‗new consensus‘ politics 

meant large gains, particularly in the area of policy representation (Meekosha 2002). For 

the first time, the disability movement gained direct state support. The Australian 

chapter of Disabled Peoples International (DPI Australia) was officially recognised, and 

state support and funding was granted. DPI Australia became the first institutional body 

to emerge from the disability movement that represented the collective interests of 

disabled people in state social policy measures. A Ministerial disability advisory group 

known as the Disability Advisory Council of Australia (DACA) was also established 

and consisted mostly of disabled people. Disabled people now had a direct line to the 
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political elite and leading bureaucrats responsible for the state administration of 

‗disability‘. State recognition during this period triggered an initial shift of power away 

from service providers and families towards disabled people and their growing 

movement. 

 

The Commonwealth Disability Services Act (1986) and the Disability Services 

Program 

The Handicapped Programs Review resulted in the passage of new legislation 

and the establishment of new regulatory frameworks. The new Act, Commonwealth 

Disability Services Act (1986) (DSA), was considered by many a landmark in legislative 

and service reform, engendering the rights of disabled people (Gleeson 1998). The right 

to work has been central to the disability movement‘s struggles for social justice. After 

extensive campaigns, the disability movement won numerous concessions and the 

passage of the DSA established a large network of disability open employment support 

services. These services were at the forefront of meeting some of the disability 

movement‘s key demands regarding work, employment and inclusion. In a unique social 

experiment, the state intervened in labour markets while redistributing resources to 

services that were largely governed by the interests of disabled people (Clear and 

Gleeson 2001, p. 50). Inclusion in the mainstream labour market as a social right stood 

in direct opposition to the long standing practice of segregating disabled people in 

sheltered workshops (Zames Flesicher and Zames 2001). Disability open employment 

services symbolised hope and promise. The disability movement held great hope that 

disability employment services would begin to redress the longstanding exclusion of and 
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discrimination towards disabled people practiced by the labour market. Promises of 

representation and control over these vital resources and services were considered 

pivotal to realising these hopes (Clear 2000).   

 

The passage of the DSA, however, did not occur without dispute. ACROD 

lobbied unsuccessfully against its passage (Lindsay 1996), since the DSA legislated the 

eventual phasing out of sheltered workshops over a five-year period. This legislative 

measure was of particular importance to the disability movement as sheltered workshops 

were renowned for breaches of worker dignity. Disabled workers repeatedly reported 

that their most basic rights to a fair day‘s pay and respect from non-disabled staff were 

the rights most frequently infringed upon (Williams 1992).   

 

Despite extensive effects to dismantle the sheltered workshop system, the 

disability movement had little success. Over the initial five-year period legislated in the 

DSA, the Hawke Labor Government provided an additional $15 million in funding to 

support sheltered workshops transition to meet the new principles and objectives of the 

DSA (Ronalds 1990). In 1992, the DSA was amended to extend the compliance time 

line for sheltered workshops to June 1995 (Disability Advisory Council of Australia 

1992), providing a total compliance window of nine years. By 1994, however, ACROD 

and sheltered workshops were rewarded for their intensive political lobbying efforts 

when the Hawke Labor Government modified its position (Parmenter 1999). The Hawke 

Labor government reneged on its prior commitments to the disability movement. The 

Minister compromised. Sheltered workshop campaigns and ACROD‘s intimidating 
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lobbying practices were rewarded. The Minister argued that ‗for people in sheltered 

workshops … open or supported employment is neither a realistic objective nor a 

personal goal‘ (quoted in Lindsay 1996, np). ‗Disability‘ was repositioned as a social 

and personal absence, directly undermining the disability movement‘s key struggles for 

industrial citizenship. As a result, the government‘s new position effectively shifted 

power away from the disability movement back to large and powerful institutional 

services. By marginalising the disability movement, the Government began the process 

of winding back the limited gains made by the disability movement in policy 

representation. 

  

Thus, many of the most progressive recommendations to emerge from the 

Review were never fully realised. Through intense lobbying designed to safeguard their 

own interests, disability service organisations systematically undermined some of the 

most progressive initiatives contained in the DSA (Gleeson 1998; Lindsay 1996). 

ACROD, clearly demonstrating its representative position, campaigned extensively to 

maintain control of services and safeguard its power within state policy processes. 

Within months of the announcement of the DSA, ACROD (1986, p. 12) pledged to its 

members that it would ‗continue, on the political front to put forward the claims for the 

voluntary sector for a major say in the development of innovative service models and the 

introduction of new funding formulae.‘  

 

Although implementing the transitional arrangements for sheltered workshops 

was proving highly contentious, the new DSA legislated for the implementation of two 
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of the three recommended disability open employment services (competitive 

employment, training and placement (CETP). Implementation of a range of service types 

began immediately after the publication of the New Directions Report by the 

Commonwealth Department of Community Services (Department of Community 

Services 1989). The Labor Government Cabinet endorsed a national plan developed by 

the Department, The Disability Services Program, with four areas of priority for 

disability policy: vocational services; residential services and quality of life issues; 

individual client planning and citizen advocacy; and information systems. In all, there 

were 61 projects funded, consisting of 21 CETP services and 13 supported employment 

services. 

 

There were a number of initial difficulties with set-up, which are directly 

traceable to the haste of the Program‘s implementation and the acrimonious tactics 

engaged in by some service providers. The Department was largely driven by its own 

acknowledgement of Australian disability policy as ‗out of step‘ with international 

changes (Department of Community Services 1989, p. 1). Anticipating further resistance 

from the disability service sector, the Department pushed forward with many aspects of 

the reforms. All newly funded demonstration projects were up and running within six 

months of the national plan being endorsed by Cabinet (from mid-September 1985 to 

January/February 1986). As a result, a number of the projects experienced difficulties in 

staff recruitment, training and retention, budgeting parameters and ongoing viability 

(Department of Community Services 1989). According to Parmenter (1999), some of 

these issues would have waned had there been greater acknowledgement of the historical 
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role played by families and voluntary services in supporting disabled people. As Lindsay 

(1996) and Gleeson (1998) suggest, however, the campaigns mounted by ACROD and 

its services against the DSA and the Disability Services Program were central in 

undermining many of the DSA‘s most progressive initiatives. 

 

In spite of the divisive campaigns run by some within the disability services 

sector, the Commonwealth forged ahead with the new Disability Services Program. 

Funding announced in the 1987-1988 Budget provided $207 million in funding, with 

some 84 new services gaining funding approval (National Institute of Economic and 

Industry Research et al. 1988). By December 1989, the new disability employment 

services had assisted 1100 disabled workers in gaining open employment and 320 into 

supported employment. For the first time, many disabled workers were receiving award 

wages and conditions (Lindsay 1996). Thus, even in the face of the large campaigns 

launched against the reforms, this short historical moment represents some of the most 

progressive reforms for disabled people and some major gains for participatory parity 

made by the movement. Even within the constraints of a growing neoliberal agenda, 

there were a number of real gains. Confronting labour market discrimination through 

legislation and the redistribution of social resources through the introduction of open 

employment support services, largely governed by disabled people, represented real 

gains by the movement. 

Implementing Neoliberal Reforms: 1986 – 1996 

In 1986, the Treasurer of the Hawke Labor Government declared that Australia 

was at risk of becoming a ‗banana republic‘ after the collapse of the terms of trade 
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(Lucarelli 2003). Committing itself to the ascending neoliberal ideology of free markets, 

the Hawke Labor Government made a raft of changes to the Australian macro-economic 

environment. Flagged as the only alternative, all segments of Australian society began a 

process of extensive transformation. Coupled with the emergence of globalisation and a 

collapsing Fordist economy, neoliberalism was granted legitimacy (Conley 2001). A 

new bureaucratic elite, well versed in neoliberal ideology (Pusey 1991), spent much of 

their time convincing the Australian public of its numerous benefits (Lucarelli 2003).  

 

The new neoliberal consensus resulted in the dismantling of numerous social 

protections and a retracting Keynesian welfare state (Shaver 1989), along with the 

emergence of Australian neoliberal workfare (Burgess et al. 2000). By the early 1990s, 

Australians endured another recession and a concomitant contracting employment 

market (Campbell 2000). In order to address the resultant increase in social security 

expenditure, the Labor Government released its new re-regulationist agenda for the 

unemployed, Working Nation (Considine 2001). Its cornerstone was an early expression 

of the notion of citizenry mutual obligations, integrating both social security and labour 

market policy. Drawing on the Hilmer Report (1993), an extensive program of 

privatisation of government employment and associated services followed. Competitive 

service delivery became an integral component in delivering government cost 

efficiencies through state-market contractual arrangements – all of which was depicted 

as necessary in order to maintain Australian‘s competitiveness within the global 

economy. 
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Reforming the Keynesian Welfare State: The Beginning of Australian Neoliberal 

Workfare 

As part of the Hawke Labor Government‘s aim to re-engineer the Australia 

social, political and economic landscape, a major review of the social security system 

was implemented, and by 1988, the Social Security Review (SSR) (Cass et al. 1988) had 

published its findings. An entire paper was dedicated to the disability social security 

system and employment. The paper, entitled Towards Enabling Policies: Income 

supports for people with disabilities (1988), argued that there were a number of features 

of social security legislation which acted as disincentives to disabled people‘s labour 

market participation. In summary, the paper sought to mitigate the loss of pension 

payments and associated entitlements when moving into the open labour market, in 

addition to restoring access to entitlements with ease, should a person‘s efforts to gain 

employment be unsuccessful. Many within the disability movement had long argued that 

disabled people did not want to risk losing access to social security entitlements, and 

consequently remained in sheltered employment (DACA 1991a, b, c).  

 

Numerous recommendations were made within the paper, many of which had 

been previously proposed by the disability movement. These recommendations 

encompassed areas such as maintaining access to healthcare entitlements for low income 

earners and an increase to the tax/social security earnings threshold (Cass et al. 1988).  

Eligibility for disability social security entitlements was also given extensive 

consideration. The old invalid pension was grounded in a medical definition of bodily 
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deficit, where an individual had to prove ‗whole body incapacity‘. The Social Security 

Review argued for eligibility criteria premised upon hours of work at full award wages 

within the open labour market, in addition to both structural and employability factors 

including locational disadvantage and labour market discrimination based on education, 

ethnicity, gender and age, along with disability (Cass et al. 1988).   

 

Drawing on the Social Security Review‘s findings, the government announced in 

1990 its intent to restructure the disability social security system in line with active 

workfare principles (Joint Statement 1990, p. 1). The Disability Taskforce, an 

interdepartmental committee, was established. Its task was to rationalise and streamline 

the social security system, as well as counter any inherent labour market disincentives 

embedded within the system (Ronalds 1990). The Taskforce commissioned a review of 

all Commonwealth disability employment initiatives as an integral component of the 

reform process. Influenced by the growing hegemony of neoliberal workfare, the 

relationship between welfare and labour market participation was pivotal to the 

Taskforce‘s agenda. 

 

A discussion paper entitled National Employment Initiatives for People with 

Disabilities (Ronalds 1990) resulted from the Taskforce‘s commissioning. Building on 

many of the recommendations of the Social Security Review (1988), Ronalds argued that 

there was a need for disabled workers to maintain access to social security benefits even 

when earning award wages (Thornton and Lunt 1997). Ronalds (1990) encouraged the 

government to counter labour market discrimination directly, and provided unequivocal 
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support for anti-discrimination legislation. The previous Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunities Commission Act (1986) excluded disability or acts of disability 

discrimination (Thornton and Lunt 1997), leaving few legal avenues for redress. The 

disability movement mounted a range of campaigns and, in May 1991, the Minister for 

Community Services and Health established a committee to investigate the need for 

national disability anti-discrimination legislation (NIEIR et al. 1992).  

 

Ronalds (1990) also identified several additional areas in need of urgent 

attention, including the streamlining productivity assessments for disabled workers 

employed under productivity-based wages, unionisation, and adequate legal protection 

for employment and working conditions. To advance the recommendations, Ronalds 

(1990) drew on the Hawke Labor Government‘s political strategy for social policy 

development, and established an influential working party consisting of the Australian 

Council of Trade Unions (ACTU), employer peak bodies (such as the Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry), disability employment services and disability peak bodies 

(Dunoon and Green 1992). The working party targeted only one of the 

recommendations; to develop a productivity-based wage scheme for disabled workers 

accessing the open labour market. The organising principle of the scheme protected the 

interests of capital, where employers paid disabled workers for the value of their 

productive labour as compared with their able-bodied co-workers, thus protecting 

surplus value. While this was initially seen as a progressive move within the new 

disability open employment service sector, its overall effect was to provide official state 

sanction for the subjugation of disabled workers productive power to the needs of 



 119 

capital. Social normative evaluations of the disabled worker‘s labour-power as ‗slower‘, 

‗weaker‘ or ‗more inflexible‘ (Gleeson 1997, p. 195) remained unquestioned. In turn, the 

scheme effectively reinforced hegemonic representations of the disabled body by 

symbolically juxtaposing the ‗inferior‘ disabled individual against the ‗superior‘ able-

bodied productive individual.  

 

Whilst constrained by the emerging neoliberal agenda, both the Social Security 

Review and the Ronalds Report were nevertheless premised upon some broad principles 

of social justice and liberal principles of economic participation. Advocating protection 

of disabled workers from various forms of labour market exploitation was a highly 

progressive measure. The labour movement had largely ignored the needs of disabled 

workers, and there had been few previous attempts to seriously address disabled 

people‘s exclusion from and discrimination within the labour market (Williams 1992). 

Debate regarding the maintenance of access to social security entitlements whilst 

earning a living within the open labour market finally recognised the entrenched 

structural disadvantage experienced by disabled workers under a capitalist political 

economy. It was also recognised that the production of most medical goods was subject 

to the logic of profit, and shaped the cost of living for many people with impairments. 

Thus, this politics of recognition was deeply enmeshed with the politics of distribution. 
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Rationalisation of the Keynesian Welfare State: Commonwealth/State Disability 

Agreement 

The restructuring of the income support system was coupled with service 

rationalisation. In 1989, the Minister for Community Services and Health announced 

that discussions were taking place between the two layers of government (State and 

National) to assist with the rationalisation of services across jurisdictions (ACROD 

1989; Conway 1992). The discussions resulted in a five-year administrative management 

agreement, Commonwealth State Disability Agreement (the Agreement), which divided 

administrative responsibility across distinct program boundaries between the National 

and State governments (Parmenter 1999). Disability services had previously received 

funding from both levels of government, effectively doubling services‘ administrative 

and reporting requirements (Yeatman 1996). Many people within the disability 

movement welcomed the decision, having raised concerns regarding the consistency and 

quality of service provision across jurisdictions which were ad hoc at best (see Lindsay 

1996).   

 

From this point forward, the National government assumed sole administrative 

responsibility for disability employment services (including sheltered workshops), while 

State and Territory governments funded accommodation, respite, recreation, 

independent living, print and information services. Both layers of government retained 

responsibilities for their respective advocacy services (Commonwealth of Australia 

1993).The retention of joint responsibility for advocacy services appeared to provide at 
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least some form of protection from the advancing neoliberal agenda, which specifically 

targeted social movements and their institutional actors in containing dissent (Soldatic 

and Chapman 2009). 

  

As part of the Agreement, States and Territories had to enact legislation that 

complemented the DSA in order to create greater homogeneity across service types, and 

ensure consistent quality of provision (DACA 1991d). The disability movement actively 

campaigned in support for this strategy, having experienced a range of discrepancies 

with regards to disability service provision across the country (DACA 1991f). 

Accessibility, availability and consistency of service provision across the nation was ad 

hoc at best, and makeshift at worst. Service provision was largely determined by 

geography, with local service provision reflecting the political leverage of the disability 

movement in that part of the country, or the historical involvement and mobilisation of 

families. 

 

To garner support from the disability movement, families, carers and services, 

both layers of government promoted the benefits of a streamlined and standardised 

service system (Baume and Kay 1995). In particular, in a display of unity,
18

 the National 

and State governments presented the Agreement as creating more coherent pathways 

between National and State administered disability programs. This approach gained 

broad support, and DACA (1991f, p. 7) widely promoted the new arrangements, stating 

                                                 
18

 This unified front was symbolic of a unified polity, where the Australian Labor Party held power across 

all States and at the National level at the time of negotiations. 
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that there would be ‗greater opportunities for developing a more cooperative and 

coordinated approach to providing services‘.  

 

By 1995, however, it became apparent that the rationalised system had not 

delivered the promised improvements (Baume and Kay 1995; Lindsay 1996; Yeatman 

1996). A national public evaluation of the Agreement was conducted, with the final 

report confirming disabled people‘s many frustrations (Yeatman 1996). Transitioning 

from a National employment service to a State community participation program and 

vice versa was proving difficult. Each jurisdiction had established its own eligibility 

criteria, which encouraged cost shifting between the two layers of government (Lindsay 

1996). Many disabled people were ‗stuck‘ between two systems, unable to move either 

way, with their lifelong development impeded (Baume and Kay 1995). In spite of the 

disappointments experienced by many, the final evaluation recommended that the 

Agreement‘s continue but also expressed the need to establish and resource an 

intergovernmental plan to manage and co-ordinate the system (Yeatman 1996). 

 

In June of 2003, the National, State and Territory governments agreed to a third 

Agreement, almost 12 months after the expiration of the second agreement 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2003). Negotiation surrounding each jurisdiction‘s 

commitment to funding increases over the five-year lifespan of the third Agreement was 

the primary reason for the delay (McIntosh and Phillips 2002), in addition to the 

politicking of a Liberal-National Coalition Commonwealth Government against Labor 

Governments across all seven States and Territories. With the signing of the third 
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Agreement, many of the most urgent issues discussed within the first review remained 

unresolved. Moreover, the promises of protection from state coercion for the 

movement‘s advocacy groups funded by both layers of government never materialised. 

Formally recognised advocacy became highly vulnerable with the intensification of 

neoliberalism during the Howard period of government (Soldatic and Chapman 2009). 

 

The Disability Reform Package (1991): Workfare in the Making 

In September 1991, the Minister for Health, Housing and Community Services 

announced the Disability Reform Package (NIEIR et al. 1992), incorporating the Social 

Security Review (1988) and the Ronalds Report (1990). Whilst the Package was flagged 

almost a year earlier, its full substance was now revealed. Disability social security and 

social provisioning were to be restructured in their entirety. Articulating workfare 

principles, the Package advocated the integration of disability labour market programs 

with social security regulation (McElwaine and Ford 1994; Saltmash 1994). Focusing on 

the ‗most-able of the disabled‘,
19

 state assistance targeted those disabled people who 

required the least support in accessing the labour market (Lindsay 1996). Growing 

numbers of unemployed workers increasingly accessed the disability social security 

system (Argyrous and Neale 2003), resulting in a 38% increase in the number of people 

accessing a DSP in less than 10 years (Park 2005). Thus, despite the government‘s 

rhetoric of social justice and reform, the primary aim was to curtail fiscal expenditure by 

propelling disabled people into the labour market and off welfare (Clear 2000). 

Adopting the broader international regulatory discourses on active welfare reform 

                                                 
19

 I borrow this term from Joyce Evans (1989, p. 242). 
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espoused by global policy institutes such as the OECD, Brian Howe, the Minister at the 

time for disability, stated in his Ministerial Statement: Social Justice for People with 

Disabilities: 

The package of new labour market and income support arrangements, known as 

the disability reform package and introduced in the 1990 Budget, is one 

demonstration of the Government's response to implementing practical measures 

for full and active integration of people with disabilities into the labour market. 

The package is built on earlier Government initiatives in the provision of support 

for people with disabilities; it involves an active system of payment and support 

for people with disabilities, and links new disability support pension recipients 

with appropriate vocational training, rehabilitation and employment placement 

services. The disability reform package will bring into sharper focus the special 

needs of clients with disabilities and is an outstanding illustration of the 

Government's broad approach to reform.  

(Howe, Minister for Health, Housing and Community Services, Senate Hansard, 

5 September 1991, p. 788) 

 

The new bill, Social Security (Disability and Sickness Support) Amendment Bill 

(1991), replaced the long standing Invalid Pension (1908), and the Sheltered 

Employment Allowance (1967) with one payment, the Disability Support Pension (DSP) 

(NIEIR et al. 1992). The thrust of the new regulation directly undermined the key 

recommendations of the SSR, particularly in terms of determining eligibility. Except for 

those over 55 years of age, structural disadvantages such as residential location, labour 

market buoyancy, and/or socio-economic background were no longer taken into account 

(Daniels 2003). In addition to tightened means and assets tests for most groups, a new 

eligibility criterion was formed, conjointly expressing the impaired body as both 

biologically and productively deficient. Defined within the legislation as a ‗work-related 

impairment‘ (Social Security Act 1991), the new determining factor was a person‘s 

individual productive capacity based upon an abstract temporal measure of work time. 
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For some, however, the compromise was the parallel national implementation of 

disability anti-discrimination legislation, the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) 

(DACA 1991e; Gleeson 1998). Echoing the principles enshrined in the Americans with 

Disabilities Act 1990 (Lindsay 1996), the DDA covered a range of areas including 

labour market discrimination. There were, however, numerous exemptions. Symbolising 

the nation state‘s hegemonic consensus of ‗active up-right citizenship‘ (Meekosha and 

Dowse 1997), discrimination against potential immigrant populations was protected in 

law, explicitly conveying the vital role of disability in constructing the white able-bodied 

nation (Goggin and Newell 2005; Jakubowicz and Meekosha 2002; Soldatic and Fiske 

2009). Further, with the onus placed on disabled people to lodge actions and prove 

discrimination, the power was decisively with ‗well-resourced organisations‘ (Newell 

1996, p. 430). Organisations could also claim ‗unjustifiable hardship‘ on economic 

grounds, winning reprieve from any remedial action (Handley 2001; Lindsay 1996), 

exempting the capitalist political economy from incrimination. Thus, while espousing 

normative values of social recognition, the DDA amounted to less than Handley‘s 

(2001) suggested symbolic gesture.
20

 The DDA was designed by a state eager to give the 

neoliberal market legitimacy and to continue its aim of shifting disabled people from 

state social provisioning to the market.  

 

The final piece of the package was the funding of labour market supports under 

the Disability Employment Program (DEP). Additional funding covering 12,000 labour 
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 I owe this point to Dr Ethan Blue of The University of Western Australia for highlighting the DDA‘s 

rhetorical rather than symbolic nature in discussion. 



 126 

market program places was released over the three years following, with a third of the 

places aimed at young disabled school leavers (Disability Taskforce 1991). Within two 

years, however, the numbers within the new DSP had grown from 334, 234 to 406,572 

(FaCS 2001), yet no funding increases were forthcoming. Disability labour market 

programs were not considered a social entitlement (Senate Standing Committee on 

Community Affairs 1992) nor was there any notion of a right to work (Baume and Kay 

1995). The original funding allocation of $92.7 million was based on pension savings to 

be made from shifting disabled people from welfare to work, and the program was not 

delivering the promised fiscal savings.  

 

Thus, the initial strategies, particularly the 12,000 state funded labour market 

places failed to meet the government‘s growing workfare agenda. As part of the 

forthcoming Budget (1993 - 1994), Dr Carmen Lawrence, then Minister for Human 

Services and Health, initiaited a full review of all disability supply side strategies. 

Working Solution, the final report, noted several failures within disability employment 

programs, and explicitly questioned the ‗rhetoric and reality‘ of the nation state‘s 

commitment to disabled people (Baume and Kay 1995, p. 31). Setting the stage for a 

new round of reforms, Working Solution made sweeping recommendations along with 

time lines, many of which were never met. Most significantly, Working Solution 

developed a new appeal for sheltered workshops, referring to them authoritatively as a 

‗business type service‘ (Baume and Kay 1995, p. 37). As part of the campaign to 

sanction sheltered workshops, one of the key proposals was to enforce industrial 

regulatory measures. Years later, this proposal entrenched the exploitative conditions of 
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sheltered workshops, and gave them moral, political and economic legitimacy. Under 

the guise of this legitimacy the labour movement, capital and the state actively worked 

together to repress the demands of the disability movement in later years.
21

 Using the 

rhetoric of service ‗innovation and competition to achieve the outcome of quality 

services in meeting individual needs‘ (Baume and Kay 1995, p. 1), the disability 

movement encountered yet another round of service reform and further marginalisation 

from the policy process.  

 

 Within nine months of Working Solution‘s release, the Department with primary 

responsibility for disability social policy, The Commonwealth Department of Human 

Services and Health, began consultations. Consulting extensively with services and peak 

bodies, its primary aim was to build broad consensus to develop a new funding 

methodology and contractual governance relations between the state and social services. 

The paper, Performance Based Funding: A Framework for Funding Disability 

Employment Services (1995), outlined new assessment arrangements and funding 

allocation based on ‗assessed support needs‘ to be phased in over three years. In line 

with the growing neoliberal agenda of diminishing real fiscal social provisioning 

allocations, the proposals for funding reform were expected to be completed within 

assigned budget allocations (DHSH 1995, p. 10). No new or additional fiscal resources 

were allocated to implementing the reforms. The aim was to redistribute state funding on 

a new formula – an individualised and highly medicalised formula that actively sought 

to de-collectivise disabled people‘s services within the open employment arena. 
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 Full discussion of this point appears later within the chapter. 
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Sheltered workshops, notably rebranded as ‗business services‘ (DHSH 1995, p. 1), 

engaged in a range of protest actions to contest the proposed arrangements in the coming 

years.   

 

Disability and the Australian Workfare State: 1996 – 2005 

Leaving aside the moral dimension that every member of the community should be 

encouraged and able to participate in the economic opportunities which characterise the 

modern world; no nation can afford to leave unchecked the waste, economic and social 

isolation that is the consequence of welfare dependency.  

(Senator Jocelyn Newman 1999, p. 1) 

 

  

The principal period of interest to this study is 1996 – 2005. As noted in the 

Introduction chapter, this period marked fundamental changes to the Australian political 

economy (Conley 2001) which, in turn, enabled the Howard Liberal National Coalition 

to pursue the neoliberal agenda of re-regulating the nexus of the labour market and 

social policy (Carney et al. 2007). While some of the regulatory strategies built on the 

previous Labor Government‘s workfare agenda (Considine 2001), many of the 

regulatory tools introduced distinguished by their renewed focus on separating out ‗the 

deserving from the undeserving poor‘ (Mendes 2008, p. 90). The privatisation of public 

services (Carney and Ramia 2002; Considine 2001; Mendes 2008) and the shifting of the 

surveillance of poor citizens to both private and non-government services (Edwards 

2006) were key features of the Howard Government neoliberal era. 

  

As a means of silencing dissent, the Howard Government actively enforced 

numerous regulatory tools to disengage civil society from the policy process (Maddison 
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and Hamilton 2007). The disability movement was not exempt from the barrage of 

neoliberal restructuring. The institutional arm of the movement, disability advocacy 

services, endured a new round of reforms, driven by the neoliberal principles of fiscal 

restraint and individualism rather than collective structural advocacy (Jakubowicz and 

Meekosha 2002). These reforms consequently restrained the disability movement‘s 

representative role in the policy making process (Meekosha 2002). After 10 years (1996-

2005) of neoliberal restructuring, the disability movement‘s former aspirations had been 

largely undermined. Diminishing levels of control, exclusion from the policy process 

and the individualisation of service delivery systems characterised this period (see 

Dowse 2007).  

 

Other neoliberal regulatory measures undertaken during this period consisted of 

withdrawing substantial amounts of funding from the Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunity Commission, the administrative body responsible for investigating 

complaints of discrimination (Clear 2000; Handley 2001; Meekosha 2002) and the 

government's refusal to strengthen the DDA (Australian Government 2005), despite 

overwhelming public support (Productivity Commission 2004). While several attempts 

were resisted and thwarted, ‗disability‘ was finally reconstituted in late 2005 with the 

passage of the Employment and Workplace Relations Legislation Amendment (Welfare 

to Work and Other Measures) Bill 2005. While all of these changes occurred under the 

broader umbrella of the Howard Government‘s workfare agenda for all poor citizens 

(Edwards 2006; Mendes 2008; Carney 2006), the remainder of the chapter turns its 

focus towards the Howard Government‘s reforms to disability employment, open 
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employment and sheltered workshops, as well as social security policy. The analysis 

now reveals how the restructuring of ‗disability‘ as a state category relies on the 

amalgamation and integration of disability employment and social security regulation.  

 

Contractualism as Re-regulation: Bringing in the Market 

As Carney and Ramia (2002, p. 279) have noted, the arrival of the Howard 

Liberal-National Coalition saw the institutionalisation of regulatory measures ‗informed 

by the free-market logic of contestability, performance-based funding, local competition 

between providers, and flexibility‘. Establishing contractual relations between the state 

and social services (both private and non-profit) became the primary tool for realising 

these regulatory reforms (McDonald 1997) and ensuring that all social provisioning 

measures were supplied through market mechanisms (Considine 1999). To maintain 

access to funding, services would need to meet a range of annual performance-based 

targets (CDHaFS 1997). One of the primary effects of this was to alter the focus within 

the service environment from process to outcomes (Carney and Ramia 2002).  

 

Disability employment services were not exempt from these new regulatory 

measures, and Service Outlet Performance Agreements were implemented across the 

board (CDHaFS 1997). The Department responsible for disability services welcomed the 

contractual measures, as the administration of disability employment services had been 

externally scrutinised by a number of Parliamentarians and the Australian National 

Audit Office (1995). The conditions within the contractual relationship provided the 
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Department with a tool it could use to enforce service accountability within the existing 

block grant funding system, whilst negotiating the new funding parameters with the 

disability employment sector. The Department, quite aware of the possible funding 

ramifications for services, discussed the funding strategy openly (CDHaFS 1997).  

 

Disability services, dominated by large charitable institutions, became 

increasingly focused on maintaining operating profits under the new contractual 

arrangements (Meekosha 2002). The contractual relationship instituted an element of 

risk not previously encountered by these institutions. Part of the management strategy 

would result in the practice of ‗creaming‘ (Kellie 1998), whereby disability employment 

services began to redistribute disability employment funded places to disabled people 

with the lowest levels of structural disadvantage (EOE1, FOE1, POEA1). This strategy 

would later be rewarded through the development of a new outcomes based funding 

system underpinned by the state‘s neoliberal workfare agenda. 

 

Reforming Disability Employment Services 

The first Federal Budget of the Howard Government specifically targeted 

disability employment services, containing funding reforms that affected both open 

employment services and sheltered workshops (FaCS 2002a).  Processes of reform 

increasingly de-politicised the disability movement‘s historical struggles for labour 

market inclusion and equal opportunity. The Howard Government created consensus for 

its reforms by marginalisng the disability movement. However, it was in the 
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consolidation of services‘ power as professional organisations that new coalitions and 

alliances were formed. A new form of policy elitism emerged, where leading ‗experts‘ 

who were not representative of the disability movement and its aims became intimately 

involved in the policy process.  

 

Part of the funding reform process involved the establishment of a range of 

committees, the most prominent of these being the Case Based Funding Reference 

Group. As the group‘s name suggests, the initial reform processes focused on the 

strategic re-orientation of services‘ funding. This involved the realignment of a 

collectively based provision, commonly referred to as a block grant model, to a highly 

competitive individualised funding model in which fiscal resources were allocated to 

services premised upon contractual program outcomes formulated against a highly 

medicalised classification regime of individuals with impairments. This neoliberal focus 

on outcomes can be seen as a deliberate ideological strategy to disguise structural 

processes of exclusion and inequality (Skeggs 2004, p. 82). Consultative membership of 

the group was dominated by large charitable organisations and their peak organisation, 

ACROD. A diverse group of open employment services was also included. Only one 

organisation within the disability movement‘s advocacy network gained representational 

status (POEA1, RA1).  

 

As work began on developing a funding formula, a number of tensions emerged 

along historical lines. Disability open employment services increasingly contested 

ACROD‘s representative role and consequently formalised their own network – 
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Australian Competitive Employment (ACE) –  to begin lobbying for their own interests 

as a collective coalition. As a result of these new alliances, policy representation became 

dominated by two powerful lobby groups which served to alienate the disability 

movement‘s only representative, who eventually walked out of the negotiations 

(POEA1, RA1). As the disability movement has long argued, equality in policy 

representation is central to the democratic decision making process and to disabled 

people‘s social inclusion (Charlton 1998), which ‗requires innovative policymaking 

processes that are open, transparent and accountable‘ (Goggin and Newell 2000, p. 131). 

Central to these processes of inclusion is the ‗necessity of political equality in exercising 

that control (to ensure that popular majorities do not override respect for a diversity of 

minority voices)‘ (Maddison 2007, p. 27). Meekosha (2001, p. 225) refers to this as the 

‗politics of presence‘, where disabled people are considered part of the representative 

process and actively included within it.   

 

Negotiations around the funding formula were intense, taking much longer than 

the envisaged three years to develop, trial and test (DSC 1999). Both sheltered 

workshops and open employment services were included in the negotiations, along with 

more than 3,000 disabled people (AHA 2000). The new funding formula, Case Based 

Funding (CBF), clearly articulated Peck and Theodore‘s (2000) model of ‗workfirst‘ 

principles of workfare with intensive front end investment. Although they were 

contracted to provide 18 months of job search assistance, services were only funded for 

the first 12 months. Funding was heavily tied to disabled people remaining in 

employment for at least six months. Service professionals made the final determination 
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regarding who could gain access to and participate in the funding model trials (EOE1). 

These decisions were based largely upon the assessment of a disabled person‘s ‗work 

capacity‘ against a set of outcomes aligned with state funding payments to services. As a 

result, 87% of the trial‘s participants were disabled people most likely to gain rapid entry 

into the labour market, while 22% were deemed ‗not work ready‘ and were subsequently 

removed from the trial (AHA 2000).  Moreover, although disability employment 

services were initially designed for DSP recipients, only 62% of the trial‘s participants 

were in receipt of a Disability Pension (AHA 2002, p. 32), further highlighting the 

continual bias towards service provision to those more likely to gain employment 

quickly. Disabled people were aware of the changes occurring, with one participant 

stating that ‗they seemed very focus[ed] on getting a job under CBF…there was reduced 

opportunity for work experience or job sampling‘ (AHA 2000, p. 65).  Within the trial‘s 

first phase only 44 participants met the six-month employment outcome, of which 91% 

sat within the low and medium funding categories (AHA 2000, p. 58).  

 

The results of the CBF trials created a groundswell of action, encouraging a 

moment of renewal within the disability movement. New alliances were formed and old 

ones were reactivated. Services‘ re-targeting of fiscal and service resources under CBF 

to the ‗most able of the disabled‘ became the driving force for new coalitions. As Tilly 

(2006, p. 41) suggests, social movements tend to work within their script through small, 

yet ongoing, innovations. Disability advocacy groups, families/carers and services well 

practiced in lobbying local parliamentarian, began to make a number of claims (see 

ACROD 1999; MHCC Report 2000; NCID 2000). Small local civil society groups, 
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loosely connected with the disability movement and free from bureaucratic constraints, 

took their local practices to the national level. Groups such as the Western Australian 

Friends of Post-School Options bypassed the policy process and engaged directly with 

national politics. The group‘s local parliamentary representative, Senator Chris Evans, 

tabled in national parliament their demands for parity of participation for all disabled 

people eligible for employment support (Senate Hansard 1999, 14 October, pp. 9727-

9730). 

 

 State disability programs were also feeling the pressure, both from services‘ 

creaming practices and the limited places funded for employment support with the 

advent of the trial. Half of the $10 million allotted to the first round of trials was 

withheld funds from 1998/99 program budgetary allocations, creating higher demands 

on State disability services administered under the CSTDA disability service agreement 

(DSC 1999). As the graph below reveals, the program‘s target audience in Western 

Australia changed significantly with the introduction of the new funding formula. While 

the number of disabled people in the program increased, the level of support provided on 

a per person basis rapidly declined. 
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Graph 3.1: No. of staff support hours to per program client
22

 

 

(Department of Family and Community Services 1999, 2000, 2002a, 2003b, 2004, 

2005a, 2005b)
23

 

 Publicly available data also underwent a process of decline in tandem with the 

decreasing levels of support on a per person basis. The collapse of categories (Peetz 

2005) or the removal of previously available data from public scrutiny (Ramia 2002) had 

been a key strategy used to hide the real processes of the social reconstitution of 

disability occurring on the ground. Post 2004, data on per person hours of programmatic 

support was no longer available, as the category has been collapsed into a single 
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 Data from 2005 (inc.) onwards is no longer available as it is not collected by the responsible department 

any longer.   
23

 This graph was supplied by Charles Duffill, Senior Statistician, the Disability Services Commission. 
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reported unit. In an effort to remake the disability population accessing the program, 

current data on support hours only reflected the cumulative support hours for each State 

as reflective of their total participating population. Not only did this hide the diminishing 

hours of support disabled people received with the advent of workfare reforms to the 

specialist program, it also concealed the radical changes in the disability population 

accessing the program. As was consistently raised throughout the interviews of the 

present research, and as one service provider research participant clearly articulates 

below, there were substantive qualitative changes in the disability population gaining 

access to disability specialist employment support during the Howard Government‘s 

period in office:  

… services have moved away from high support needs clients and moved to 

people who are relatively umm.. easy is not the right term, but relatively 

resource cost effective to get into employment and keep employment. (EOE1) 

 

Even with the services engaging in ‗creaming‘, disability statistical classification 

for annual public reporting requirements remained unchanged, thereby misrepresenting 

both the broader structural changes to the disability employment support system over the 

period as well as the redistribution of labour market supports, resources and 

opportunities to disabled people with the least structural disadvantage. Thus, classes of 

disability, and associated entitlements to nation state supports were remade through a 

range of state technologies, one of which was the control and reporting of publicly 

available data. In effect, this is not dissimilar to Foucault‘s notions of bio-power 

(Bashford 2004). Such a process, as Hacking (1991, p.181) has noted, ‗may think of 

itself as providing only information, but it is itself part of the technology of power in a 

modern state‘. The policy elite readily engaged in practices of bio-power in this period. 
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The policy elite were fully cognisant of information regulating regimes that acted to hide 

and conceal the realities of disability inequality, discrimination and marginalisation, and 

used this awareness to dismiss claims made by disability services and the broader 

disability movement:  

Like the one in South Australia saying, ‗We will have to close our doors and that 

means the already terrible unemployment rate in South Australia will sky rocket‘ 

and things like that, when in fact it wasn‘t going to affect the unemployment rate 

at all, anyway. (A3) 

 

The subtle retargeting of publicly funded disability employment services to 

people with the least structural disadvantage did not go unquestioned within the broader 

disability movement. In response to this issue a number of new informal civil society 

groups formed nationally. Representing a diverse set of voices, including the disability 

movement, parents and disability open employment services a new informal civil society 

group known as the National High Support Needs Network (EOE1, FOE1) was formed. 

The NHSNN directly involved formal members of the CBF Reference Group. As 

dissenting voices within the CBF Reference Group, this new loose network ‗provide[d] a 

forum for the realisation of new identities‘ (Tucker 1991, p. 78). As activists within the 

policy process (see Yeatman 1990, p. 16), they were able to achieve a greater sense of 

agency to support their claims. Sitting ‗alongside, but outside of the bureaucratic 

structure of the state‘ (Cohen 1983), opened up to this group new democratic structures 

for mobilisation and contestation. 

 

The growing dissent over the retargeting of disability employment services could 

not be contained, and a range of concessions were won. The movement‘s claims for 
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expanding the assessment entry criteria to curtail services‘ growing tendency to retarget 

resources towards the most ‗able of the disabled‘ was also met. A new trial commenced 

with a fiscal allocation of $6 million (Anthony 2000, p. 1). Upon completion of the trial, 

the Howard Government, committed to restructuring disability social provisioning, 

undertook extensive national consultations with a view to fully implementing the CBF 

reforms (AHA 2002). Disability services and advocacy groups actively participated in 

the consultation process, putting forth a range of recommendations (FaCS 2003d). The 

state conceded to one of the movement‘s key demands, separating sheltered workshops 

and disability open employment services into two discrete funding structures. Open 

employment services from this point forward operated under a different funding 

structure, however some of the key principles of individualisation, outcomes based and 

time limited funding remained. Supplementary funding measures requiring additional 

resources were also implemented (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 

2003, pp. 196-232) confirming Peck‘s (2001) North American insights into the ongoing 

public investment required for workfare programming despite the public rhetoric of 

fiscal savings. 

   

The Howard Government was growing impatient with the funding reforms due to 

the impost it created on its ideological commitment to workfare, and drew upon a range 

of strategies to contain democratic debate and participation (Hamilton and Maddison 

2007, p. 2). In direct opposition to the new and emerging dissenting civil society voices, 

trials began for disability employment support within mainstream providers (DEWR 

2004). There was no consultation with the disability movement. Disability employment 
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services, sheltered workshops and open employment were kept largely in the dark, with 

ACROD sending a cautionary message to its support base (ACROD 2004b). The trial 

was administered outside of the state administrative agency responsible for disability 

policy – the Department of Family and Community Services. Disability now 

‗unofficially‘ sat within centre stage of the Howard Government‘s primary neoliberal 

administrative branch, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations 

(DEWR).   

 

The strategic trialling of disability employment supports within mainstream 

providers symbolised the future direction of employment reforms under the returning 

Howard Government. Disability open employment services emerged from the direct 

demands of the disability movement‘s calls for equal opportunity, and fair and just 

employment, and were being increasingly coopted by the Howard Government‘s 

workfare ideological agenda. Within four days of the Howard Government‘s 2004 re-

election, the disability employment program was finally split into two groups. While 

sheltered workshops remained with the state agency that had primary responsibility for 

social policy (FaCS), disability open employment services were shifted into the new 

‗super bureaucracy‘ of labour relations (Parker and Cass 2005). Thus, the small 

concessions conceded with the new funding models were largely lost with the full 

advent of neoliberal workfare. Disabled people and their movement lost all control of 

disability open employment services, and their marginal representation was completely 

alienated from the new Commonwealth department. The new peak organisation for 

disability open employment services, Australian Competitive Employment (ACE), 

founded from the struggles within the funding reforms, became the leading state 
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consultative body (DPB1, DBP2). The policy elite viewed ACE as a new strategic player 

in disability workfare relations, as outlined below: 

ACE has put a lot of effort in the last few years to improve their efforts. They are 

more a voice at the table than they were when government had more focus and 

recognition of ACROD as the key peak group in disability services. (A4) 

   

Overall, CBF was also an opportunity for the Howard Government to diminish 

public funding to the disability specialist employment program, even while espousing 

the benefits of work as the key means of alleviating poverty. With the introduction of the 

new funding model, public expenditure reduced in real terms for the same period (see 

Productivity Commission 2003). Between 1998 and 2005, disability employment 

specialist service provision diminished from 883 services around the nation (FaCS 1999, 

p. 10 ) to 711 by 2005 (FaCS 2005b, p. 8), representing almost a 20% decrease in 

services. Many of these services were either small rural and regional services established 

under the HPAA program in the mid 1970s as a direct response to families and the 

Whitlam Government‘s regionalisation plan cited earlier (UF3), or were resources 

created due to the demands of the disability movement during the 1980s (HOE1).  

 

Thus, some of the most progressive public policy initiatives that had been 

implemented to increase disabled people‘s control and participation within the service 

environment were directly undermined as a result of the new CBF policy process. The 

cumulative program data for the period of this study reveals the new reality for disabled 

people, and the movement‘s struggles for industrial citizenship and employment justice. 

As the graph below demonstrates, the introduction of CBF as an integral component of 
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neoliberal workfare restructuring resulted in a decline in disabled people‘s workforce 

participation, moving from full-time work to part-time, casualised employment in 

contingent labour markets (FaCS 1999, 2000, 2002c, 2003b, 2004, 2005a, 2005b).  

Graph 3.2:  Number of weekly hours of work per disabled worker 1998 and 2004
24
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As can be seen from the above graph, specialist disability employment services 

no longer represented hope or promise. Many of the most innovative features of 

disability open employment services that emerged in the mid 1980s due to the demands 

of the disability movement were undermined during this period. However, funding 

reforms to disability employment services (both open and sheltered workshops) 

represented only one area of neoliberal workfare restructuring of concern to the 

Australian disability movement. 

 

                                                 
24

 Again, national data on working hours for disabled people accessing specialist disability supports was 

collapsed for the 2005 census period consisting of only: < 8 hrs; 8-15 hrs; 16-40 hrs; and 40+ hrs (one less 

category). 
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Becoming Respectable: Rebranding Sheltered Workshops 

Sheltered workshops played an integral role in the Howard Government‘s 

disability neoliberal workfare agenda. Outside of the realignment of funding formulas in 

line with the neoliberal principles of competition, markets and individualism, sheltered 

workshops gained a new level of status and legitimacy. In collaboration with ACROD, a 

large transnational consultancy firm (KPMG) was contracted to review sheltered 

workshops as part of a rebranding strategy. The final report, A Viable Future: Strategic 

Imperatives for Business Services, articulated a new ‗vision‘ for sheltered workshops, 

positioning them as a commercial business enterprise providing quality employment for 

disabled people (KPMG 2000).  

 

To implement the Report‘s recommendations, another consultative reference 

group was established. Interestingly, Nobby Clark, former CEO of one of Australia‘s 

leading financial institutions (National Australia Bank) chaired the reference group. The 

role of finance capital in shaping disability policy embedded markets as the governing 

logic of sheltered workshop reforms. It also provided global consultancy groups such as 

KPMG and PriceWaterhouseCoopers ongoing access to state resources over coming 

years, further privatising public resources.
25

 Engaging a leading figure within Australian 

finance capital built legitimacy for sheltered workshops through processes of rebranding 

which sought to disguise sheltered workshops‘ historical legitimacy crises with the 

disability movement and some members of the labour movement. Nobby Clark, as a key 

                                                 
25

 In the 2003-04 national budget, approximately $7 million was allocated to global capital as part of 

ongoing consultancy fees to build sheltered workshops‘ market viability (Community Affairs Legislation 

Committee, 01 June 2004,  p. 170).  
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player within Australian financial capital, played a leading role in the redevelopment of 

sheltered workshops as Business Services. Rebranding sheltered workshops as Business 

Services was of strategic importance for the legitimisation process, as it blurred the 

historical contingencies of their past exploitative practices. Even the policy elite were 

aware of this strategy within the naming process: 

One of the government‘s advisory bodies was the Business Services Review 

Implementation Group, and the key players were on that. It was headed by 

Nobby Clark, you know, the ex-National Australia Bank person. In their early 

deliberations they came up with the notion with KPMG, I think, doing some 

work—I forget now, but, anyway; it was a while back—that they wouldn‘t call 

them sheltered workshops, they would call them business services; so people did. 

Now, I don‘t care what they call it and nor did most ministers, and nor was it 

ever imposed on people. Well, I suppose, the providers are imposing it on their 

employees and families, but it is just confusing to me. If you are talking in world 

terms or even in a state, I mean what are business services? It doesn‘t resonate 

with anything, does it? (A3)   

  

The rebranding of sheltered workshops as business services represented only one 

strategy in building processes of legitimisation. In addition to increased resourcing, the 

Report‘s recommendations supported the application of productivity based wages to 

address the long-standing non-industrial provisions of employment for disabled workers 

in sheltered workshops. The proposal to introduce some form of industrial regulatory 

measures sparked a number of campaigns. The cumulated effects of funding reforms and 

the proposed increased pay rates for disabled workers had sheltered workshops 

predicting devastating losses in income and, as a consequence, their eventual collapse. 

Even though ACROD signed off on the report, the new CEO presented an alternative 

case to the Community Affairs Senate Committee, highlighting the impact of the barrage 

of neoliberal workfare restructuring on sheltered workshops. Despite the controversy 

over these issues, sheltered workshops‘ peak body, ACROD, conceded that providing 
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industrial wages and conditions for their disabled workers was a necessary contingency 

to increase sheltered workshops‘ legitimacy:  

It is, as I say, ambitious but it has the advantage that it does not require Business 

Services to improve the wages they pay without also addressing their capacity to 

pay. It seems to me if we are serious about having Business Services as a 

legitimate employment option for people with disabilities, we have to address 

their capacity to pay, at the same time as implementing a process to ensure that 

those that are not paying fair wages do pay fair wages. 

(Ken Baker, CEO, ACROD in Community Affairs Senate Committee, 

Tuesday, 25 September 2001, CA4) 

 

ACROD also engaged in a public campaign to marginalise and delegitimise the 

disability movement‘s longstanding demands to either shut down or address the 

exploitative working conditions of sheltered workshops. A significant aspect of this 

campaign involved marginalising the disability movement from the sheltered workshop 

reform process by publicly refuting the disability movement‘s claims for parity of 

participation, in two distinct stages. First, ACROD harnessed able-bodied masculine 

discourses of rationality, in its public declaration of the disability movement‘s demands 

as hardline ideology and, hence, irrational and substantively inferior. Then, with the aim 

of creating divisions within the disability movement, ACROD began to delegitimise the 

broader movement‘s representational role in the reform‘s policy processes by 

juxtaposing the claims of the ‗many‘ against the ‗few‘, and thus representing a minority 

of disabled workers. ACROD took this argument to the highest levels of government: 

The interpretation of two of the standards was contentious. With regard to 

standard 5, which relates to the participation and integration of employees with 

a disability, there is a hardline ideological interpretation of that standard, but 

that would effectively prohibit Business Services supported employment services 

from existing, and that seems to me to be a conclusion we want to avoid if we are 

serious about retaining choice for people with disabilities… 
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The second standard which is contentious is standard 9, which relates to the 

provision of employment conditions and, in particular, to the payment of wages. 

The payment of wages is an important issue in services, but it is worth noting 

that a national survey of consumers, commissioned by the Productivity 

Commission, found that only nine per cent of consumers thought their current 

wages unfair. So although wages are an issue, they are not the most important 

determinant of the quality of a service. It needs to be kept in perspective.  

(Ken Baker, CEO, ACROD in Community Affairs Senate Committee—

Tuesday, 25 September 2001) 

 

 

These strategies were also employed to divert attention away from the 

forthcoming changes to sheltered workshops‘ disabled workforce. ACROD was aware 

that for sheltered workshops to become a commercial business enterprise, the 

employment status of a large proportion of disabled workers had to be immediately 

altered. Signalling significant shifts in the future employee base of sheltered workshops, 

many disabled workers were deemed non-productive workers, and their continued 

employment was called into question (APA 2004a). Established by their families when 

there was limited state support (Clear 2000; Macali 2006), families were to play a 

leading role in gaining additional resources for the sheltered workshop sector (B2). 

  

The government‘s reform agenda was clearly implicated in sheltered workshops‘ 

growing distress, and services successfully diverted the pressure from families to the 

Howard Government.
26

 As a direct result of the campaigns, the Howard Government 

committed an additional $35 million in the 2002/03 federal budget to the disability 

                                                 
26

 During interviews with one of the leading family advocacy groups, the CEO and Sheltered Workshop 

Management provided the families with a ‗thank you‘ morning tea along with a certificate of appreciation 

for their work specifically around the disability employment policy reforms. The researcher was unaware 

that this was going to occur during the focus group, but was able to keep the recording equipment running 

throughout the morning tea, which included a range of speeches from service providers and family 

members.  
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employment reforms (Australian Government 2002) and targeted an additional $6 

million at covering the cost of supporting so-called ‗high cost workers‘. In exploring 

avenues to address the mounting campaigns, the responsible Department flagged the 

potential transfer of a number of sheltered workshops to State/Territory Governments 

under the CSTDA, that were unable to compete and survive under the new market 

conditions (Senate Community Affairs Legislation 2003). Such a move redefined 

sheltered workshops as community services, thus obviating the need to pay disabled 

workers wages and entitlements, even at prevailing exploitative levels. 

 

Realising that their efforts to intervene in the sheltered workshop reforms were 

increasingly futile, advocacy groups within the disability movement – National Council 

on Intellectual Disability (NCID) and Disability Employment Action Centre (DEAC) – 

mounted an industrial campaign for sheltered workshops to be registered through the 

nation state‘s regulatory industrial body, the Australian Industrial Relations Commission 

(AIRC). Such a strategy had never been tried before, and was outside the movement‘s 

‗repertoire of contention‘ (Tilly 1978, p. 86).  The two leading disability advocacy 

organisations lodged an intervention into the AIRC‘s  Safety Net Hearings (DEAC and 

NCID 2003), with the backing of the labour movement. With the support of families, 

sheltered workshops in turn mounted a counter campaign, engaging one of Australia‘s 

leading corporate law firms, Blake Dawson Waldron (ACROD 2005, p. 2). Following 

intense negotiations between ACROD and its lawyers, along with families‘ claims to 

rights as ‗secondary stakeholders‘ (APA 2005, pp. 7-9), the labour movement shifted its 

position (ACROD 2004a, p. 4), leaving the disability movement‘s intervention 



 148 

unsupported. As a leading advocate for disability equity in employment articulates, the 

fall out from this not only served to legitimise sheltered workshops as segregated 

employment for disabled people, but also ensured disabled workers‘ long term 

exploitation: 

What then subsequently happened was the introduction of a dodgy wage 

calculation method so that you could pay the same very poor wages but have it 

meet the standard, the standard being a legal instrument. Really, it‘s disgraceful 

in Australia that the ACTU stood beside the government and workshop lobby in 

doing that (FOE1). 

 

Given the context of a growing authoritarian workfare state, it is difficult to 

assess if this ‗moment of madness‘ (Tarrow 1993, p. 281)
27

, as a new practice of 

contention for the disability movement, represents a form of ‗activist wisdom‘ 

(Maddison and Scalmer 2006, p. 7). The marginalisation of the disability movement and 

the creation of tensions between parents and their disabled children‘s representative 

organisations, were both strategically important to the Howard Government‘s 

overarching workfare reforms. Families had a long held claim in sheltered workshops as 

leading proponents of the second wave of the disability developmental movement 

(Dowse 2007, p. 147). In addition to supporting sheltered workshops‘ claims within the 

industrial environment, new alliances among families emerged to run a number of 

campaigns which directly undermined the disability movement‘s claims for industrial 

justice within sheltered workshops.
28

  

                                                 
27

 Tarrow‘s expression ‗moment of madness‘ is adept in not only explaining social movement 

developments and extension of their repertoire of contention but also in helping to understand processes of 

normalisation, particular in regards to the way spontaneous social actions become either included or 

excluded within society, which of course is directly relevant to disability social relations and processes of 

oppression, marginalization and discrimination. 
28

 In my view, at this stage of the debate  it is important to recognise the contradictory nature of family 

activism, particularly if we consider that some (albeit few) families mobilised for campaigns on the CBF 
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Despite the extensive fiscal investments in sheltered workshops in the previous 

2002/03 budget, families wanted assurances that their adult children would have access 

to a sheltered workshop service by the time the reforms were fully implemented and 

finalised (APA 2004a).  Despite the relatively small population accessing sheltered 

workshops, approximately 17,000 people at the time (FaCS 2004, p. 22) 

parliamentarians of the ruling party were becoming extremely conscious of the power of 

families, and their symbolic representation within the media. Disability within the 

family, symbolic of the definitive family tragedy and an adversary to overcome, as 

Murray (2008, pp. 168 - 206) suggests, is the hegemonic representation of disability 

within the family. Such representations maintain their power through families‘ claims 

for moral authority as the providers of care, where the presence of disability is 

objectified through paternalistic discourses. The Australian political elite were well 

aware of this powerful moral symbolism, as the policy elite articulate in the following 

passage: 

Family lobbying came around the move to drive better wage rates for business 

services. A more recent reform in the last four years in the business services 

sector. That unpacked a lot of issues. The first one was that families were 

involved. We were wary of the emotive elements of reform in disability, given 

that no minister likes to see people with disabilities on doorsteps in front of the 

media, regardless of the issue at hand. The emotion translates and can be 

powerful (A2). 

 

In response, the state undertook public consultations around the country with a 

supplementary funding strategy (FaCS 2003c) targeted at the estimated 5,000 workers to 

                                                                                                                                                
funding reforms and the sheltered workshop reforms. Thus, families have the potential for participatory 

parity elaboration or constraint, and can fall somewhere within this continuum. 
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be displaced (APA 2003).
 29

 Disabled workers, disability advocacy groups, families and 

services all attended the consultations; however, it was parents who were the most 

organised (B1, B2).
30

 New technologies facilitated collective action that was previously 

prohibitive for families spread across Australia. The growing use of information 

technologies amongst rural women has seen rural women become increasingly 

politically active, engaging in forms of social protest that blur the public/private sphere 

(see Pini et al. 2004, p. 256). Family mobilisation and campaigns were organised by the 

mother of an adult son from a regional centre within North Queensland, and mobilised 

families from far Northern Queensland through to rural southern Western Australia. 

Under the auspices of the Australian Parent Advocacy group, two campaigns were 

launched: the ‗Save our Services‘ campaign; and the ‗Send Your Child to Canberra‘ 

action. The Prime Minister, John Howard, and the Minister for Disability Services at the 

time, Kay Patterson, received photos of potentially displaced disabled workers from 

around the country (U1, U2, U4, U5). Every Member of National Parliament was also 

emailed a list of families‘ demands.  

 

The campaigns drew on powerful moral paternalistic discourses of care and pity, 

which feed directly into the Howard Government‘s neoconservative family and gender 

politics. Family mobilisation against the introduction of wages within the sheltered 

workshop system drew large fiscal gains, and further marginalised the disability 

movement from the policy process. On 21 April 2004, Prime Minister John Howard 

                                                 
29

 This figure is contested, where in the Community Affairs Legislation Committee, the policy elite 

estimated 400 individuals across sheltered workshops nationally (1 June 2004, p. 126). 
30

 The nature of the parents‘ participation in this and other public consultations supports the policy elite‘s 

views on the role of families‘ ability to mobilise and intervene in disability policy processes, particularly 

through campaigning on moral discourses of care. 



 151 

personally guaranteed ongoing access to sheltered workshops for all employees at the 

time announcing that ‗no one would lose their employment because of the reforms‘ 

(Prime Minister Howard 2004, p. 1). Committing an additional $99 million, the package 

provided ‗targeted assistance‘ to disabled workers who were assessed by sheltered 

workshops as unproductive. The additional funding, along with the Prime Minister‘s 

personal commitment to maintaining existing disabled workers within sheltered 

workshops, was a necessary contingency for building family consensus for the broader 

set of workfare reforms, as a member of the policy elite responsible for the disability 

employment reforms recalls: 

A lot of people and a lot of families were worried that it would affect the pension, 

so trying to communicate to people that they were actually better off with a 

combined pension and wage, their take home pay would be more—that was quite 

difficult. There was a lot of baggage around the broader reform agenda. There 

had been an unsuccessful attempt to reform eligibility for the disability support 

pension, and that caused a lot of alarm. The people didn‘t want to leave their 

services because they thought they would lose their pension and never be able to 

get back on (A2). 

 

The Workfare Puzzle: Disability, Social Security Legislation and Mutual Obligation 

The Government‘s Statement on Welfare Reform represents a fundamentally new 

direction for our social security system for people of working age.  

(Prime Minister John Howard and Senator Jocelyn Newman 2000, p. 1) 

 

Two months prior to the trialling of new funding formulae within disability 

employment services, the Minister responsible for the Australian welfare system, 

Senator Newman, announced the Howard Government‘s intent to restructure this system 

in its entirety (Newman 1999). State classifications of disability were central to these 

restructuring proposals. A new class of ‗disability‘ was envisaged, consisting wholly, 

and solely, of disabled people who were ‗truly deserving‘ of state welfare. These 
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proposals espoused the harsh reality of the Poor Law Act of 1834, as they were designed 

to separate the so-called ‗unable‘ from the morally fraudulent ‗unwilling‘.  

 

Underpinning the Howard Government‘s arguments were moral discourses of 

dependency, effectively negating the structural disadvantage of disabled people within 

the capitalist labour market. Moreover, the implicit argument to the broader Australian 

public was that the benefits of increased economic participation were primarily social,
31

 

which allowed the government to present itself as a benevolent nation state prepared to 

expend a large fiscal commitment to the most marginalised within the Australian 

community. The moral framing of social entitlements was repeated extensively 

throughout the Howard Government‘s leading policy documents on welfare reform, as 

one principal policy document on welfare reform clearly articulates: 

The Government does not view welfare reform as a cost cutting exercise; rather, 

as a structural change designed to reduce welfare dependency through greater 

economic and social participation. Full implementation of reform will require 

substantial upfront investment of budget funds. Unless we make this investment, 

significant sections of the population may be excluded from the benefits of social 

and economic participation. 

(Australian Government‘s Statement of Welfare Reform 2000, p. 4). 

 

However, the Australian Government was simultaneously preparing extensive 

changes to the Disability Support Pension with the primary aim of removing eligibility 

entitlements from both large groups of current recipients and redefining classification 

                                                 
31

 This switching of economic and social participation to social and economic participation has been a 

feature of a number of Government policy documents such as the Safety Net Consultations (2003). The 

purpose is to gain public moral support for the broader neoliberal market agenda by arguing that social 

outcomes are based purely on neoliberal market economic imperatives.  
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regimes of disability to decrease future recipients. Arguing that both the welfare system 

and individuals were in need of reform, work began on developing a new round of 

legislative regulation. The aim was to redefine the disability population eligible for state 

support. To undertake this task, it was proposed that the disability work test be cut in 

half, and a more stringent medical assessment be introduced. The primary driver was to 

diminish the number of people on the DSP, which was a higher payment without forced 

activity requirements, and to create extensive fiscal savings: 

The proposed changes to the DSP qualification criteria involve savings and there 

is some associated proposed additional expenditure. The estimated savings are 

$7.176 m in 2002-03, $13.9 m in 2003-04, $120.0m in 2004-05 and $279.2m in 

2005-06. 

   (Bills Digest No. 157 2001, p. 11) 

 

The ‗proposed additional expenditure‘ from projected fiscal savings was to be 

targeted at the extensive disabled population that would lose access to the DSP and be 

forced onto unemployment benefits. To maintain access to unemployment benefits, 

disabled people would have to participate in a range of mutual obligation requirements, 

mostly through the Government funded Job Network. Thus, the government rhetoric of 

intensive front end investment was merely clouding the government‘s underlying agenda 

for the disability population.  

 

However, the Howard Government‘s ideological commitment to authoritarian 

workfare was initially curtailed, as it had not created broad hegemonic consensus for its 

agenda. Restricting access to the disability pension by halving the work test criterion of 

30 hours per week (Bills Digest 2001, 2002, 2003) was the most publicly contentious 

aspect of the proposed reforms. Had these original legislative changes passed through 
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both houses of parliament, the entire disability population receiving a disability pension 

would have had to undergo a more stringent medical assessment, underpinned by 

abstract notions of work, labour market participation and bodily productive capacity. 

There were numerous attempts to build broad public consensus for the Howard 

Government‘s social security reforms and media campaigns in particular were an 

integral strategy used to limit debate and gain electoral support (Greenfield and 

Williams 2003, p. 2). Consistent, repetitive moral discourses of fraud spanned several 

years, and acted to criminalise all welfare recipients, not just disabled people (Martin 

2007).     

 

Extensive fiscal investment was central to the Howard Government‘s consensus 

building strategies and the nation state presented the Australian public with a highly 

targeted workfare agenda;  Australians Working Together – Helping people to move 

forward. The new regime invested $100 million (Vanstone 16 May 2002, p. 2360), in 

implementing a new regulatory regime for ‗improving Centrelink assessment‘s  of 

people‘s capacity to work‘ (Australians Working Together: Fact Sheet 18 2001, p. 1) 

outside of the legislative process. The strategic intent of the program was to build 

consensus for neoliberal workfare by appearing to be a benevolent state, and reconstitute 

disability through bodily stratification.  

 

Whilst awaiting the passage of the new disability legislative regulation, the 

nation state experiment with new classifying practices such as ‗curbing‘ to divert 

disabled people from the DSP onto the lower unemployment payment (Australian 
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Government 2003, p. 10). These practices all sat outside the regulatory process (Carney 

2003) and were, in fact, regulatory practices of biopower, intended to diminish the 

reported numbers of citizens accessing disability pensions and associated entitlements. 

Many disabled people, though still technically entitled to a DSP, were placed on the 

lower income support payment NewStart, and required to endure a range of activity 

requirements to maintain access as part of the Howard Government‘s neoliberal mutual 

obligation strategy.
32

 Although this entrenched socio-inequality for all disabled people 

by denying the costs associated with living with an impairment in a disabling society; it 

was particularly harmful to disabled women with children.
33

 

 

Even without broad public support, between 2001 and 2003 the Howard 

Government attempted to slash the key disability work criteria through legislative 

change on no less than three occasions, to no avail. However, the Howard Government‘s 

re-election in 2004 with an overwhelming majority gave it control of both houses of 

Parliament and, consequently, the power to pursue its neoliberal ideological 

commitment to workfare. Within four days, the disability employment program was split 

across two departments (as previously discussed), and the Disability Support Pension 

(DSP) was moved from the welfare department to labour relations (Macali 2006). With 

this new moral consensus, the Howard Government strategically harnessed the media, 

arguing that the DSP would be restructured to provide the necessary social protection for 

those individuals with disabilities who were ‗truly deserving‘ of state social security 
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 As Goodin (2002) contends, at this time, Australia‘s mutual obligation program for the unemployed was 

the most clearly articulated within the Western world. 
33

 This will be discussed in the following chapter: (de) moralising the disabled subject. 



 156 

assistance and wholly unable to participate in the labour market (Ministers Andrews and 

Patterson 2005).  Also slated for enactment was the realignment of disability open 

employment services to more closely resemble the Job Network model (DEWR 2005a). 

ACE, however, mobilising its members to win a range of concessions on this particular 

issue (DPB1, DPB2). The CBF model remained and disability specialist open 

employment services maintained their separate status (DPB1).  

 

In preparation for the foreseeable changes, large segments of the disability 

movement mobilised, with new coalitions emerging. The Disability Participation 

Alliance (DPA) dominated the political and movement landscape (Mendes 2008, p. 

196). Headed by one of Australia‘s leading advocacy groups (QOEA1), this alliance was 

symbolic of the broader disability movement‘s increased institutionalisation with the 

‗contraction of the political opportunity structure‘ (Minkoff 1999, p. 1672) under the 

Howard Government. Old enemies became new companions as a disparate group 

emerged. The leading disability advocacy organisation, People with Disabilities 

Australia (PWD Australia), partnered with Australia‘s largest welfare lobby, the 

Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS), in order to contest neoliberal workfare 

restructuring. The other two leading partners within the alliance were ACROD and ACE 

(Disability Participation Alliance, 2005a; ACOSS 2005). Curiously, the disability 

advocacy organisations involved in the industrial campaigns against the sheltered 

workshop industry were excluded.  
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The partnering of a leading disability advocacy organisation with ACROD and 

ACE revealed the new divisions that had emerged within the movement, along with its 

increasingly diminished power to make gains within the political opportunity structure. 

PWD Australia had become involved over the years in service contractual relations with 

the Howard Government, providing disability open employment services along with a 

range of other consultancies. New divisions, and the political environment, as Minkoff 

(1999, p. 1672) suggests, constrains social movement potentiality for contentious 

politics and practices. The movement‘s repertoire of contention had substantially 

diminished through re-constitutional organisational structures adopted to survive the 

Howard regime (QOEA1). Formally recognised disability advocacy groups‘ agency to 

resist and stand outside the bureaucratic structures had been largely overtaken by the 

necessity to move to the ‗inside‘, notwithstanding the possible risk of complicity. 

Activism from within, however, had encouraged disability advocacy organisations to 

employ more conservative strategies of contestation (Smith 2003). The DPA‘s repertoire 

of contention was further hampered by ACE‘s new credibility with the leading 

neoliberal state agency, DEWR. Given this context, it is not surprising that the DPA 

alliance focused on formal, respectable, conservative strategies of political lobbying 

(Mendes 2008, p. 196), with no progressive protest activism emerging.  

 

Effective movement mobilisation requires the building of a common identity that 

summons respect for identity differences, particularly for those social movements that 

have experienced stigmatisation and exclusion (Bernstein 2005, p. 59).  However, the 

DPA alliance did not directly contest the growing stigmatisation of the disabled identity 

that had emerged under the Howard Government. The DPA alliance argued that disabled 
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people were, in fact, the same as their normate able-bodied counterparts (DPA 2005c). 

The majority of the recommendations submitted to parliamentarians focused on 

strategies to develop the ‗employability‘ of disabled people (DPA 2005b), in line with 

the hegemonic proposals of international workfare restructuring (see Peck and Theodore 

2000, p. 729). Thus, as Galvin (2004a, p. 343) suggests, such discursive representations 

by members of the disability movement fed directly into the Howard Government‘s 

workfare agenda to make disability ‗disappear‘ from the political sphere. The DPA 

struggle for respect, by positioning disability within discourses of ‗sameness‘, 

reaffirmed the Howard Government‘s ‗wedge‘ politics to generate resentment within the 

polity to achieve hegemonic consensus for its workfare reforms (Wilson and Turnbull 

2001). The DPA alliance never contested or confronted the underlying neoliberal 

ideological assumptions of workfare, with work as the central evaluation for citizenship. 

Thus, despite its intensive political lobbying of members of parliament, little was gained 

from the lobbying campaign mounted by the group, as leading disability advocate 

integral to the DPA‘s mobilisation explains below: 

So, I think what happened was that Andrews went to Cabinet with a certain 

package  . . . before the budget.  Before the changes were announced in the 

budget package he had to go to Canberra.  I think he probably went and got a 

much smaller package than actually what came out of the project, significantly. 

(QOEA1) 

 

Even with disabled people mobilised across the nation, there were few gains with 

the Government‘s announcement (QOEA1, TM3). The policy elite determined the 

operationalisation of the Howard Government‘s ideological intent.  Removed from the 

public sphere, they ‗would do 17 hours a day locked in a room and trying to work 
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through the issues‘ (DPB3). The Howard Government was intent on making disability 

disappear (Galvin 2004a), and planned to achieve this by articulating a highly 

medicalised workfare agenda (Humpage 2007), which denied the inherent structural 

disadvantage of disabled people within a neoliberal capitalist political economy (Parker 

2007). While promising to protect current DSP recipients, the legislative arrangements 

for those people newly seeking disability entitlements fully embodied neoliberal 

workfare principles (Carney 2006). Mutual obligation, lower payments and rapid entry 

to the labour market were the cornerstones of the announcement (Humpage 2007; 

Meekosha 2005), along with extensive coercive powers to enforce individual 

behavioural change (Martin 2007).  

 

The previous medical eligibility determination process was removed and a new 

‗comprehensive work capacity assessment‘ (Minister Andrews, 2005, p. 1) became the 

foundation for reclassifying, redividing, and resorting disabled citizens. The 

medicalisation of state-citizen relations, exemplified by the acronym of the nation state‘s 

new assessment process, CWCA, was not lost on the policy elite charged with 

legitimising the Howard Government‘s workfare reforms in country-wide public 

information forums: ‗Yeah, we all have a bit of a laugh about it… the CWCA‘ (Policy 

Elite, Welfare to Work, Budget Public Information Session, Perth, May 2005).  

 

Thus, enshrined in law were two new classes of disabled people – a fully 

dependent class worthy of what Goodin, et al. (1999, p. 43) refer to as liberal sympathy 

and charity, and a class ‗somewhere in-between‘, requiring some state support, along 
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with the discipline of the market. Not dissimilar to the harsh reality of the Poor Law Act 

of 1834, the legislation regulation was designed to separate the ‗unable‘ from the 

‗unwilling‘ by shifting and excluding different classes of disability. The primary aim of 

shifting and excluding disabled subjects was to provide a new set of docile bodies 

necessary for the re-regulation of contingent labour markets that occurred due to the 

cumulative effects of the passages of the Welfare to Work bills and the Work Choices 

Act 2005.    

 

For disabled people who were undergoing this constitutive shift, coercion and 

surveillance awaited them in a workfirst workfare system which offered individualised 

behavioural modification, forced activity requirements and personalised rehabilitation 

via an ever-more privatised welfare system of social provisioning:   

With changes to obligations and incentives, a new suspension system is being 

introduced.  It is designed to encourage working age people to actively look for a 

job and participate in services provided.  If a job seeker doesn‘t meet their 

participation requirement, their income support payment is suspended until they 

meet their obligation.  

(Minister Andrews, Budget 2005 Media Release, 10 May 2005, p. 3) 

 

As one meso level service provider described, disabled people accessing 

disability employment support under the workfare regime already established with the 

Disability Reform Package (1991) were already subject to layers of surveillance and 

coercion:   

But what we have found is that because we are putting a person into a job that 

they want to do and giving them the support that they need, they‘ve effectively 

got two masters… 

… 

And, like, I had to go and support a person yesterday because we were short of 

staff and he was due to start there at 1030 and it was 25 to 11 and his job is 

trolley pushing and I said ―Where the bloody hell you been?‖ and he said 
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―Why‖ and I said ―You were to start here 5 minutes ago‖.  He said ―Oh oh oh I 

had some morning tea‖. I said ―That‘s not bloody good enough.‖ I said ―1030 is 

when you start, you‘ll be staying back 5 minutes today to make sure that you are 

giving your employer the hours and tomorrow you will be on time‖. (DPB1) 

 

 

Disabled people, many of whom were now at risk of severe punitive actions for 

not meeting their activity requirements, were forced to participate in a disability 

employment service system that had, despite radical reforms, significantly diminished 

the life chances of disabled people. Even with the movement‘s reduced power with the 

institutionalisation workfare‘s hegemonic status, some of the nation‘s leading disability 

advocacy groups continued to seek redress for disabled people. In written submissions to 

the state, NCID openly contested the political and policy elite‘s imagination of a highly 

organised, specialised and supportive, neoliberal workfare regime and service system: 

 

This legislation must be seen in the broader context of all the Government‘s 

employment reforms for people with disability. It has become clear that the 

reforms have not improved access to quality employment services by people with 

disability, in fact the opposite has happened.  

(NCID submission to Senate Inquiry, 8 August 2006) 

 

The new excluded class of disabled citizens was defined as the truly disabled, 

and most deserving of nation state support. These disabled bodies approximately 

700,000 at the time of the regulatory reforms (Bills Digest 70, 2005, p. 2), unable to 

create fiscal savings through rehabilitative ‗investment‘, were forced to compete for the 

annual distribution of 1,000 employment support places offered across the nation (FaCS 

2005d), and thus likely to become permanently – and hence constitutively – a new 

excluded class.   
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Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an historical discourse analysis of the developments in 

Australian disability employment and social security policy and policy processes since 

the early 1970s, interweaving the positions of the various policy actors. The analysis 

highlighted disability as a key organising principle in the neoliberal state‘s social mode 

of economic regulation, serving to further the accumulation regime of the neoliberal 

ideological workfare project. The analysis has also demonstrated the need to 

acknowledge that ‗disability‘ as a category in framing state-citizen relations, is 

embedded in a set of both external and internal relations, all of which shape the 

experience of disability.  

  

In summary, the initial crises of the Keynesian hegemony provided an opening 

for the Australian disability movement to strategically develop a counter movement and 

gain greater representation in the policy process. This moment of recognition forced a 

shift in the power relations that characterised the disability movement, services and 

families. Many of the movement‘s strategies of contention sought not only to elaborate 

the social relations between the various disability policy actors but also aspired to 

address parity of participation for disabled people within the labour market and set in 

motion a development path for later years.  

 

State recognition and the power shift in favour of disabled people were 

subsequently undermined by the implementation of various phases of neoliberalism. 

With significant changes to the Australian political economy, alongside a contracting 
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political opportunity structure, the disability movement and disabled people became 

increasingly marginalised from the policy process. Moreover, the nation state actively 

exploited a range of regulatory tools to contain the disability movement to reconstitute 

disability as a social collectivity, whilst reorganising the social mode of economic 

regulation from a Keynesian welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state. Services and 

families, however, negotiated these broader structures to mount campaigns and gain 

moral, material and cultural-symbolic support for their interests, thus re-establishing 

their power base. Although the disability movement, as a social agent, was able to 

elaborate social structures for the emancipation of disabled people at a given moment, 

these structures ultimately also constrained the movement‘s actions as agents and actors, 

both collectively and individually (Archer 2000; Sayer 2000b). 

  

Finally, the above analysis demonstrates the specificity of Australian disability 

policy processes and the historical landscape of institutional arrangements. While 

workfare, as a social mode of economic regulation, may present a global convergence in 

disability social policy measures, the above analysis from across the policy trajectory 

(Chapman 2003; Galvin 2004b; Fairclough 1995; Sayer 1992) reveals the nexus of the 

global and the local in shaping social policy processes, outcomes and identities (Tickell 

and Peck 1995). Thus, to concur with Snyder and Mitchell (2006), to reveal both the 

differentiation and stratification (Sayer 1992) of disabled people‘s reality, we need to 

move beyond the disability movement to scrutiny of those deeper underlying structures 

that either impede or elaborate disabled people‘s parity of participation. By focusing on 

policy as process, it is possible to capture the interplay between the broader set of social 

relations within which ‗disability‘ as a social class and identity is embedded, along with 
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the internal relations of those policy actors who are integral to the production and 

reproduction of disablement. Viewed from this standpoint, it can be argued that it is 

necessary to examine policy as process with methodological rigour (Collyer 2003; 

Fischer 2003; Rochon and Mazmanian 1993) and consider the strategic intent of these 

processes in reconstituting social identities. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

(De)Moralising the Disabled Subject:  

 

Resentment, Disgust and Shame   

 

Introduction 

This chapter draws together the empirical findings concerning another key 

mechanism harnessed by the nation state to re-stratify, re-divide, re-sort and re-classify 

its disabled subjects, namely the realm of emotions. The theoretical proposition 

developed in this chapter is that emotions, as moral discourses of power, were another 

primary mechanism to create consent for the reconstitution of disability. As outlined in 

Chapter One, emotions have always been an integral component in the social moral 

imagination in shaping and constituting the disabled subject, spatialising disability 

exclusion and morally framing normate-disabled social relations. While Chapter One 

drew specifically on the theoretical understandings of disgust, the empirical findings of 

this study reveal the dynamic inter-relationship of three emotions that were frequently 

mobilised to reconfigure the social moral imagination. The three primary emotions used 

to gain moral consensus for reconstituting disability were resentment, disgust and 

shame.   

 

The analysis within this chapter both confirms recent theoretical macro-

sociological accounts of resentment, disgust and shame and extends these accounts by 

demonstrating their inter-relatedness to the process of shifting and establishing a new set 

of social norms that work to either withdraw or withhold citizenship rights and social 
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entitlements. It is argued that resentment was used as a powerful emotional force to 

support the neoliberal nation state‘s withdrawal of social rights and to give it the moral 

authority to impose, through regulatory law, mutual obligation requirements upon 

disabled citizens. On its own, however, resentment had limited power, therefore, disgust 

was also used to play an integral role in redefining public notions of ‗deserving‘. This 

coupling of disgust and deserving was highly pervasive, as the political elite continually 

represented disabled people as the symbolic slothful, lazy and thus undeserving 

workfare recipients via the media and parliamentary discussions. The desired effects 

were to both build public consensus for neoliberal workfare restructuring, and also to 

remove social entitlements as a right of citizenship. Disgust and its ―stickiness‖ (Ahmed 

2004; Nussbaum 2001, 2004) ensured that resentment stuck within the social moral 

imagination. Disgust and resentment were coupled with practices of shaming and with 

practices by which disabled citizens were shamed by their association with the system.  

As the findings of this study reveal, disabled citizens clearly understood these powerful 

moral discourses. The chapter brings to the fore the power of emotions in reconfiguring 

state-disability relations.  

 

Resentment, disgust and shame are social emotions and are markers of our 

material location and social status (Ahmed 2004; Barbalet 1998; Ben-Ze‘ev 2000; 

Feather 1999, 2006; Feather and Nairn 2005; Miller, S 2004; Miller, W 1997; Nussbaum 

2001, 2004; Rawls 1999; Sayer 2005; Scheff 1988; Scheff and Retzinger 1991
34

). 

Typically, these emotions are theorised and analysed discretely, however, this chapter 
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 Not all of these authors have covered the spectrum of these three emotions, however, their contributions 

to either resentment, disgust or shame were extensively drawn upon in the analysis of the empirical data. 
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now demonstrates the complex interplay of these social emotions when used as part of a 

political project to create a new hegemonic consensus of state-citizen relations. This 

chapter therefore extends theoretical developments within the sociology of emotions by 

demonstrating the inter-relationship of resentment, disgust and shame and how they 

operate to be mutually reinforcing. The remainder of this chapter is in three main 

sections. The first main section illustrates the role of resentment in reinforcing social 

divisions and creating new social hierarchies around disability policy and practice. The 

second section elaborates upon the theoretical discussion of disgust in Chapter One and 

demonstrates its instantiation in the context of disability.  The final section explores the 

discourses and practices of shaming that the disabled participants of this study 

experienced. 

 

Attaching Moral Responsibility: Resentment and Social Stratification  

The targeting of individual behaviour as a moral public discourse has been 

prominent across Western liberal democracies implementing workfare strategies.  For 

example, US President Reagan referred to single mothers on welfare as ‗welfare queens‘ 

(Goodin 2002) and Prime Minister Tony Blair insisted that disabled people were using 

disability benefits ‗as an excuse to never work again‘ (Lyall quoted in Galvin 2002, p. 

126). In Australia, the previous Howard Government actively harnessed powerful moral 

discourses to gain broad public support for its welfare reform agenda (Martin 2007). 

These discourses were designed to shift the growing public resentment caused by the 

ongoing restructuring of neoliberal re-regulation. As increasing numbers of Australian 

citizens faced a highly competitive, casualised labour market, resulting in economic 

instability, inequality and marginalisation (see Saunders 2002) to further the neoliberal 
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political project of workfare, this resentment needed to be displaced by blaming others 

for the growing number of people experiencing downward social mobility. Feminists 

have referred to this process of moralisation as the ‗politics of blame‘ (Ladd-Taylor and 

Umansky 1998) whereby women, particularly poor working class women, have been 

remoralised as ‗bad mothers‘ as part of a deliberate strategy to gain broad public support 

for the enforcement of coercive workfare regimes (Haylett 2003; Mink 1999). Within 

the political sciences, Wilson and Turnbull (2001, p. 384) have argued that this has been 

a deliberate strategy of the New Right, commonly referred to as ‗wedge politics‘ which 

involves a ‗calculated political tactic‘ to build consensus for welfare restructuring, 

through targeting resentment and blame at range of minority groups (original emphasis).      

 

Resentment, or rather more specifically the politics of resentment, has been 

integral to reshaping the social moral imagination to create and gain support for the New 

Right‘s political hegemony. As this section reveals, the Australian neoliberal workfare 

state actively created resentment towards the Keynesian welfare state and welfare 

recipients.  The underlying political strategic intent was to reshape the moral normative 

landscape by laying blame on welfare recipients at the national scale. Considering 

resentment is commonly referred to as an upward looking emotion, it is of great interest 

that the neoliberal workfare state was able to shift public resentment from ‗looking up‘, 

to ‗looking down‘; that is, to shift the public‘s resentment down towards the most 

materially marginalised and stigmatised groups within the Australian public. 

 

There has been much recent development in the analysis of resentment (Barbalet 

1998; Benoit 2007; Ben-Ze‘ev, 2000; Feather 1999; Howard-Hassmann 2004; Hayek 
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1960; Rawls 1999; Sayer 2005). Resentment as an emotion is typically defined as an 

emotion that is related to looking up from one‘s lower class position or social status 

(Barbalet 1998; Feather 1999; Howard-Hassmann 2004; Nietzsche 1989; Sayer 2005). 

Resentment is also inherently tied to structural material deprivation, social 

stigmatisation, systemic exclusion and rightful claims for justice (Sayer 2005; Steedman 

1985). To resent the injustice of power and domination is not wrong, nor is it negative 

(Barbalet 1998). As a social emotion, resentment signifies the subject‘s concerns for 

their material deprivation, stigmatised identity and lack of rights and entitlements 

(Barbalet 1998). Resentment, therefore, is reflective of the subject‘s moral concerns for 

the right and good (Rawls 1999), and can be a motivating force for both collective and 

individual action to seek redress or further the claims for rights (Barbalet 1998). 

Resentment‘s association with both individual and collective rights (see Barbalet 1998 

for a full discussion of this point) also reveals its normative structure. To concur with 

Barbalet (1998, p. 127) ‗rights are integral to social organisation‘ through the creation, 

establishment and acceptance of a governing set of social norms within the social 

contract (Nussbaum 2007).  

 

Nietzsche, bounded by his individualism, argued that resentment was the 

sentiment of ‗slave morality‘ that was tightly connected with revenge and therefore vile 

and evil in its intent (Barbalet 1998). This argument has been consistent with neoliberal 

anti-egalitarian ideology, where resentment coupled with egalitarian justice claims is 

consistently defined as ‗a low and unworthy motive‘ (Sayer 2005, p. 148). The 

hardworking entrepreneurial elite subject, made through individual effort and hard work 

within the market, should not be the object of another‘s resentment, as they deserve their 



 170 

just rewards (Hayek 1960). The ‗lowly subject‘ places a so-called unfair moral 

judgement upon the other‘s wealth and status, thus making an unjust claim for 

something that they want for their own self-interest (Ben-Ze‘ev 2000; Feather 1999). As 

Sayer (2005) has demonstrated, Hayek and his associates couple resentment with 

admiration and aspiration. Aspiring to be envied and resented for one‘s wealth and status 

is not wrong; rather, it acts as a great motivating force to further the Protestant work 

ethic and the material and social rewards of participating within the capitalist market. 

Resentment, therefore, is turned on its head, and offered as just reward for one‘s 

competitive individualist entrepreneurial achievements. 

 

As outlined within this study and the findings within this chapter, such anti-

egalitarian claims actually deny that the social contract within political Liberalism is 

premised upon the able-bodied white male who is ‗roughly equal‘ (Nussbaum 2007, pp. 

91-92). As Nussbaum (2007) argues, this notion of ‗roughly equal‘ assumes a 

relationship of equal exchange which denies structural inequality and misrecognises the 

inherent able-bodied assumptions embedded within the accepted governing body of 

rights (Parker 2007). Its underlying assumptions place moral responsibility for one‘s 

structural location clearly at the individual‘s feet, denying the real structural conditions 

of the capitalist political economy that produce and reproduce inequality, and are 

inherent in much of the architecture of state governing institutions (Sayer 2005). 

 

The findings of this study show that the denial of structural inequality is 

imperative when envisaging the processes required for the political elite to re-imagine 

state regimes and when considering their role in building and articulating a new moral 
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consensus of social norms, and how these new dimensions of power begin to re-order 

hierarchical social relations. Emotions are embedded in, situated in and emerge from our 

social existence and, therefore, they both shape and are shaped by the normative sphere 

(Nussbaum 2004). With the emergence of a neoliberal workfare state, a new set of social 

norms were required that would enable the state to re-regulate and re-classify disabled 

citizens into two classes – those so-called disabled people who are undeserving of social 

entitlements and plague the system by actively abdicating their responsibilities to fellow 

able-bodied citizens, and those ‗truly‘ deserving disabled citizens who are unable to 

contribute to the political and economic project of a neoliberal workfare state. Thus, in 

building resentment within the broader Australian public to gain the political and moral 

consensus it required to re-regulate and re-classify disability, the neoliberal workfare 

state actively harnessed discourses of absoluteness, in which the disabled welfare 

subject is engaged in reciprocal relations
35

 of absolute exchange.  

 

In a television interview central to the data set of this study, the Minister 

responsible for the reforms articulates a new set of normative relations. Here, as a 

representative of the political elite, the Minister situates discourses of absoluteness as 

the governing rationality of neoliberal workfare. In responding to a question from the 

journalist, Senator Newman refers to a ‗two-way street‘, clearly articulating a 

relationship of absolute equal exchange, where the individual subject is not ‗roughly 

equal‘ but ‗absolutely equal‘.  As found in this study, the shift from roughly equal to 

absolutely equal further entrenches material inequalities by misrecognising the broader 
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 As Moss (2006) notes, the notion of reciprocity underpins workfare as ‗part of a fair bargain between 

tax payers and welfare claimants by being part of a type of social contract‘ (p. 88). 
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able-bodied assumptions embedded in the social contract (Nussbaum 2007). Further, the 

relationship of exchange depicted by the Senator is a relationship of absolute exchange 

between the marginalised working class subject and the welfare recipient, not the state 

and its citizens.   

It means a two way street. 

One way of that street is the battlers, the people who are neighbours to the 

people who you just had on the screen tonight, the people who are paying for 

this. 

This is not Government money, this is taxpayers' money and many are not rich or 

doing better than the people on welfare, but they're still paying tax. 

Now that's part of why it's a two-way street, one to give and the other to receive. 

    (Senator Newman, 7.30 Report, 8 November 2000) 

 

 

To foster resentment towards welfare recipients, the Senator also draws on the 

politics of recognition by her public acknowledgement of the downward spiral and 

growing inequality that increasing numbers of the working class have experienced under 

neoliberal restructuring (Benn Michaels 2006). Of course, this act of recognition is 

purely symbolic. It is a ‗calculated political tactic‘ (Wilson and Turnbull 2001, p. 384, 

original emphasis) to both create and gain support for a new set of social norms to 

govern social relations. As noted within the literature on workfare outlined in 

introduction chapter, this new set of social norms operates as a strict dualism of rights 

and responsibilities, embedded in a set of exchange relations. 

 

Although Senator Newman does not explicitly use the word ‗responsibility‘, 

discourses of responsibility are deeply embedded within her overarching argument of 

absolute equal exchange. Drawing on Senator Newman‘s statements above, it is 

apparent that these discourses of responsibility operate at multiple levels and, although 
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some may initially appear contradictory, they are in fact, mutually reinforcing. Again, 

the primary aim of this responsibilities discourse is to place moral blame on the welfare 

subject in order to re-imagine the welfare subject as the site of public resentment. This 

occurs through a process of both stratifying and denying state responsibilities within the 

polity.   

 

By positioning the working class ‗battler‘ at the beginning of the dialogue, the 

Senator symbolically signals to the polity the nation state‘s primary relationship of 

responsibility – that is, those classes of people who are part of the neoliberal nation, 

albeit marginally. An unspoken process of stratification occurs in state-citizen relations, 

revealing the deeply embedded contradictions within the Senator‘s overarching 

argument of absolute equal exchange. Here, the state has limited responsibilities in 

delivering social rights and entitlements to all classes of citizens. The class of people the 

state has greater responsibilities towards, and targets social entitlements towards, are an 

included class.  

 

In positioning ‗the battler‘ as the primary class of state concern, the Senator 

symbolically represents the interests of the working class subject, implicitly suggesting 

the shifting and establishment of a new set of governing social relations. The working 

class battler is no longer forgotten, but is actively engaged in the forming and 

articulation of a new set of social norms. The dismantling of the old and establishment 

of the new purports to recognise the working class position of material hardship whilst 

hinting at a range of possible rewards for both their continual efforts in meeting their 

civic responsibilities and their consent for a new social contract. Drawing on the politics 
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of recognition, the Senator offers a ‗public‘ resolution to their ‗personal‘ hardship 

through this reframing of state-working class relations. Speaking on behalf of the 

working class battler, the Senator positions the nation state with higher moral authority, 

gaining consent and in turn being granted the moral power for the establishment of a 

new set of social norms. This speech act seeks to reinforce historical memories of 

political abandonment, despair and material deprivation, whilst simultaneously gaining 

the working class battler‘s support for a new political project. It serves to remind the 

working class battler of the welfare subject who is represented as having had a 

privileged ongoing relationship of ‗receiving‘, and has therefore never lived in 

deprivation. Juxtaposing the material inequality of the working class against so-called 

welfare indulgence in this manner shifts working class resentment downwards. In this 

world view, it is the battler alone who forms the class of citizens worthy of state support, 

not the welfare subject. Thus, the nation state is limited to delivering on its 

responsibilities to the battler, as the system currently stands. 

 

The symbolism of this process of responsibility stratification is reproduced 

throughout the text when the Senator argues that ‗this is not Government money, this is 

taxpayers‘ money‘. This withdrawal of the state is intended to first hold the welfare 

subject as accountable directly to the included class – the battler – within the Australian 

polity. This accountability, however, is coupled with responsibility negation and 

exclusion. The state is implicitly negating its responsibility toward the polity as a whole, 

whilst simultaneously excluding itself from any culpability in the making of the welfare 

subject. This speech act deliberately operates to invoke anger and resentment by 

articulating a set of unmediated citizen relations between two classes of citizens. One 
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class, which has met its civic responsibilities and continues to do so should naturally be 

angry and resentful towards the class of people that has failed to return on its 

responsibilities within a relationship of absolute equal exchange. Central to the text is 

the implication that the government money, which is rightfully ‗yours‘, is being unfairly 

and unjustly spent on a set of individuals who deliberately refuse to meet the terms and 

conditions of reciprocity as defined by the neoliberal workfare contract of absolute 

equal exchange.  

 

Not long after the above television interview, Senator Newman was replaced 

within the ruling party and a new minister, Senator Vanstone, was appointed to continue 

and enforce the implementation of neoliberal workfare governance (Tierney 2001). The 

replacement of Senator Newman with Senator Vanstone was an act of signification, 

wherein the new Minister symbolically represented the image of a neoliberal workfare 

state committed to its responsibilities towards the included battler class in a relationship 

of absolute equal exchange. This symbolism of the state ‗stepping up‘ to the included 

Australian people was enacted by the new Senator‘s articulation of the need for systemic 

as well as individual behaviour change: 

It is very clear to this government that the Australian people want a modern 

social support system. They want one in which everyone participates. They do 

not want a system that simply passes over money—simply gives out handouts—

and they do not want a system that forgets about people and leaves them behind. 

This package sets out very clearly our vision for welfare in the future. We want 

people to become engaged in Australia‘s economic and social life. We want to 

foster self-reliance amongst Australians of work force age.  

(Senator Vanstone, Senate, 23 May, 2001, p. 24198). 

 

 

Underlying Senator Vanstone‘s representation of the Australian polity is a 

divided public. The Senator clearly juxtaposes an expanded included class, the 



 176 

‗Australian people‘, against the unspoken silent welfare subject. The subtle removal of 

the welfare subject from the discourse once again acts to build resentment towards the 

welfare subject who is represented as unwilling to engage in absolute reciprocal 

relations, thus shirking their duty to the ‗we‘, ‗the Australian people‘. Though left 

unsaid, it is implied that these unruly and recalcitrant welfare subjects have actively 

sought to exclude themselves from any responsibilities in a relationship of absolute 

equal exchange. As such, the intentional removal of the welfare subject acts to reinforce 

the welfare subject as the primary site of public resentment. The Senator, drawing on the 

politics of resentment, is both producing and reproducing neoliberal workfare notions of 

responsibility.  

 

Unlike the previous Senator‘s discourse, Senator Vanstone acknowledges an 

increased role in state responsibilities by positioning ‗we the state‘ alongside ‗the 

Australian people‘. Here again, responsibility is stratified – it is the state‘s responsibility 

to ensure that welfare governing institutions actively pursue the welfare subject to meet 

their non-negotiable absolute obligations. The neoliberal workfare state is effectively 

articulating this guarantee to the Australian public. ‗We the state‘ and the ‗Australian 

public‘ are represented as singular and solidified. The Senator speaks not on their behalf, 

but as a subject unified with the nation, granting the state the moral authority to pursue 

welfare restructuring. Thus, for the now unified ‗the nation‘, responsibility is shared 

across the polity.  

 

The neoliberal workfare state‘s primary responsibility is to establish a 

comprehensive set of monitoring and surveillance systems to ensure that the welfare 
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subject is held to account to the Australian people under the terms and conditions of 

absolute equal exchange. The neoliberal workfare state, however, is unable to perform 

this role in its entirety, so it calls on its good, hardworking, taxpaying, and thus morally 

just citizens to become involved in forms of meta-governance
36

 via their participation in 

strategies of citizen surveillance. To illustrate, consider the state-established ‗Report-A-

Fraud‘ program (Vanstone, 2 October 2003), which encouraged the included Australian 

people to engage in highly pervasive forms of citizen surveillance. In effect, this 

stratification of responsibility allows the state to withdraw from its responsibilities 

within the social contract, while placing greater responsibility on the expanded included 

class. Larry Anthony, the Minister for Community Services, articulates this increased 

level of responsibility for the included Australian people when describing the social 

moral evaluation of the state‘s new ‗Report-A-Fraud‘ program: 

Many members of the public see it as their civic duty to inform Centrelink of 

people who are receiving tax payers‘ money they‘re not entitled to.  Clearly 

Queenslanders and indeed all Australians are fed up with people ripping off the 

system. 

(Minister Anthony, Government Media Release, 8 July 2001b, p. 1) 

 

In summary, the analysis within this section of the study has drawn on macro 

data sets to inform the development of the theme ‗resentment‘ as a political strategy 

employed to establish a new set of social norms to govern social relations with the 

emergence of a neoliberal workfare state. This new set of social norms redefined state-

citizen relations established within political liberalism from roughly equal to absolutely 

equal. Within the broader polity, this created a new hegemonic consensus, framing 

social relations as a relationship of absolute equal exchange. In this way the state was 
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  Thank you to Dr Janaka Biyanwila, The University of Western Australia, for supporting the 

development of my thought processes here through dialogical interaction. 
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effectively able to either withdraw or withhold a range of social entitlements that had 

been accepted within the previous political framework.   

 

Despite the literature indicating the use of resentment as a strategic component of 

neoliberal political strategy, this study found that when considered in isolation, the 

impact of resentment as a moral force was limited. As demonstrated within the 

following sections of this chapter, there was a combining of a number of emotions, 

which operated simultaneously across time to be mutually reinforcing. Minister 

Anthony‘s statement above not only appeals to the moral responsibilities of the included 

Australian people in the performance of meta-governance via welfare surveillance, but 

also arouses disgust in order to mark out, separate and exclude a particular class of 

citizens depicted as engaging in behaviour that is corrupt and morally disgusting. 

 

 

Making it Stick: Disgust and Reconfiguring the Normative Sphere of Deserving 

To reiterate, while resentment was an integral component of shifting the terms of 

the social contract to a set of relations of absolute equal exchange, it was found that 

there was also a deliberate strategy harnessed by the political elite to ensure that this 

‗resentment‘ permanently stuck in the public moral imaginary. A highly targeted and 

divisive campaign to re-imagine the welfare subject as disgusting unfolded. Disgust was 

the emotional tool used to reconfigure the normative sphere of deserving. The previous 

quote from Minister Anthony‘s media release clearly draws on moral discourses of 

disgust in referring to welfare recipients as ‗people ripping of the system‘.    
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Both nationally and internationally research on the moralisation of the welfare 

subject as fraudulent, cheating, criminal and publicly deviant have reached fairly 

consistent verdicts. As Martin‘s (2007) findings articulate, the morally deviant welfare 

subject is deeply embedded within neo-conservative and neoliberal discourses on the 

moral imperatives of workfare. These arguments, as the following analysis illustrates, 

have been highly pervasive within the Australian landscape and have an emotional 

content that is intimately tied with disgust. Disgust aroused the public senses to haunt, 

disturb and disrupt the established normative notions of deserving. Disgust, with its 

insidious stickiness, oozed subtlety, underpinning and emerging within public discourses 

on the welfare subject, thus forming the ‗glue‘ to required to combine the range of 

necessary contingencies to shift the normative sphere. Disgust was used to identify, 

separate out and exclude a particular class of disabled citizens within the polity to 

redefine them as undeserving.  

 

As Nussbaum (2004) argues, emotions are integral to shaping the normative 

sphere. Public notions of deservingness are coupled with social normative conceptions 

of justice (Feather 1999). Separating the ‗deserving‘ from the ‗undeserving‘ poor has 

long been an integral part of the moral framework of social welfare within the capitalist 

political economy, which authors such as Conley (1982) and Berns (2002) have traced 

back to the Elizabethan Poor Laws of 1834, and which re-emerged with the distribution 

of welfare during the 1930s within Australia under the collapse of capitalism during the 

1930s (Fox 2000). By morally reframing structural disadvantage, the position of material 

inequality becomes internal to the individual, and responsibility for their social 
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outcomes of structural disadvantage is thus borne by the poor themselves (Applebaum 

2001).  

 

This study found that disgust was pivotal in gaining consensus to shift normative 

conceptions of justice that are premised upon moral frameworks of ‗deserving‘.  

Discourses of disgust were also used to reframe material inequality caused by structural 

disadvantage as inherent to the individual. Senator Knowles, a Western Australian 

Senator in the ruling party of the time, argued this position throughout parliamentary 

debates with the launch of the ruling party‘s welfare reform package in September 1999: 

My question is also addressed to the Minister for Family and Community 

Services, Senator Newman. The Howard government is committed to a strong 

and compassionate welfare safety net so that the money actually goes to those in 

real need.  

(Senator Knowles, Senate, 29 September 1999, p. 9144) 

 

Senator Knowles‘ normative separation of those who are deserving and thus in 

‗real need‘ is not dissimilar to President Reagan‘s moral economy of the single welfare 

mother cited earlier in this chapter. Moral public sentiments of compassion and 

distributive justice are to be reserved for a small few within the polity. The argument 

being made here is that disgust could be understood as the moral opposite of 

compassion, stigmatising and misrecognising structural location and disadvantage. 

Disgust is the underlying normative judgement targeted at the unspoken undeserving 

welfare subject – omitted from the discourse but overwhelmingly present. The symbolic 

representation of this discourse visualises the undeserving welfare subject as both 

fraudulent and morally corrupt. Senator Knowles also articulates the message of moral 

disgust by drawing on normative arguments which resemble those embedded within the 
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moral hygiene and eugenics movement in the early 20
th

 Century. Depicting a 

‗biopolitical state‘ (Bashford 2004, p. 164) which has withdrawn from its moral 

responsibilities of administering regulatory practices to contain the sexual reproduction 

of the biologically and morally inferior subject,
37

 Senator Knowles stated further that:  

It is … a system of intergenerational welfare dependency, where people would go 

from the cradle to the grave never having earned a dollar other than welfare.  

(Senator Knowles, Senate, 29 September 1999, p. 9158) 

 

The moralising of the undeserving welfare subject as a moral site of contagion 

occurred through a deliberate media campaign to shift public normative conceptions of 

distributive justice and the redistribution of nation state resources.  In a government 

media release Senator Kay Patterson clearly articulates the moral sentiments of 

‗un/deservingness‘ in the following statement, where the undeserving people are clearly 

excluded from the class of included, deserving Australians:  

Australians want to see that people get what they are entitled to; no more and no less.  

(Senator Patterson, Government Media Release, 13 November 2003, p. 1) 

 

In addition to government media releases, the political elite engaged in 

discourses of disgust within parliamentary debates on welfare reform wherein they 

began to reframe the welfare recipient as untrustworthy, lazy and morally deficient. 

These speech acts were designed to build public consensus for a restructured neoliberal 

workfare state that would enact punitive legislative measures as regulatory tools of 

moral purity:  

… the social security system in Australia was in a state of neglect when we came 

to government, but one of the things that we were able to do was reduce fraud 

and overpayments—and not by taking money away from social welfare recipients 
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 I draw from Carolyn Bashford‘s (2004, pp. 164-185) argument here on sexual reproduction, contagion 

and the role of the state in controlling the reproductive sphere during the early 20
th

 Century in Australia. 



 182 

who needed it or who required the safety net. The situation was that people who 

had got a job and who were still on social security said, ‗I won‘t ring Social 

Security for a couple of weeks because they don‘t ever bother chasing you up. I‘ll 

take the money and then I‘ll ring them in a few weeks. 

(Senator Patterson, Senate, 29 September 1999, p. 9160) 

 

This representational symbolism of the morally untrustworthy welfare subject 

was repeated in a diverse range of forums.  With each repetition, these powerful moral 

discourses eventually became accepted as unquestioned social truths (Soldatic and Fiske 

2009). At the institutional level, the Department of Employment and Workplace 

Relations (DEWR) argued that the success of workfare program measures is ultimately 

dependent on regulatory enforced participation, as individuals cannot be trusted to 

participate of their own volition:  

... the voluntary nature of many of the AWT measures suggests that greater 

increases in participation rates may depend on the introduction of compulsory 

requirements. 

 (Department of Employment and Workplace Relations 2005b, p. 28) 

 

This appears to have been a deliberate political strategy. A search on the Factiva 

database reveals that, between the initial launch of the welfare reform project by Senator 

Newman in September 1999 and the successful passage of the Welfare to Work Act 

2005, over 3,125 media publications directly linked welfare, social security, Centrelink 

or pensions to fraudulent claims and welfare ‗cheats‘ during this time period. As a crude 

measure, this represents approximately 1.47 newspaper articles across the country daily. 

Much of the media campaign was fed by the political elite in order to mark out the 

welfare recipient as unworthy of redistributive public welfare. The notion of the 

disgusting ‗welfare fraudster‘ (Vanstone 5 February 2002, p. 1) was repeated extensively 
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through the ruling party‘s term in office. Consistent repetitive moral discourses of fraud 

spanned several years and acted to criminalise the welfare recipient: 

And while one welfare cheat will now be spending time behind bars, Centrelink 

has been tracking down more welfare fraudsters in Queensland. In the 

Bundaberg area, a successful two-day joint operation targeting the harvesting 

industry, involving Centrelink, the Department of Immigration, Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs, and the Queensland State Police, has resulted in Centrelink 

cancelling or suspending the payments of 14 customers. 

 (Senator Vanstone, Government Media Release, 2 October 2003, p. 1) 

 

For the most part, the ruling party presented the ‗undeserving and unworthy 

welfare subject‘ as a homogenised subject. In the above media release, however, the 

state begins to subtly define the welfare subject as morally unruly and, hence 

constitutively worthy of disgust. The involvement of the welfare department, along with 

the immigration department and the police, illustrates the intersections of the 

constitutive regulatory practices of a workfare state; that is, the regime of governing 

institutional structures ‗by the state in civil society to alter social and market forces‘ 

(O‘Connor et al. 1999, p.12). Included within the moral community are able-bodied 

whites, revealing the historical lineage of discourses from the early formation of the 

nation to the state‘s restructured neoliberal formation (Soldatic and Fiske 2009). The 

unruly corporeality of the ‗welfare fraudster‘ was also racialised, requiring extensive 

state regulation of external border controls along with internal administrative measures 

to control unruly corporealities in order to protect the moral purity of the nation. 

Disability again collides, merges and intersects with biological hierarchies of the body as 

social formation.
38

 

                                                 
38

 Further, this passage also reveals the inherent contradictions of a neoliberal political economy, that 

demands freedom of movement for capital, whilst states implement a raft of regulatory measures to 

control the entry of potential immigrant populations (see Massey, Space, Place and Gender, 1994).  
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The announcement of the forthcoming Welfare to Work legislation within the 

05-06 Federal Budget shifted the discursive into the realm of practice. The silent, 

‗homogenised‘ welfare subject had become stratified into numerous administrative 

categories. Disability was clearly marked out as a site of moral contagion. A set of 

highly prescriptive practice measures was implemented. Employment services not only 

had a role in surveilling the disabled welfare subject, but also in monitoring the disabled 

welfare subject‘s progress in moving to a state of public respectability. The policy elite 

articulated this message in public information forums held immediately after the 05-06 

Budget release in Perth, Western Australia: 

The first specifies the job seeker‘s obligations which must be met in order to 

continue to receive income support. For example, it might be to actively 

participate in the DOES program. The second element sets out the assistance or 

intervention plan agreed between the provider and the job seeker. Based on the 

job seeker‘s employment goals this will include the disability employment 

assistance to be provided and will be tailored to the individual‘s needs. This 

element to the activity agreement will continue to be developed over time as 

circumstances change and milestones are achieved. DOES‘ providers will be 

required to submit a report to Centrelink if a job seeker fails to meet their 

obligations without good reason as outlined in their activity agreement. 

 (Policy Elite, Welfare to Work Budget Public Information Session, May 2005) 

 

The policy elite at these public information forums clearly depicted the disabled 

welfare subject as historically shirking their civic responsibilities, thus requiring 

extensive surveillance and monitoring to ensure that they were no longer able to defraud 

the system. Disgust had finally stuck, and the normative realm of deservingness had 

been categorically re-classified and re-constituted to depict a new class of disabled 

citizens as inherently undeserving of state welfare. The morally deficient and deviant 

disabled welfare subject now had a range of responsibilities, including civic obligations, 
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in addition to undertaking individual behavioural modification through specifically 

targeted interventions. Workability was no longer singular, but was coupled with moral 

normative assumptions of respectability, which required the disabled welfare subject to 

earn the right to deserve state welfare incrementally. 

 

Interestingly, disability employment service providers interpreted the underlying 

moral discourses of disgust as inclusive of both the disabled welfare recipient and 

service providers.
39

 During the interviews for this study, it was not uncommon for 

service providers to reflect upon these discourses as a moment of truth, incriminating 

their own individual behaviour in a system that perpetuated the disgusting. On numerous 

occasions, rather than contesting the new contractual obligations of citizen surveillance, 

civil society service providers interpreted the moral arguments behind the welfare to 

work debates as illustrative of their own personal failing and thus construed the new 

punitive regulatory measures as both deserved and unwarranted. A service worker in 

Melbourne, Victoria articulates this contradictory position as follows: 

I heard a really great quote the other day which I think summed it up rather 

harshly, but probably not far from the truth, and that is that perhaps the driving 

force is that ‗all job seekers are dole bludgers and need to be pushed and 

prodded into work, and that all service providers are probably fraudulent and 

need to prove exactly what they are doing in order for us to pay them (IOE3).   

 

While much of the political elite‘s discourse focused on the ‗homogenised 

welfare recipient‘, the people with disabilities who participated in this study were, in the 

main, fully cognisant of the underlying symbolic representations underpinning these 

moral discourses of disgust and the strategic intent to reshape the normative notions of 
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 This brings out the notion of disgust permeating bodily borders to spread its moral contagion as 

discussed in Chapter One. 
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‗deservingness‘ within the public sphere in order to restrict access to social rights and 

entitlements. Paul, a man in his mid-40s with a mental illness living in Sydney, clearly 

articulates the public moral positioning of disabled people by the political elite and 

governing institutions when he states: ‗So, this what this [sic] welfare reform to me 

comes across as is like, you know, people with disabilities are lazy people that just don‘t 

want to work, but that is just not the case‘.  

 

Paul was not the only disabled participant in the study to express his anger about 

the depiction of disabled people receiving the Disability Support Pension as lazy and 

morally lacking in a sense of public duty towards their fellow citizens. In anger, one 

participant clearly identified the strategic intent of the Howard Government‘s 

juxtaposition of the included Australians, who formed part of a higher moral 

community, against the excluded disabled welfare subject on a Disability Support 

Pension (DSP). Rachel, a woman with cerebral palsy in her mid-30s who moved to 

Australia from New Zealand in the early 1990s, harnesses the image of a leech, which 

retains its grip upon the skin, pervasively sucking its bloody contents: 

We are scapegoated… you are sucking the government‘s money, justify it by 

working. The implication is that we are not working because it‘s our choice 

rather than the reality where we are not working because there is no structure in 

place, there is prejudice out there. It is basically bullying people who can‘t fight 

back and taking advantage of stereotypes - that we are malingering people with 

minor back problems.  Theirs is not an image of a disabled person contributing 

to society, so it‘s assumed we are not.  

 

As Morris (2006) has discussed, the perpetual imagery of the wealthy, well 

established, adequately resourced DSP recipient that is circulated within the public 

sphere is a social myth. Disabled people within this study resisted and contested the false 
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imagery of these messages. Many disabled people felt that this negated their experience 

of living with a disability, particularly in regards to the daily battles they had to wage in 

negotiating adequate resources to sustain a minimum standard of living.
40

 Beatrice, a 

woman with a vision impairment in her early 30s living on a Blind Disability Support 

Pension (Blind DSP), articulated the implication of the false imagery presented by the 

political elite and circulated throughout the media. Even though Beatrice lived with her 

mother and thus did not have a range of living costs such as housing, she clearly 

understood the effects of the imposition of neoliberal workfare governance on disabled 

people‘s material wellbeing, and the threat this posed to their ability to survive under the 

conditionality of an authoritarian workfare state:  

Welfare to work, they are tightening up on people on support pensions, their 

ability to work, the number of hours previously eligible. It has all changed. I 

know some people will struggle to survive. It is wrong.  

 

Mia, a woman in her mid-20s who also has a vision impairment, used discourses 

of struggle to describe her life on the Blind DSP and the material inequality she is faced 

with on a daily basis. Working on an ad-hoc contractual basis with a local disability 

advocacy group, she describes the harsh reality of material insecurity when trying to live 

on an unstable and insecure income. Mia contests the political elite‘s argument that the 

previous welfare system, established under a Keynesian welfare state, unfairly 

redistributed an extensive range of public resources to undeserving welfare recipients. 

Mia tries to depict the dialectical relationship between poverty and disability within a 

capitalist political economy, as well as the ongoing struggles of disabled people trying to 

access basic resources to maintain a minimum standard of living:  
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 Of course, there are more expansive arguments here about the relationship between material inequality 

and a life of decency, dignity and respect that supports human flourishing (see Nussbaum, 2007). 
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They talk a lot about the need for getting them back into the workforce and 

mutual obligation, but I think they are really out of touch.  They are not in the 

position of having to fight on a daily basis to get basic access to equipment or 

resources. 

 

Discourses of struggle, survival, fight and battle were repeated throughout the 

study. Interestingly, as Rachel expresses below, the study‘s disabled participants 

understood this as a consequence of living with a disability in an environment of severe 

material inequality, rather than an ‗a/effect‘ of having an impairment. The effects on the 

body, and possibly the soul (Rose 1999), were often ‗crippling‘, diminishing disabled 

people‘s capacity to resist and contest the moralising public imagery of the fraudulent 

disabled welfare subject: 

No-one I know on the DSP is living high on the hog, not even close – it is barely 

a living wage. It is about money. It is also about the fact that we are the most 

vulnerable group. It has always been that way in government policy, we are the 

ones they will go for because we cannot fight back. We are just too busy dealing 

with the day to day things we do and living with a disability on a low income 

weakens your ability to survive, let alone fight back. 

 

While the experience of material deprivation was fairly consistent among the 

participants within the study across Australia, respectability was also practiced in a 

number of gendered ways. Feminists such as Skeggs (1997) have long argued that 

working class women have found themselves profoundly conflicted in attempting to gain 

the moral respectability awarded to white middle-class women in their interactions 

within the public sphere, whilst resisting those same notions of respectability internally. 

The new hegemonic consensus of the morally upstanding citizen (Meekosha and Dowse 

1997) was not only a white able-bodied subject. Women with disabilities were not only 

expected to take on gendered forms of ‗respectable‘ performance, but were actually 

coached by disability employment service workers in precisely how to do so. Theresa, a 
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working class disabled women, lives with her parents, one of whom is deaf, in an outer 

Melbourne suburb. In the dialogue below, Theresa and her disability case manager 

discuss with the researcher Theresa‘s work to overcome her daily practices of 

impairment, which the case worker marks out as culturally undesirable:  

IOE2:  So, Theresa has really come a very long way. I guess we have done a lot 

of work together, haven‘t we? There has been a bit of counselling involved. 

Would you agree with that? 

 

Theresa:  Yes. 

 

IOE2:  Theresa used to get really over-excited, didn‘t you? Like, you would come 

in and you would be talking at 100 miles an hour, and real loud. 

 

Theresa:  Really loud. 

 

IOE2:  We discussed that, and you have worked so well on that. You know now 

that there is no need to nearly send me deaf. There is no need for it. 

 

Theresa:  You see, I have got a deaf father, and an almost deaf mother, and a 

deaf grandmother, so you kind of got these - - 

 

IOE2:  I don‘t want to be the next one in line. 

 

Theresa:  We talked about that. 

 

IOE2:  So, Theresa has really taken that on board. We have just got this really 

good rapport going where I can be completely honest with Theresa, and Theresa 

will take that on board, and that is fantastic. All of these skills are to help you at 

work, you know. 

 

Theresa, to paraphrase the policy elite discussed above, is achieving a milestone 

in the respectability ladder. Some of her qualities, which are potentially associated with 

her neurological impairment, are framed as ‗over-excited‘ signifying an unruly 

corporeality. Campbell (2008) refers to this ontological construction of ableism as the 

misrecognition of differing corporealities. However, Campbell‘s (2008) analysis of 

ableism, which includes gender and disability, does not address class. Theresa, as a 
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subject, is inscribed not only by the cultural reproduction of ableism, but also by those of 

class and gender, as a working class women living on state welfare. The female form, as 

Thomas (1999) argues, is a feminised space of disablement, class and gender. As Clear 

and Gleeson (2001) have suggested, the process of cultural reproduction of ableism 

emerges from the materiality of disability social relations.  

 

Moreover, Theresa‘s loudness which symbolises the drawing of attention to her 

class-based sexuality, is associated with excess and disgust. Skeggs (2004) argues that 

this process of embodiment symbolises working class women‘s disruption of respectable 

middle-class gendered embodiment. Theresa‘s disabled working class femininity, and its 

reproduction within the household, is stripped of its legitimacy as a form of social being. 

In the dialogue above, it is interpreted by the disability employment officer as an 

intrusion into public spaces of neoliberal workfare meta-governance. In fact, we see the 

role of disgust throughout this dialogue and the threat of contagion as it permeates 

bodily borders through the worker‘s statement that ‗I don‘t want to be the next one in 

line‘, referring to the possibility of contamination by Theresa‘s daily lived practices of 

impairment and working class sexuality. The service worker‘s middle-class feminine 

respectability is not only legitimised through this process (Skeggs 2004), but extends 

itself to colonise poor disabled women‘s bodies – as a form of ‗cultural imperialism‘ 

(Young 1990, p. 63). The dialogue confirms McClintock‘s (2000, p. 29) observations 

that services have become the new factories for producing and reproducing the normal. 

It also expands Skeggs‘s (1997) argument on middle-class feminine respectability, 

which states that the lived existence of working class female forms is subjected to 

specific practices of cultural reproduction. For disabled working class women, a tightly-
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controlled performance of able-bodied middle-class respectable femininity becomes a 

necessary part of their daily practices to maintain access to the vital services and 

resources they need to gain access to the labour market.  

 

Finally, practices of regulating gendered respectability also involved enforcing 

white middle-class moral codes of mothering. Women with disabilities have long been 

seen as unfit to be entrusted with the social and moral reproduction of the nation 

(Meekosha and Dowse 1997; Soldatic and Biyanwila 2006). As demonstrated earlier, the 

continuum of these historical moral discourses appears to be far more pervasive with the 

shift to a neoliberal workfare state. While the political elite and the state perpetuated the 

moral imagery of a biologically inferior welfare subject, requiring behavioural 

intervention, disability employment services engaged in ‗[s]ocial practices of morality‘ 

(Sayer 2005, p. 157). The bodies of women with disabilities that fell within the 

reproductive sphere were tightly surveilled to ensure that they complied with white 

middle-class moral codes of mothering, as Emma, a young single mother with a 

psychiatric illness living in Victoria, discovered: 

Emma: She got the authorities onto me because she thought that I wasn‘t looking 

after my son well and she thought that I didn‘t know how to spend my money 

because I used to spend my money like it grows on trees. 

 

Researcher: Is that what she said to you? 

  

Emma: Yeah, because I had problems paying childcare. 

 

Researcher: Did you feel that was true? 

 

Emma: No. 
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Emma receives a NewStart Allowance rather than a DSP, and therefore receives 

a lower income payment and associated entitlements. As a result, the level of material 

hardship she experiences is much greater than that of a disabled woman with children on 

a DSP.  Emma is one of the people ‗in between‘ outlined in the previous chapter 

(Chapter Three) resulting from the state‘s adoption of a number of curbing practices to 

diminish the number of disabled people accessing disability entitlements. Rather than 

recognising the structural material deprivation of Emma‘s position, the case worker 

misrepresents Emma‘s position as individualised pathology, and as an inherent flaw in 

her moral character. Emma‘s status as a working class disabled woman, undeserving of 

disability entitlements, is further pathologised by her status as a single mother. As 

McClintock (2000, p. 11) suggests, this pathologising is neither novel nor new, 

considering historically that ‗to be pregnant and unwed was a pathology‘ and was 

reframed as disability by inscribing it as mental illness.
41

  

 

Skeggs (2004) suggests that such a process also enables middle-class women to 

become mobile as they ‗fix‘ poor working class women for their own advantage. 

Marking Emma as unruly and non-compliant reproduces the case worker‘s respectability 

as the benevolent middle-class woman. The material deprivation which affects Emma‘s 

ability to pay for childcare is marked out as excess by Emma‘s recounting of the case 

worker‘s interpretation of her material reality as ‗spend[ing] money like it grows on 

trees‘. Unruly poverty, experienced by most disabled people surviving on workfare 

                                                 
41

 McClintock‘s argument here, however, is problematic from a disability standpoint, giving credence to 

many disability scholars/activists‘ proposition that the feminist and black movements have stratified 

disability at the bottom of the biological hierarchical, as a means to argue for their rights and freedoms.  ‗I 

am not disabled, my inferiority is not inherent to my biology‘  -  as a way to describe themselves as more 

than ‗not‘ but as better than. 
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payments, can thus be seen to entail a process of moralising the feminine disabled 

working class subject against the normate respectable middle-class woman. This 

juxtaposition signifies the way disgust functions to ‗maintain distance whilst in 

proximity‘ (Skeggs 2004, p. 102 author‘s emphasis), between the case worker and 

Emma, encapsulating the reproduction of power within workfare spaces of meta-

governance. 

 

As this section of the chapter revealed, resentment as a deliberate political 

strategy to gain consensus for neoliberal workfare had limited power. While the politics 

of resentment was used to harness support for workfare governance, disgust was also of 

strategic importance to ensure that a new normative framework of deserving stuck 

within the public moral imagination. In effect, the role of disgust was to negate the 

Keynesian framework of welfare, which was largely underpinned, however 

problematically, by public notions of justice framed as rights and entitlements. Through 

depicting, visualising and rendering the disabled welfare subject as morally disgusting, 

the state was able to shift the underlying moral economy, which imagined the Keynesian 

welfare state as a place of citizenship entitlement. State macro formations of the 

disgusting welfare subject permeated the meta-forms of governance. Women with 

disabilities were particularly subject to a range of regulatory practices that denied them 

their dignity and deliberately misrecognised the severe structural deprivation that occurs 

within a capitalist political economy which negates the value of their bodies as both 

women and mothers. Disabled people interviewed as part of this study clearly 

understood how they were re-imagined in public discourse by the political elite, and 

were also well aware of the reality of the practices that emerge through this process of 
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moralisation. Unfortunately, for most of the study‘s disabled participants, these practices 

were not the only effects, as the following section of this chapter now illustrates. 

  

Violating Rights, Violating Dignity: Moral Shame 

 The experience of shame, through state regulatory practices of shaming, has 

been the subject of much research. Bessant et al. (2006), drawing on the work of Richard 

Sennett, discusses the underlying moral discourses within welfare to work debates that 

precipitate acts of public shaming. Morris‘s (2006) qualitative interviews with disabled 

people receiving a DSP also touched on the experience of shame. In this section, 

drawing on interviews with disabled people who participated in this study, I will seek to 

disclose public acts of shaming to which disabled people within this study have been 

subjected, as the underlying moral framework of social entitlements has shifted to an 

authoritarian neoliberal workfare state. This section seeks particularly to expand current 

debates on shame and the processes/acts of shaming within the workfare state, reframing 

these public acts of shaming as forms of state violence.  

 

Shame and violence have had a long standing socio-relationship (Scheff and 

Retzinger 1991). Accordingly, the argument that shaming is both a form of and 

precursor to violence is not new. Drawing on Foucault, Keane‘s (2004, p. 37) work on 

democracy suggests that ‗violence is redeployed from public sites of punishment – 

privatised, sanitised, and camouflaged within the walls of a prison, hospital or asylum, 

sometimes with a smile‘. Most people with disabilities within Australia no longer live in 

asylums.  However, argued throughout this thesis disabled people are now subject to 

new forms of institutional surveillance and control under neoliberal workfare 
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governance.  These institutional practices have now been largely privatised through 

forms of meta-governance of disability employment services. The realm of state 

violence in which these practices operate differ from Bourdieu‘s (1986) concept of 

symbolic domination. I argue that state forms of shaming, as both discourses and daily 

practices, are state forms of violence, by drawing on Iris Marion Young‘s (1990 pp. 39-

65) argument of the five faces of oppression in which she argues that systematic 

violence is where: 

Members of some groups of people live with the knowledge that they must fear 

random, unprovoked attacks on their person or property, which have no motive 

but to damage, humiliate or destroy the person.  

(Young 1990, p. 61)  

 

The present study reveals that state practices of shaming were often random 

and/or repeated in a range of workfare spaces. Most practices of shaming involved acts 

of deliberate misrecognition, particularly in regards to the material deprivation 

experienced by disabled people living on a DSP. Practices of shaming were used to force 

compliance to neoliberal workfare forms of governance and meta-governance which 

shape and frame state-citizen relations. The effects of institutionalised acts of shaming 

on disabled people concur with the broader findings within the literature on repetitive 

and continual processes of shame. As Sayer (2005) has suggested and as is evidenced by 

this study, shaming overall reinforced disabled people‘s feelings of inferiority, and 

repeated and extensive processes of shaming resulted in what Scheff and Reitzander 

(1991) have referred to as a shame-rage spiral.  

 

Shaming employs multiple strategies.  Some acts of shaming are subtle, while 

others are deliberately overt, intended to signify to a group the macro-structural relations 
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of power in which they are embedded (Barbalet 1998). Nussbaum (2004) refers to this 

process as stigmatised shame, where the role of shame in public moral discourse is to 

stigmatise the class of people towards which it is targeted as a form of group 

subordination. The resultant feelings of shame associated with this type of public 

shaming leaves members who identify with the stigmatised group feeling unworthy.  

Disabled people who participated in this study understood these acts of shaming as a 

moral evaluation of the self. Beatrice, the women with a vision impairment living with 

her mother identified in the previous section of this chapter, discloses the feelings of 

inferiority she experienced when explaining her experience with neoliberal workfare 

governance: ‗Yes, I was feeling I wasn‘t worth it, even though I had skills I thought I 

wasn‘t good enough anymore‘.  

 

As Charlton (1998, p. 27) notes, ‗shame and other manifestations of this process 

are devastating, for they prevent people with disabilities from knowing their real selves‘. 

Charlton‘s observations of the impact of shame on disabled people are confirmed by this 

study, particularly in relation to neoliberal workfare governance structures, discourses 

and practices that harness shame as part of its surveillance and compliance measures. 

Repeated experience of shame within neoliberal workfare spaces undermined disabled 

people‘s sense of self and their ability to act in the world. As the study‘s participants 

reveal, the constant barrage of shame promoted an internalisation of the violation and 

disrespect embedded in institutionalised practices of shame. Public discourses, symbolic 

visual representations and neoliberal workfare governance not only misrecognised 

disabled people‘s structural disadvantage, but actively worked to further stigmatise 

disabled people as a group in order to exact their compliance with the hegemonic norms 
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of the dominant group. The experiences of disabled people within this study also 

confirms Sayer‘s (2005) argument that feelings of inferiority, anger and outrage, are the 

long term associated effects on subaltern groups constantly exposed to social processes 

of shame. 

 

 The transformative effect of shame on Beatrice‘s subjectivity was not dissimilar 

to many of the disabled people who took part in this study. The experience of Rachel, 

the women with cerebral palsy identified in the previous section who had moved to 

Australia from New Zealand, reveals the extreme forms of hiding that disabled people 

may need to practice to escape the punitive state regimes of service meta-governance. 

To resist the ongoing barrage of shame that she experienced under workfare governance, 

Rachel took to hiding from the disability employment case worker she was assigned, 

which in turn left her isolated from communicating with the rest of her world. To escape 

workfare governance, she needed to disconnect herself from her main form of 

communication – the telephone: 

That behaviour had caused the stress to start with so I was at the point she had 

me so terrified, haranguing and bullying me, I took the phone off the hook, and 

all but hid under the bed.  

 

The feelings of shame that Rachel and Beatrice experienced undermined any 

aspirations and/or motivation they had initially felt towards getting a job with the 

support of a specialist disability employment service. These findings reinforce Sayer‘s 

(2005, p. 153) argument on shame wherein he states that it leaves people ‗feeling 

inadequate and hid[ing] from the gaze of others‘. Rather than wanting to participate and 

collaborate with disability employment services, Rachel adopted a range of practices to 
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remove herself as far as possible from the service spaces of neoliberal workfare meta-

governance. Rachel‘s experiences and practices of resistance, along with Beatrice‘s 

experiences of unworthiness, also demonstrate the contradictory nature of workfare 

governance. Neo-conservatives such as Mead (1986) have long argued that these 

necessarily coercive strategies promote active engagement with the labour market and 

society, but in fact, these practices of shaming disabled workfare conscripts
42

 into 

compliance, as experienced by Rachel and Beatrice, did not encourage or enable them to 

seek employment; rather, it ensured that they used active practices of exclusion to 

protect themselves from further injury by a violent and punitive system. 

 

Paul, the man identified earlier with a mental illness, supports a number of peers 

in a voluntary role in dealing with the Centrelink state‘s neoliberal workfare agency.  

His personal experience while supporting others to access workfare further demonstrates 

the inherent contradiction of neoliberal workfare governance. Coercing participation 

within the labour market, which at times violates individuals to the point of shaming, 

discourages disabled people from seeking employment and any support they may need 

to enable them to be active welfare subjects. Paul describes how shaming, mistrust, and 

randomised attacks on the person‘s integrity results in individuals withdrawing from the 

system: 

The stress it caused her was just unbelievable, because they were making out 

that she is a liar, like, you know. ―This person is telling lies.  She is trying to 

cheat the system.‖ You know, like, she is trying to get mobility. It was only a few 

dollars.  

 

                                                 
42

 I borrow the term ‗conscript‘ from Bessant (2000) where she concludes that in Australia mutual 

obligation is a form of conscription.  
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As discussed in the Introduction, the ideological aim of workfare is to ensure 

compliance to the punitive neoliberal workfare regime. Scheff (1988) has argued that the 

effects of shame can produce a spiral of rigid conformity. As noted within the 

Commonwealth Ombudsman Report No. 16 (2007), many people within the workfare 

system are subjected to informal processes of penalisation, and are unaware of the 

decision made to randomly withdraw social security payments. Such practices, and their 

random application, even when unprovoked, reaffirms Young‘s (1990) definition of 

systemic violence. Disabled people who took part in this study disclosed that their 

experiences of a neoliberal workfare state resulted in both a collective and personal 

injury.  Their feelings of shame, and their ongoing experience of fear, demonstrate the 

continued role of violence in state institutional practice that Keane (2004) identified. 

With the state‘s transformation to a neoliberal workfare state, its governing institutions 

have developed a number of shaming strategies to meet this end.  

 

Young‘s (1990) notion of random attacks on the person is of particular 

importance in framing the association of shame with violence in workfare governance. 

Michael, a young married man with a physical disability living in Victoria, describes the 

constant fear, shame and violence that many disabled people live with on a daily basis.  

In attempting to negotiate his daily lived existence on workfare, Michael‘s dialogue 

below demonstrates the deep personal shame that comes with apparent failure, even after 

concerted attempts to comply with a highly coercive and unpredictable system:  

Like when they make the mistake when they cut me off disability.  They made the 

mistake and they sent me no apology.  You could imagine how I felt when I got a 

letter saying… sorry you‘ve been cut from disability.. you know your income is 

gone.. shh… and that took a whole month to send out a letter.  They cut 

disability, didn‘t notify me until a month later. So I was without payment for a 
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whole month… It was really quite a shock as we complied with all of their rules 

and things and they never told us why they did it.  

 

Feeling ashamed of oneself and one‘s body was coupled with the public 

indignity of the material implications of randomly losing access to, and thus control of, 

one‘s income. While most disabled people in receipt of a DSP live in real structural 

poverty (Gleeson 1998), this structural location was further stigmatising considering the 

constant insecurity of not knowing what monies one would receive, and consequently, if 

and how they would be able to meet their financial commitments. Ian, a single father 

with two children on a DSP living in an outer Melbourne suburb, describes this 

predicament of a life of abject insecurity: 

Researcher: How does it make you feel about paying your bills and things like 

that? 

 

Ian: Very upset. Because you expect that extra money and you know that it‘s not 

coming through. So far I am getting less money from the Government. I don‘t 

know why but every fortnight they always do that. 

 

Michael and Ian‘s experiences reveal the role of shame as a state tool to produce 

rigid conformity to a system. Further, Michael and Ian‘s experiences of the workfare 

system signify the level of personal shame and humiliation that violate disabled people‘s 

dignity, through the randomisation and unpredictability of their access to material 

resources. While Michael‘s feelings of personal failure are a direct result of state 

coercive practices of shaming, Ian‘s constant material insecurity and the experience of  

negotiating minimal resources to maintain a basic standard of living reproduce shame 

and, in turn, feelings of personal failure. As Bourdieu (1996) has noted, those who 

experience failure through no fault of their own are still likely to feel shame, which 

Sayer (2005, p. 154) argues is a ‗structurally generated effect‘.   
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Shame, as a structurally generated form of state violence, occurs across the 

disability workfare system that emerges with neoliberal forms of workfare meta-

governance. The shame that is generated by the fear of randomly losing access to one‘s 

income is also experienced at the level of service provision, particularly as disability 

employment services are now involved in surveilling disabled people‘s compliance to 

state regulatory norms. In the short dialogue below, Ange, a woman with cerebral palsy 

living in Sydney, and Paul (identified above) concur with Michael and Ian‘s position. 

Ange and Paul, however, reveal that neoliberal workfare governance and the levels of 

compliance embedded at the street level first reproduce existing levels of anxieties for 

disabled people and further entrench disabled people‘s feelings of powerlessness by 

applying added pressures to gain access to vital resources: 

Ange:  Yes, and I was just thinking that it is scary to go to an employment 

service… Again, this is my personal experiences, because you need them to help 

you with your original . . . to actually find a job . . .  It is not something that you 

see immediately.  I guess these reforms are aimed to already existing anxieties 

that people with disabilities . . . We don‘t need additional - -  

 

Peter:  Pressure? 

 

Ange:  Yes, do you know what I mean?  I think we have got enough . . . how do I 

do this and how do I do that, and am I going to get into trouble?   

 

Amelia, a woman with a vision impairment on Blind DSP, confirms Ange‘s 

feelings of shame when she describes her experience of seeking disability employment 

support. Amelia discusses both the violation she felt when having to explain intimate 

details of the self to inform state categorisation of her body for disability employment 

service providers to gain access to state funding, and the pressure to perform the unruly 

impaired self, to gain access to the necessary resources to gain employment, when she 
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deliberates: ‗Do I make more things up so that I can get this adaptive technology? . . . It 

is really quite daunting; really quite daunting‘.   

 

Amelia‘s position of appearing unruly enough to gain adequate resources, but 

compliant enough to be deserving of state resources, is a highly negotiated existence for 

many disabled people living on workfare. Having an unruly corporeality within 

workfare regimes is in effect a highly contradictory position. The performance of 

unruliness to gain access to resources is a tightrope act coupled with the harsh 

stigmatising regulatory forms of compliance. Disabled people must both comply with 

and reproduce the medicalised classifying regime of their bodies, and in fact participate 

in a game of shaming oneself in order to gain access to the required resources to support 

their effective participation in workfare governance. This balancing act of negotiating 

the lived bodily space of severe material deprivation, rigid state regulatory compliance 

and the moralisation of their bodies can fall at any time. For some, such as Emma, the 

young single mother living in Melbourne who has had a number of encounters with state 

child welfare agencies, the intensity of shame she has been made to feel about herself, 

her material deprivation and her mothering have led to Scheff and Retzinger‘s (1991) 

shame-rage spiral. Emma describes below a recent ‗run-in‘ that she has had with state 

workfare authorities and the police: 

It‘s bad when you‘ve got a family. I remember one week I was supposed to get 

paid but I didn‘t get paid. I got so mad at them. I said ‗if you don‘t pay me I‘m 

going to rob your place‘. They got scared, then thought I was going to rob them 

so they said ‗Ok we will pay you next week‘. I‘m like ‗I need the money now 

because I have to pay my son‘s childcare. They said ‗we are so sorry we can‘t 

give you your money today as your money doesn‘t go in until next week.  I said, 

‗this week is my pay day and I want my money now‘ and I made a smart remark 

that I‘m going to rob the Commonwealth Bank and the police came and thought 

that I was really going to rob the bank and arrested me that day. 



 203 

  

Emma‘s case demonstrates the extreme levels of state violence that underpin 

neoliberal authoritarian workfare governance. The state, as Emma‘s description above 

reveals, will use extensive measures to bring shame on disabled people to ensure 

compliance with its neoliberal authoritarian workfare governance. Rather than seek to 

redress the harmful injustices that Emma has experienced, the state uses its full force to 

ensure compliance with a system that has forced Emma to this position. Of course, 

Emma may have had other choices, but the material destitution of her real life, her 

commitment to caring for her young son and the constant shame she has endured under 

workfare governing institutions rendered almost all other options futile. As Sayer (2005) 

argues, the shame that is caused by severe structural deprivation and stigmatisation often 

results in individual acts of violence. Unfortunately for Emma, the consequences of 

highly individualised acts of violence, result in state aggression and further violence, and 

the state is more than willing to use disabled women on workfare, such as Emma, as 

public examples to produce and reproduce violent, authoritarian neoliberal workfare 

regimes. 

  

In summary, this section of the chapter discussed the role of shame and practices 

of shaming that the neoliberal workfare state used on the disabled people within this 

study who were receiving workfare. Drawing on Young‘s (1990) definition of violence, 

it was argued that these state practices of shaming are, in fact, acts of state violence. 

Although apparently random, practices of shaming were part of a deliberate and highly 

targeted strategy designed to ensure compliance with the new normative sphere of 

neoliberal workfare. As identified within the Ombudsman Report cited earlier, such 
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practices were taken at the discretion of workers within the state‘s governing institution. 

Shaming is inherent within neoliberal workfare regimes, and is primarily used to ensure 

compliance with the new punitive regulatory measures that emerge with neoliberal state 

formations.   

 

Disabled people experienced these practices of shaming across differing spaces 

of workfare governance, from state governing institutions such as Centrelink through to 

meso-spaces of workfare within the service environment. On many occasions, these 

practices of shaming undermined disabled people‘s dignity, self-respect and self-

confidence, directly destabilising their sense of self. In turn, these punitive structures 

were highly injurious to disabled people, personally and collectively, as they sought to 

use individuals as examples to further stigmatise and entrench existing social 

inequalities. To protect themselves from these practices of shaming, some disabled 

people participated in active practices of exclusion. While these acts of resistance were 

infrequent and highly individualised, disabled people still attempted to gain and 

maintain some autonomy, power and control over their own lives in an environment that 

seeks to directly undermine disabled people‘s collective ability to disrupt and transform 

these punitive regimes. 
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter has sought to reveal the underlying mechanisms harnessed by a 

neoliberal authoritarian workfare state to shift the normative sphere of a Keynesian 

welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state. The chapter has outlined the role of the 

moralisation that has occurred with the emerging neoliberal state formation. The primary 

reason for this process was to undermine the notion of social rights and entitlements that 

was embedded within the Keynesian welfare contract. In turn, the normative evaluation 

of ‗deserving‘ became central to citizenship debates on what was formally known as 

welfare, but has now been reframed as workfare under neoliberal governance. 

  

To effectively build and then gain broad moral hegemonic consensus for a 

normative framework of ‗deserving‘ as framing state-citizen relations, the state drew on 

the realm of emotions. The intent was to first create resentment between the working 

classes, who have suffered deeply with neoliberal reforms, and citizens receiving 

welfare payments. The state pursued the politics of resentment through discourses of 

responsibility, which acted to produce and reproduce public resentment towards the 

welfare subject and gain support for neoliberal workfare restructuring. The politics of 

recognition was integral to this process. Through public acts of recognition, the political 

elite was able to both harness support for its political project and gain the moral 

authority to speak on the behalf of the working classes. To concur with Wilson and 

Turnbull (2001), this was a calculated political tactic, to create, gain, and achieve broad 

public consensus for a new set of social norms through redefining the terms of the social 

contract. This new social contract is spoken of in ‗absolute‘ terms, shifting the doctrine 

within political Liberalism of ‗roughly equal‘ to ‗absolutely equal‘ as a set of relations 
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premised upon the principle of ‗absolute equal exchange.‘ Symbolic articulation of 

discourses of responsibility redefined the welfare subject as undeserving, and depicted 

their structural disadvantage as a result of the active pursuit of exclusionary social 

relations wherein individuals had deliberately ignored their absolute set of reciprocal 

responsibilities. By clearly placing blame on the welfare subject for their position of 

structural disadvantage, public sentiments of resentment were refocussed downwards, 

such that the working class battler, rather than pursuing claims for redistributive justice, 

consented to the implementation of coercive social relations. In this manner, the working 

class thus denied both themselves, and also welfare subjects, the power to collectively 

mobilise against the inherent structural process of exclusion and marginalisation of a 

white elite masculine able-bodied neoliberal political economy. 

 

This bounded the political elite within an included Australian people, who 

signified a unitary moral responsible citizenry, while the disabled welfare subject was 

reframed as the disgusting, undeserving welfare subject, in need of reformation through 

individualised moral behavioural modification. By harnessing moral discourses of 

disgust, the political elite were able to shift normative notions of deserving to become 

the new hegemonic framework for articulating state-citizen relations. In effect, this 

aroused the social moral imagination within the broader polity to disrupt and 

delegitimise political Liberalism‘s framework of social rights and entitlements, which 

were an integral part of the Keynesian welfare contract. Deserving, as a normative 

conception of justice, has replaced the previously accepted framework of social rights 

and entitlements as a hegemonic discourse and practice. 
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For their part, disabled people, whether receiving welfare or not, understood the 

moral coding of their lives that occurred through this process of representation. This 

process not only denied disabled people dignity and respect as a basic principle of being 

human, but also imposed a range of harsh surveillance measures and practices, thus 

further entrenching greater levels of material inequality and stigmatisation. The moral 

purpose of these interventions was to ensure that the disgusting disabled welfare subject 

earned the right to become ‗unstuck‘ from the prevailing moral discourses of disgust, 

which were produced and reproduced within the public realm. Women with disabilities 

were particularly exposed to highly pervasive processes of delegitimation, which 

operated to devalue them across four spheres: as a woman, as a disabled person, as a 

member of the working class and as a mother. These moralisation processes drew on 

disgust as a means to position the middle-class case worker as the good respectable 

benevolent woman who, despite her proximity to, is not contaminated by, the working 

class disabled women she ‗helps‘. 

  

Closely trailing resentment and disgust was moral shame. Moral shame, as an 

underlying code of neoliberal workfare governance, was deeply embedded across all 

levels of workfare governance. State regulating practices of moral shame acted to 

delegitimise and misrecognise the socio-relationship of disability and class, which was 

also reproduced through gender formations. Institutional and daily practices of shaming 

through service meta-governance effectively colonised the disabled subject‘s body as a 

form of cultural imperialism, with the aim of producing rigid conformity to a punitive 

system. Young‘s (1990) definitional framework of violence made it possible to 
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empirically explicate the forms of state violence embedded in workfare practice and the 

very real injurious effects this had on disabled people who participated in this study. 

 

Finally, the analysis within this chapter brings further support for Nussbaum‘s 

(2004) argument on disgust and shame. Although Nussbaum has not explored the 

emotion of resentment as a moral social process, she has in a range of cases explored the 

role of disgust and shame in framing social political processes within the political 

sphere. The findings presented within this chapter concur with Nussbaum‘s (2004) 

position that ‗disgust and shame‘, as a normative evaluative emotions, need to be 

removed from the political sphere, particularly due to the injurious nature which acts to 

deny respect and human dignity to the person. Of course, this directly contravenes a 

number of counter hegemonic campaigns run by many marginalised groups within the 

polity that use shame and disgust in their struggles for justice. While these emotions may 

provide one strategy to address the social injustices that emerge within a capitalist 

political economy, this study reveals it is more often the powerful that have used moral 

shame at a macro-structural level to maintain their position of power, thus ensuring 

social conformity to the hegemonic normative sphere (Barbalet 1998). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Disability Temporal Relations 

Seesaw Margery Daw  

Johnny shall have a new master 

He shall earn but a penny a day 

Because he can't work any faster 

Time is the primary criterion of exclusion and discrimination 

(Paterson and Hughes 1999, p. 605) 

 

Introduction 

This chapter seeks to explain the role of time in framing and shaping disability 

social relations, with the nation state‘s turn to neoliberal workfare. While there has been 

extensive discussion of the role of time in framing socio-relations in general social 

theory (Adams 2004; Bauman 1998, 2000; Harvey 1989), there has been little 

theoretical discussion of the role of time in framing disability social relations. Typically, 

temporal relations of disability are depicted as either across time or in time. This 

approach is evident in Hevey‘s (1992) seminal work The Creatures Time Forgot where 

the production and reproduction of disablement is analysed at different points in time 

and across time. As Clear and Gleeson (2001) note, this is a highly problematic 

representation of impairment, and its reproduction as disablement assumes a ‗historical 

consistency‘. Further, Hevey‘s (1992) temporal representation is an idealist construction 

of linear progression, in which people with impairments will cease to be disabled at 

some future time (Clear and Gleeson 2001). 
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The representation of through time, in time, past time, and future time all 

reference an abstract notion of universal time. This is commonly referred to as ‗clock 

time‘ (Adams 2004). Universal clock time, however, emerges at a particular historical 

moment, where the clock begins to dominate the rhythms of social life (May and Thrift 

2001). Marx commonly referred to this as 'the annihilation of space by time‘ (in Massey 

1994), whereby clock time, as an overarching abstract neutral measure, assumed a 

universalism shared across a range of scales, spaces and places (May and Thrift 2001). 

As Massey (1994) argues, geographers have contested this dominant positioning of time 

over space, suggesting that time and space need to be analysed conjointly, in time-space 

cycles.  

 

Disability scholars such as Clear and Gleeson (2001) support Massey‘s (1994) 

position, arguing that the reproduction of disablement needs to be analysed in both time 

and space, in order to situate the analysis within the real socio-historical processes ‗of 

both the structure of social life and a fine grained analysis of daily experience‘ (Clear 

and Gleeson 2001, p. 47). Clear and Gleeson argue that such an analysis provides in-

depth explanation which is differentiated across time-space cycles, rather than 

describing what is assumed across a linear trajectory. In Geographies of Disability 

(1999) Gleeson explains the effects of time-space cycles on people with impairments 

within the feudal mode of production, where work is defined by ‗natural‘ time. 

According to Gleeson, this ‗natural‘ time represented the rhythmic relationship of 

bodies, society and nature, enabling a range of bodies to produce and reproduce 

everyday life, where each individual was able to participate in the time-space of 

production. Gleeson‘s analysis reveals the disabling role of clock-time, with its abstract 
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application to the factory. The factory, dominated by clock time, overrode bodily 

temporal rhythms, rendering some bodies as having no exchange value, with the 

‗transformation of labour-power into a commodity‘ (Thomas 1999, p. 131). This account 

of the human (impaired) body being rendered little value through the imposition of clock 

time within capitalist spaces of work is effectively illustrated by the children‘s rhyme 

above. In that scenario, Johnny, unable to meet the temporal demands of the capitalist 

political economy, nor subjugate his bodily temporal rhythms to the temporal spaces of 

work, is not only rendered as having little exchange value, but is also relegated to the 

workhouse. Thus, Johnny‘s bodily temporality is subordinated by and oppressed through 

capitalism‘s temporal relations.
43

 

 

Drawing on the empirical findings of this study, this chapter argues that the 

social relational nature of disability operates through a multiplicity of times, across a 

range of scales, spaces and places that merge, intersect and contradict each other and are 

expressed as social relations of power (Hope 2006). This is significantly different to 

explaining disability social relations in time or across time, as generally prescribed in 

historical accounts. As well as revealing the multiplicities of time which are in time the 

study also reveals the role of time in processes of socio-classification. Moreover, the use 

of time as an abstract temporal relationship operates as a form of regulatory control. 

Wolch and Deverteuil (2001, p. 150) argue that such temporal regulation occurs across 

four intersecting spaces that: 

emerge from the unsynchronized nature of time-space cycles, each operating at 

four spatial scales: long-wave economic cycles at the global scale; policy cycles 

                                                 
43

 Of course Johnny is gendered. 
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at the national scale; new practices at the institutional scale; and the increasingly 

fragmented individual time-space paths of the poor themselves. 

  

In this study, the use of the policy process model supported the analysis of 

disability temporal relations across a range of disability spaces and places. In turn, a 

general conclusion can be drawn from this analysis that is supported by Massey‘s (1994) 

work on time, space, gender and social fragmentation. The present study found that there 

is a compression of time within disability social relations at the national scale that 

becomes institutionalised with the emergence of workfare governance. This global 

compression of time-space cycles becomes embedded within national policy ‗time‘, 

dominating and oppressing the multiplicity of local ‗times‘, in the specific places of 

workfare spaces. The result of these temporal relations is the fragmentation of 

individuals‘ daily lives. This finding concurs with Wolch and Deverteuil‘s (2001) 

findings on neoliberal poverty management, where the lives of the poor are increasingly 

fragmented. In extending their argument, this chapter will suggest that disabled people 

now need more time to negotiate the fragmented space of workfare governance due to 

the compression of time in nation state policy cycles.
44

  

 

This chapter discusses the discursive dependency on temporal discourses across 

the macro scale. There are three main sections to follow. The first section develops the 

theoretical proposition that discursive dependencies on temporal discourses were 

                                                 
44

 This is different to Susan Wendell‘s (1996, pp. 37-38) argument, where she suggests that the pace of life 

is in itself a key factor in constructing disability (original emphasis). Whilst she draws on her own 

personal experience within the workplace, Wendell‘s analysis of the pace of life is limited due to: its 

idealist account, its suggestion that you need the same time to negotiate these social structures even 

though the temporal structural relations have changed (where I argue disabled people now need more 

time) and its limited analysis of temporal representation to create symbolic meaning – as will be explained 

throughout this chapter. 
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necessary at the macro scale. Within the overriding discourse, two dominant discursive 

structures emerged during the period of this study. The first relates to time as social 

regulation and the second relates to time as a technology of social classification. These 

are addressed in turn in the subsequent two sections of the chapter.  

 

Temporal Discursive Markers: Discourses of Legitimacy 

This section identifies the role of time to build consensus for neoliberal workfare 

through drawing on temporal discourses, or what I refer to as temporal markers, as a 

means to create legitimacy across the polity. A number of forums drew upon temporal 

discourses to create consent for neoliberal workfare. The most dominant forum in which 

this occurred was the primary vehicle that the Howard Government used to build 

consent for workfare as a political project. To build consent for neoliberal workfare 

restructuring, the Howard Government established The Reference Group on Welfare 

Reform immediately upon announcing its aim to restructure Australia‘s welfare state in 

September 1999 (Maddison and Hamilton 2007, p. 89). After almost 12 months of 

public consultation the Reference Group released its report on its position regarding 

strategies of reform. Throughout the report, Participation Support for a More Equitable 

Society (2000), commonly referred to as the McClure Report, the Reference Group 

draws on discourses of time. Temporal markers such as ‗now‘ (10), ‗current/ly‘ (52), 

‗future‘ (10) or ‗new‘ (40) as representative of the future, appeared 112 times throughout 

the document. This count of temporal markers does not include discursive temporal 

expressions that refer to events in time, such as ‗in the last eight years‘ or ‗continuing‘. 
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The combination of these temporal discursive markers reinforced what Wilkin 

(1997) refers to as the mythologising of processes of neoliberalism as a universal truth at 

the nation scale, which becomes naturalised through its discursive representation. As 

Skeggs (2004) discusses, discursive representations that naturalise neoliberalism as 

inevitable focus on the outcomes rather than the structural processes that result in 

population segmentation, exploitation and marginalisation. The opening passages from 

the McClure Report exemplify this process of naturalisation. Temporal discursive 

markers are drawn upon to mythologise global structural processes of capital 

accumulation as inevitable, coupled with the portrayal of the outcomes on large 

segments of the population: 

Australia is in the midst of a profound economic and social transformation. The 

consequences of this transformation require us to re-think and reconfigure our 

approach to social support. Disappointingly, the current social support system 

may be failing many of those it was designed to help. Australia is in its eighth 

year of strong economic growth, yet joblessness, underemployment and reliance 

on income support remain unacceptably high. Disadvantage is also concentrated 

increasingly in particular segments of the population and in particular localities. 

These are not problems being faced by Australia alone; they are being 

experienced in many comparable countries. Over recent decades a variety of 

economic and demographic factors have combined to create the new and 

disturbing phenomena of ‗jobless families‘ and ‗job poor communities‘. These 

unequal outcomes have generated the unacceptable prospect that significant 

concentrations of economic and social disadvantage might become entrenched.  

(McClure Report 2000, p. 2) 

 

This positioning of neoliberalism, and the resultant effects on large segments of 

the population in the opening pages of the report, sets up the necessity of arguments 

embedded within the report and its final recommendations in later pages as an 

unavoidable journey and the only logical option. The Report‘s discursive dependency 

upon temporal markers, was to begin to build legitimacy for their argument and create 

consent to re-regulate the nexus of welfare and the labour market. More important 
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however, was the use of temporal markers to signify the state of a nation, under the 

guises of neoliberal structural reform. As Johnson (2001, p. 89) argues, the making of 

the nation has long drawn on symbolic temporal representations ‗as resources from 

which cultural imaginations can be excavated‘. Through the welfare to work debates that 

occurred across the period of time for this study, cultural re-imaginings were symbolic 

of past time, current time and some future time. The ‗present [was] implicate[d in] the 

past and the future‘ (Adams 2004, p. 64). The discursive temporal sequencing of social 

facts within the polity was drawn upon to re-imagine the nation. The nation was moving 

and highly mobile, signifying a modern state. Time and temporal discursive 

representations of the nation were a necessary contingency to this re-imagining of the 

nation. Temporal discursive structures and meanings are used throughout the passage 

below from the McClure Report. The Report juxtaposes multiple temporalities to claim a 

morally authoritative position on its representation of a nation in decline at this current 

time. Prior to moving forward, and in order to build consensus across the polity for this 

future time, temporal representations of past time were mounted across a range of 

spheres to argue that the state was, in fact, in a state of decline. The Reference Group on 

Welfare Reform that produced the McClure report was particularly adept at drawing on 

temporal discourses to signal that a nation state and its people were, in fact, a nation in 

decline. 

Without appropriate action now, Australia may be consigning large numbers of 

people to an intergenerational cycle of significant joblessness. Australia already 

has one of the highest levels of joblessness among families with children in 

OECD countries (OECD, 1998). In June 1999, about 860,000 children lived in a 

jobless household. 

 (McClure Report 2000, p. 3) 
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The discursive dependency upon temporal discourses acts to create a sense of 

urgency and immediacy, thus manufacturing a sense of moral panic. This is not to 

suggest that the structural inequality and social exclusion cited within the above passage 

is not real for a large segment of the Australian population. As Cohen (2002) argues, the 

purpose of creating moral panic is to re-imagine socio-structural disadvantage as 

individualised or group deviance. In fact, as demonstrated throughout the previous 

chapter, moralising structural disadvantage was a key strategy in building hegemonic 

consensus for workfare regulatory reform. The dependency upon temporal discursive 

structures works to moralise the structural positioning of welfare subjects. Through 

discursive representations, such a process operates as a mechanism of social ordering 

which individualises structural disadvantage. The McClure Report clearly positioned 

disabled people‘s structural position of disadvantage in highly individualised terms, thus 

according the Reference Group the moral authority in making their argument for a new 

system of welfare. The following passage from the report highlights this process, and the 

necessity of discursive temporal markers in building legitimacy for a system that 

individualises structural disadvantage: 

The stark reality is that those who most need assistance are often those who have 

few opportunities to participate and are often the least motivated to pursue them. 

For this reason, the new system must engage people more actively, and to be 

successful that engagement must be reciprocal. Consequently, the Reference 

Group believes that some form of requirement is necessary. 

 (The McClure Report 2000, p. 5) 

 

 

Domination is experienced across multiple spheres as the power of the speaker is 

reified and re-positioned to that of a moral entrepreneur, enabling the speaker to create a 

problem to which they have a crusade (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994). The moral 
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crusade that the Reference Group on Welfare Reform argued was so significant that it 

reinforced the state‘s ideological and political commitment to neoliberal workfare and, 

in turn, provided the legitimacy for the neoliberal state to regulate and build the 

institutional architecture for workfare governance. Moreover, the level of immediacy 

created by the temporal urgency articulated within the McClure Report, and the temporal 

discourses adopted by the Minister, all act to mutually reinforce what Hetherington 

(2001) suggests is the modernist project of progress. The system and the subjects it 

governs are represented as moving forward to a utopian time of real progress. Drawing 

on Hetherington‘s (2001) argument, time is imbued with national meaning through 

discursively positioning some future time with discourses of improvement. A nation 

moving itself and its people forward becomes a moral crusade for the benefit of all 

within the polity (Hetherington 2001).    

 

Time as a Technology of Social Regulation 

The Reference Group‘s underlying assumptions for the restructuring of welfare 

was dependent upon the new temporal work processes that have seen the extensive 

growth of part-time work within the labour market. Rather than questioning the 

structural processes that underpin the dominance of part-time work as a form of 

entrenching social inequalities through the reproduction of class inequalities wherein the 

distribution of part-time is highest to those at the periphery, the Reference Group 

designated part-time work as the primary means of social inclusion. References to part-

time work were repeated extensively, with over 40 references throughout. The temporal 

framing of work in this way acts to ‗order according to priorities and sequence with 

reference to a hierarchy of values and necessities‘ (Adams 2004, p. 68). Work, albeit 
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part-time, became the only recognised and socially valued form of participation, as the 

following passage articulates: 

This approach is intended to re-emphasise an important objective of our 

proposals for welfare reform – to achieve a more equitable distribution of 

employment, ensuring that long term jobless people are able to compete in the 

labour market. There is a question as to when and in what circumstances people 

should be required to seek paid work. In our view it is reasonable to require 

people with capacity who are work-ready, are available for at least part-time 

work and have access to job opportunities to seek work that is suitable, having 

regard to their personal circumstances. 

 (McClure Report 2000, p. 4) 

 

The redistribution of part-time work would in effect, provide for the material 

needs of people at the periphery of the polity, as well as recognise their status as 

citizens. Disability scholars such as Barnes and Mercer (2005) have suggested that the 

redistribution of part-time work supports disabled people engaging in work that is both 

meaningful and has use value. Barnes and Mercer‘s (2005) argument seeks to recognise 

the time-intensive and socially necessary labour required to live with an impairment in a 

disabling capitalist political economy. The value of participation in well-paid, stable and 

secure part-time employment, along with continued access to a range of social 

entitlements administered under disability entitlements, is not being contested within this 

thesis. Rather this thesis seeks to contest the normalisation of part-time work as the 

principle mode of inclusion. Access to the material resources and social recognition of 

being included within the labour market, has long been recognised as a vital component 

of disability social citizenship and inclusion (Roulstone and Barnes 2005). To concur 

with Goggin and Newell (2005), the normalisation of part-time, casualised, intermittent 

work within contingent labour markets as the only mechanism for social inclusion for 

disabled people should be contested. In this way, part-time work seeks to hide the re-
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structuring of employment and the material inequality that occurs through this process. 

As Wilton (2004) suggests, the use of work as the measure of social inclusion within the 

polity for many disabled people has implications for their identity formation. This is 

particularly relevant to disabled people and even more so for women with disabilities, 

for whom the time required for self care and care for others daily precludes their 

participation in the labour market, albeit on a part-time basis.  

 

Although highly problematic for disabled people, the Reference Group‘s 

representation of part-time work as the principal mechanism for social inclusion became 

a legitimising discourse across the political sphere. Participation in the labour market is 

the central focus of the Reference Group‘s reforms. In addition to naturalising social 

inequities produced through low-paid contingent labour markets, the temporal 

relationship between welfare and the labour market, as a process of social re-ordering, 

also negated the structural discrimination to labour market participation that disabled 

people experience daily. The structural barriers, such as inaccessible workplaces, 

marginal access to workplace modifications or disabling work processes, are omitted. In 

fact, the temporal discursive structures naturalise participation in part-time work as the 

principal mechanism for social inclusion and citizenship. The following passage from 

the Report affirms this argument:  

Agreement with the view that the key goal of the social support system should be 

to help people access opportunities for social and economic participation. This 

perspective held that such a goal was related to citizenship and would enhance 

social cohesion while emphasising that adequate income support is also of 

fundamental importance.  

(McClure Report 2000, p. 7) 
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The Reference Group articulated that its central argument focused on a 

commitment to structural processes of redistribution. However, structural processes of 

maldistribution were not identified within the report. Instead arguments of redistribution 

are premised upon the redistribution of part-time work within contingent labour markets, 

not the redistribution of wealth through progressive taxation systems. Moreover by 

positioning the welfare subjects as ‗those in need‘, the structural processes of exclusion 

are negated, reinforcing neoliberal arguments in favour of state-coerced participation, 

which reify the outcomes of structural processes of exclusion as individual behaviour. 

As Levitas (1998) notes, discourses of exclusion and inclusion are in fact mobilised in 

three orientations: a redistributional model, which focuses on structural poverty and the 

redistribution of wealth to address structural practices of exclusion; a social 

integrationist model, which primarily focuses on unemployment and, therefore, 

inclusion into the labour market as the primary means of redress; and finally, a moral 

repositioning of the individual, which focuses on the culture of the welfare subject 

(Skeggs 2004). This final discourse operates to shift the debate from the process of 

structural disadvantage and poverty generation to the outcome of these structural effects. 

This assumes a universal truth that the imposition of temporal discursive structures seeks 

to relay to the public moral imagination. 

 

Within the Australian context, however, as the above passages from the McClure 

Report illustrate, the Reference Group drew on all of these discourses to build 

legitimacy for neoliberal reforms. Martin (2007) also identified this, noting that the 

Reference Group both differentiated and reaffirmed moral discourses of the under-class 

thesis within the overarching framework of reform. The following passage from the 
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report highlights this contradictory positioning, where inclusion is a multi-layered 

construct of redistribution, social integration and moral repositioning of the welfare 

subject. The redistribution of part-time work is also aligned with state forms of coercion 

through the coupling of communitarian and authoritarian constructions of reciprocity, as 

the following passage from the report articulates: 

One important method of meeting obligations to those in need is through social 

partnerships between business, government and community organisations. An 

advantage of social partnerships is that the providers of the associated training, 

counselling and work opportunities are in direct contact with those in need. For 

this reason, social partnerships, as well as mutual obligations, is one of the five 

features of the Participation Support System. Both of these features of the 

proposed system are underpinned by the concept of social obligations.  

(McClure Report 2000, pp. 4-5). 

 

The temporal discourses of the Report seek both to legitimise the temporal re-

regulation of state-bodily relations across the polity, and to build consensus for a 

capitalist labour market that has, across time, increasingly redistributed employment 

through instituting two classes of workers – those with well-paid, secure jobs at the core 

of the labour market, and those forced to compete in contingent labour markets (Peck 

2001). This process occurs as the Reference Group clearly identifies the shifting 

temporal relations emergent under a neoliberal political economy. The central argument 

of the report harnesses abstract notions of a national time and its dependency upon the 

capitalist labour market. The discursive dependency of time acts to exonerate disabled 

people‘s structural exclusion and, in turn, depict part-time work as a normalising 

discourse. Even though the Reference Group would later move to contest the Howard 

Government‘s interpretation of their proposed ‗new‘ social support system, the symbolic 

representation of the welfare subject throughout their report actually built consent for the 

Howard‘s government‘s workfare agenda. The Reference Group‘s positioning of the 
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Keynesian welfare state and the so-called reproduction of social dependency for the 

welfare subject as an uncontested truth, in effect acted to individualise deep structural 

disadvantage. As extrapolated in an extract from the Second Reading Speech to re-

regulate the welfare-labour market nexus for welfare reform there is little difference 

between the overarching arguments embedded with the Reference Group‘s report to the 

Howard Government‘s ideological intent for workfare: 

The government is committed to developing a social support system that more 

effectively encourages all people of working age to participate in work and 

community life, according to their capacity to do so. These measures aim to 

ensure that the qualification criteria are changed so that the disability support 

pension is only payable to people with very restricted work capacity—that is, less 

than 15 hours at award wages a week. The amendments also extend the range of 

interventions and activities that Centrelink will be able to consider in 

determining whether a person has a continuing inability to work.  

(Minister Anthony, House of Representatives, 16 May 2002, p. 2314). 

 

 

The following excerpt from the Second Reading Speech highlights the discursive 

dependency of time as part of the legitimising process for neoliberal workfare. As the 

text below denotes, the temporal representations and the legitimising discourses of part-

time work are not dissimilar to the Reference Group‘s final representation of the welfare 

subject and the Keynesian welfare state: 

 

Currently, the qualification provisions for the disability support pension 

effectively enable people with disabilities to withdraw from the labour market by 

drawing distinctions between those who have capacity to work full time and 

those who do not. This approach does not reflect shifts in the labour market 

towards increased part-time work opportunities and the benefits this can bring in 

terms of greater financial independence and social engagement. 

 (Minister Anthony, House of Representatives, 16 May 2002, p. 2314) 

 

The Minister‘s arguments also served to delegitimise the temporal regulatory 

practices embedded within the 30 hour work test by drawing on discourses of escapism 
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as one component of building consensus for the new temporal framings of state-

disability relations. As Minister Anthony argues in the above exert, the intent to increase 

disabled people‘s participation in part-time work also seeks to re-stratify state-disabled 

citizen relations, through instituting a stringent work-test which compresses the work 

test from 30 hours per week to 15 hours per week. Where the state previously enabled 

disabled people to escape their civic obligations to the broader polity, this government 

seeks to regulate forced market inclusion by re-regulating the temporal criterion of the 

relationship. The process of inclusion here is premised upon authoritarian state forms of 

absolute exchange, where disabled people who fall outside the new 15 hour work test 

are required to undergo state forms of coercion and surveillance coupled with the 

temporal disciplines of a new part-time economy. Thus, the Minister‘s Second Reading 

Speech, acts to both coercively shift some people with impairments to a place of forced 

market inclusion, while permanently excluding those people with impairments who 

cannot compete within the new temporal relations of neoliberal workfare governance.  

 

The Minister‘s temporal framings of disabled people as having too much time 

acts to position disabled people as morally active agents engaging in practices of 

escapism as a form of resistance (Cohen and Taylor 1992). This moral framing of 

disabled people is dependent upon temporal discursive structures as it seeks to give new 

meaning to structural inequality, thereby misrecognising disabled people‘s structural 

exclusion from the labour market. Further, the imposition of a state giving its citizenry 

too much time signifies to the polity the end of the Keynesian welfare contract, as it has 

long overlooked a class of citizens that have practiced resistance to the new neoliberal 

hegemonic contractualism of relations of absolute exchange. 
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 The present situation of giving people too much time is also implicated when 

considering the past. The nation state needed to move forward, to some future time.  

This future time assumed a rationality of national progress, where the nation state was 

moving itself and its people forward to place of ‗real‘ time. This place of ‗real time‘, 

Hope (2006, p. 286) suggests, ‗is assumed to be an authentic, verifiable construct that 

delivers tangible results‘. Integrating national temporal relations of past time, current 

time (expressed as now) and the unspoken but implied future time also signifies a moral 

legitimacy for the nation to enact its workfare reforms with immediacy. Discourses of 

improvement, and moving forward to some future time that is real and authentic, signify 

social relations of class mobility.    

 

 Temporal discourses signifying a nation state progressing to a utopian space of 

real time dominated workfare landscapes and were repeated with new and emergent 

forms of state regulation. Temporal discourses symbolising the nation state moving 

forward became particularly pervasive with one of the key pieces of legislative change 

to workfare governance. As the title (Australians Working Together – Moving People 

Forward) of the regulation suggests, the nation was engaging in practices, step-by-step, 

over a period of time, to move the nation and its people forward: 

 

While AWT is only the first step in a longer term process of welfare 

reform that will take a number of years to complete, it is nonetheless a 

significant step forward that will deliver better outcomes from our social 

support system. 

 (Minister Anthony, House of Representatives, 16 May 2002, p. 2309) 
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As Meekosha and Dowse (1997) have noted, the Australian state has long drawn 

upon symbolic representations of a upstanding able-bodied citizenry. Meekosha and 

Dowse draw our attention to the images of walking feet that symbolically represented an 

up-right standing citizenry, thus excluding from the national landscape disabled people 

whose daily practices drew on alternative forms of physical mobility. The feet of the 

nation image is infused with symbolic meaning, representative of a mobile nation that is 

moving forward to a real time of national unification. As Skeggs (2004) argues, mobility 

is predicated on a structural dualism of fixity. Fixing the social order enables the middle-

classes to first individualise the structural reproduction of social inequality and then 

distance themselves from those pitted within the structural trenches. In this way social 

differences are flattened out, and structural barriers that need to be crossed as a 

necessary contingency of a mobile self and subjectivity are denied (Skeggs 2004).   

 

In contrast to the visual image of the moving feet, the period of this study saw 

temporal discourses become the hegemonic discursive frame used to symbolise a 

mobile, moving state and signify the cultural marker of status, power and inclusion 

within the nation. Targeting of state assistance to the ‗right people at the right time‘ 

(Vanstone and Abbott, 22 May 2001, p. 2), ‗referred earlier to appropriate support 

services‘ (Anthony, 22 May 2001a, p. 1) and ‗lifting the workforce participation and job 

security of people with disabilities in the longer term by improving their access to 

education and training‘ (Kemp, 22 May 2001, p. 1) was extensively repeated throughout 

the Australians Working Together – Moving People Forward reforms. This was a 

necessary contingency to ensure that the nation and its people adopted practices of active 

self-improvement as a form of national mobility. This notion of mobility, through the 
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subject actively recreating their social positioning through entrepreneurial forms of 

movement to a utopian state of real time, as Skeggs (2004) notes, ‗both reflect[s] and 

reinforce[s] power.  Mobility is a resource to which not everyone has an equal 

relationship‘ (p. 49). Thus these discourses of improvement as critically self-reflective 

processes for a mobile nation misrecognise the structural location of disabled people 

living on disability social entitlements and thereby seek to individualise and moralise 

their position of structural disadvantage. This concurs with May and Thrift‘s (2001) 

argument that temporal framings of socio-relations are effectively mobilised to create 

consent for the neoliberal entrepreneurial subject that is able to move through and across 

a range of social spaces reproducing structural inequalities (see Bauman 1998 also for an 

in-depth discussion of this point).  

 

The following passage from the Minister‘s Second Reading speech clearly 

articulates the coupling of temporal discursive processes as a stage of individual 

development and mobility. The entrepreneurial welfare subject would march for a period 

of time, to encourage them to mobilise their bodies and resources in order to cross and 

overcome the bounded spaces of disability exclusion. Time, however, was limited, with 

state restraints upon the granting of time and the necessary resources to the disabled 

welfare subject:  

The requirement will be to undertake one or more of a broad range of activities 

designed to lead to, or overcome barriers to, increased economic participation, 

for up to a maximum of 150 hours in a six month period. 

 (Minister Anthony, House of Representatives, 16 May 2002, p. 2310). 
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The march to overcome unfortunately reflects the long march to nowhere, as 

discussed by workfare scholars such as Peck (2001) and Peck and Theodore (2000), 

wherein welfare recipients subjugated to workfare programs are churned in and out of 

low wage contingent labour markets.  

 

Whilst the Howard Government‘s three initial attempts to restructure disability 

welfare through compressing the temporal work test were rejected, as outlined in 

Chapter Three, the legislation was successfully passed by national Parliament in 

December 2005. With this later passage of the 2005 Welfare to Work Act, temporal 

discourses were harnessed to represent the imagination of the nation as part of the 

consensus building project and legitimation process for workfare. Finally, however, 

whereas under the previous rhetoric the nation was represented as a space working 

towards ‗real time‘, the representation of this nation, along with certain privileged 

sections of the populace, had now arrived, and ‗real outcomes‘ had been achieved. This 

positioning of ‗real time as an authentic time for the nation was however juxtaposed 

against those who had not been able to mobilise their bodies or cultural, symbolic and 

material resources to reach this heightened position of national mobility. Thus, the 

positioning of disabled people, as identified in the text below, clearly individualises and 

moralises structural disadvantage. The temporal positioning of a past time that has 

implications for the present and ‗real future time‘ of the nation ‗arriving‘, acts to signify 

mobility and the successful entrepreneurial subject of the nation: 

The government‘s $3.6 billion Welfare to Work package recognises that every 

Australian of working age has the right, and deserves the opportunity, to 

participate in the nation‘s prosperity. The best way for people to do this is by 

having a job and engaging in the economic and social life of our nation. The 

economic record of the last decade is an impressive one. Australia‘s prosperity is 
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no accident. Unemployment has been reduced to 5.1 per cent and, due to the 

creation of more than 1.7 million new jobs, employment is at a record high with 

more than seven million Australians in full-time work. The spectre of 

unemployment has given way in many places to labour shortages, especially of 

skilled labour. The unemployment queues of the early 1990s have diminished, but 

the ranks of the disabled pensioners and sole parent beneficiaries have grown 

rapidly. 

 (Minister Andrews, Second Reading Speech, 2005, p. 2) 

 

For disabled people mobility under a neoliberal workfare state represented a 

further process of bodily reclassification of their bodies through the application of 

temporal technologies within the work test. These temporal technologies were situated 

as objective measurements of the body, but were in fact tied to new forms of labour 

market participation. This is highlighted through the temporal practices of the 2005 

welfare to work regulation, in which disability was stratified through regulating classes 

of disability. Two new classes of disability emerged, separating out ‗partially mobile‘ 

disabled subjects who signified momentary immobility through a current inability to 

work (but have the bodily temporal dispositions to actively work towards a state of 

improvement) from those disabled welfare subjects who represent a fixed class of 

citizens and hence, remain permanently excluded by their ‗continuing inability to work‘ 

for the improvement of the nation. 

 

The socio-relationship of framing disability through temporal technologies of 

partial capacity, current inability and continual inability is juxtaposed against the 

imaginary able-bodied subject, which in turn, subordinates disabled people. Campbell 

(2008) refers to this ontological position as rendering disabled people as a negative 

ontology. While Campbell‘s argument is useful, its reliance upon cultural constructions 

of the able-disabled dichotomy negates the attribution of ‗value‘, which both inscribes 
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and is ascribed to disabled bodies. As the next section indicates, some disabled people 

do have value to a political economy that demanded new temporal work formations 

along with a range of bodies to meet these new regulating practices. Thus, the primary 

purpose was to discipline disabled people, who now had work obligations with the new 

time measures of the work test set against the dominant temporal demands of a 

neoliberal political economy. The new temporal relations between the disabled welfare 

subject, the state and the market were a necessary strategy to ensure that the nation 

moved forward with progress, to real time. 

 

Time as a Technology of Social Classification 

Within the disability studies literature, the authority of medicine typically plays a 

central role in articulating, classifying and categorising disability (Wendell 1996). As 

outlined in the introductory chapter of this thesis, authors such as Jakubowicz and 

Meekosha (2002) and Mitchell and Snyder (2003) refer to the role of medicine in 

establishing national borders and classes of citizens within state formations emerging 

during the late nineteenth through to mid-twentieth centuries. As outlined in Chapter 

One, socio-medical relations were also coupled with a range of administrative 

procedures that were premised upon the work test, which emerged as a mode integral to 

the social mode of economic regulation with the advent of the Poor Law Act of 1834. 

Clear and Gleeson (2001) have argued that the role of socio-medical relations provided 

the requisite institutional architecture as a necessary pre-condition of capitalist social 

relations. Dowse‘s (2007) work on intellectual disability, which tracks the role of 

medicine in framing disability social relations from the seventeenth century through to 

the 1960s, supports Clear and Gleeson‘s argument.  
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Clear and Gleeson‘s (2001) argument also suggests that a range of modalities 

emerge alongside each other as reinforcing agents of social control. By drawing on their 

argument, it becomes plausible to acknowledge that medicine has not been the only 

governing rationality in framing state-disability relations. Even though regulation 

theorists do not draw direct attention to disability as a social regulatory category, authors 

such as Jessop (2002), Peck (2001) and Piven and Cloward (1972) have argued that the 

work test that emerged with the Poor Law Act 1834 has long been the most pervasive 

practice of social control (Piven and Cloward 1972). Regulation theorists have also 

tracked the historical consistency of the work test. As outlined in an excerpt below from 

parliamentary records discussing the 2005 workfare legislative reforms, welfare 

classification, particularly as it relates to establishing classes of disability through the 

sole reliance on medical opinion, has been a long-standing popular myth within 

Australia: 

 

In the context of these changes it is important to note that at all times since 1910, 

it has been the delegate under the SSA who makes the decision as to qualification 

for IP or DSP. Certainly, there has always been extensive use of Commonwealth 

Medical Officers (CMO) to provide examinations, reports, opinions and advice. 

However, CMOs have only ever provided advice and opinions as to medical 

conditions, the impact of conditions and work capacity or incapacity. The 

popular myth, that continues today, that CMOs or doctors determine eligibility, 

is exactly that. It is true that for much of history of IP and DSP, CMO opinions 

as to capacity for work were largely accepted in the vast majority of cases and, 

as a matter of practice, their advice wasn‘t questioned or challenged. This is the 

origin of the myth that the CMO or doctor decides.  

(my emphasis, Bills Digest No. 157 2001–02, p. 2) 

 

While not contesting the authority of medicine, the passage above highlights that 

administrators have ultimately had the power to determine who is or is not disabled and 
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who should have access to disability social entitlements. Of course, the advice provided 

by medical experts was highly provocative in the administrator‘s judgement, particularly 

at those historical moments for which medicine was the hegemonic ideology, as Dowse 

(2007) has identified within her work. In establishing classes of citizens through 

classifying disability, administrators, however, have been and remain primarily 

concerned with the individual‘s capacity to compete within the labour market.   

 

Concern with an individual‘s capacity to compete within the labour market has 

continued throughout the regulatory process of the Australian nation state. Thus, the 

nation state project is dependent upon a socio-classification system that can enforce 

social order and commodify a set of bodies under relations of exchange. Medicine is the 

tool to which the nation state turns to draw its legitimacy in establishing classes of 

citizens. Based upon the empirical findings of this research, it can be argued that 

medicine did not act as a singular modality of social control for the primary period of 

interest to this study (1996 – 2005). Whilst medicine has played a pivotal role in 

classifying the human body, re-regulating classes of citizens throughout the period of 

this study was achieved using the work test. Medicine was, and has remained, a 

technology which informed work-test determinations but did and does not make the final 

determination of disability. In fact, medical technologies were coupled with a range of 

administrative procedures, all of which were harnessed to create a pool of workers for 

low paying contingent labour markets. Disability, as a class of state-citizen entitlements, 

underwent transformation through the application of medicine in service of the work 

test. The passage below identifies that the work-test became the primary determinant of 

disablement with the Howard Government‘s 2005 welfare to work regulatory reforms:  
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The Howard Government introduced major changes with effect from July 2006. 

Eligibility was tightened so that those with disabilities but able to undertake 

significant part-time work were shifted onto Newstart Allowance with a part-

time work requirement. Increased rehabilitation and workforce re-entry 

assistance was also provided.  

(my emphasis, Daniels, Parliamentary Library of Australia 2006, p. 3). 

 

 

The work test is framed through discourses and practices of time, which are 

reflective of the real structural changes occurring across the broader political economy 

and the labour market. Time, as the key criterion to underpinning the work test, appears 

to first emerge within Australian regulatory law with the Social Security (Disability and 

Sickness Support) Amendment Act 1991. The work test embedded within this regulatory 

framework shifted administrators‘ reliance on a purely medical determination of bodily 

work capacity, and coupled it with time. The extract below from the Social Security Act 

1991 clearly highlights the coupling of medicine with the work test to determine access 

to disability social entitlements. The definition of ‗work‘ as 30 hours of work per week 

clearly impinges on temporal technologies. Thus, the application of the work test, which 

is underpinned by time as a technology for socio-classification, was the primary vehicle 

to assess one‘s medical diagnosis of impairment: 

 Qualification for disability support pension - continuing inability to ―work‖ 

  94. (1) A person is qualified for disability support pension if: 

   (a)  the person has a physical, intellectual or psychiatric impairment; and 

 (b)  the person's impairment is of 20% or more under the Impairment 

Tables;      

     and 

    (c)  the person has a continuing inability to work; 

 "work" means work: 

   (a)  that is for at least 30 hours per week at award wages or above; and 

   (b)  that exists in Australia, even if not within the person's locally 

 accessible labour market. 
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(Social Security (Disability and Sickness Support) Amendment Act 1991 No. 141, 1991 – 

Section 10) 

The role of time in establishing classes of disability appears to have been given 

little consideration within the literature. This is an interesting omission, given that the 

empirical findings for the period of this study suggest that in Australia, time as a 

measurement technology, appears to have become the dominant practice used to stratify 

bodies into classes of disability.     

 

This finding directly contradicts some recent analyses of changes to state-

disability relations, which have argued that the above legislative framework further 

entrenched disability as a socio-medical category (Carney 2003).  Some disability social 

policy analysts have even suggested that the 30 hour work test criterion was generous 

(see Parker 2007
45

). Such analysis, however, misrecognises the temporal dependency of 

socio-classification in establishing classes of citizens. Temporality is a significant 

feature of socio-classification processes, particularly as modern nation states are reliant 

on disability socio-classification frameworks that are centred around work (OECD 

2003).  Thus the status and material wellbeing of disabled people is ultimately tied to the 

industrial speed of the economy which changes with each new wave of capitalism as 

Adams (2004) and Harvey (1989) note. The temporal relationship between disability 

social entitlements, state classification regimes and practices of social exclusion are 

likely to fluctuate with each temporal murmur or seismic shift. In these circumstances, 

                                                 
45

 Parker‘s argument here is contested as if we were to envisage a real enabling society that ensured 

disabled people‘s parity of participation; in this case, disabled people would have enshrined in law social 

entitlements that guaranteed a minimum wage, no matter the hours of work in which they participated in 

and disability labour relations would be de-commodified. See Nussbaum (2007) and her human 

capabilities approach for further discussion of this point. 
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macro technologies of disability governance are temporally dependent. Thus, without 

interrogating this relationship, we are likely to miss out on a deeper understanding of the 

socio-relationship between time and classification of the human body. Without 

thoroughly examining the technologies embedded within the work test, the exclusionary 

processes, practices and discourses are legitimised through temporal representations of 

value neutrality and objectivity are unlikely to be revealed (Adams 1990). Questioning 

the neutrality and objectivity of technologies embedded within the work test is therefore 

a necessary component of problematisation in disability-state relations. 

 

The legacy of Foucault has also forced us to consider technologies of control that 

seek to regulate the body through state classifying regimes to maintain social order. 

Whilst some may wish to contest the argument that is being made within this chapter of 

the thesis, the empirical findings suggest that time is one such technology. Time was the 

primary mechanism within neoliberal social regulation. Thus, the relationship between 

neoliberal governance and disability is dependent upon time as a commodity due to the 

implicit market relations established under workfare governance. The socio-

classification of disabled people was underpinned by inscribing exchange values, which 

impinged upon temporal units of measurement. The dominance of exchange value with 

the dominance of time over space, as Wilson (1999) notes, becomes disconnected from 

use-value as it relegates the necessary labour that capital is so dependent upon as 

useless, and in turn dismisses use-value in its entirety. 

 

In fact, during the period of this study (1996 – 2005), time became the dominant 

mode of disability socio-classification. Disability socio-classification into numerous 
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state categories of disability draws extensively on time as a technology of measurement. 

Time became the primary technology the state used to inscribe disabled bodies with 

value. As the extract from the Welfare to Work Act 2005 below illustrates, time 

technologies were a necessary contingency in stratifying disabled people into classes and 

consequently attaching market value. Time acted as the key mechanism for re-

classifying and re-inscribing disabled people with exchange value:  

 

16B Partial capacity to work 

(1) A person has a partial capacity to work if: 

(a) the person has a physical, intellectual or psychiatric 

impairment; and 

(b) the Secretary is satisfied that: 

(i) the impairment of itself prevents the person from doing 

30 hours per week of work independently of a program of 

support within the next 2 years; and 

(ii) no training activity is likely (because of the 

impairment) to enable the person to do 30 hours per week 

of work independently of a program of support within the 

next 2years.  

  … 

  (5) In this section: 

30 hours per week of work means work: 

(a) that is for at least 30 hours per week at award wages or above; and 

(b) that exists in Australia, even if not within the person‘s locally 

accessible labour market. 

(my emphasis, Welfare to Work Act 2005, pp.10-11) 

 

2 Subsection 94(2) 

Repeal the subsection, substitute: 

(2) A person has a continuing inability to work because of an 

impairment if the Secretary is satisfied that: 

(a) the impairment is of itself sufficient to prevent the person from 

doing any work independently of a program of support within the 

next 2 years; and 

(b) either: 

(i) the impairment is of itself sufficient to prevent the 

person from undertaking a training activity during the 

next 2 years; or 

(ii) if the impairment does not prevent the person from 

undertaking a training activity—such activity is unlikely 

(because of the impairment) to enable the person to do any 
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work independently of a program of support within the 

next 2 years. 

  … 

 

(2) A person has a current inability to work because of an impairment if 

the Secretary is satisfied that the impairment is of itself sufficient to 

prevent the person from doing any work independently of a program of 

support. 

 

Note: For work see subsection (5).  

Work means work: 

(a) that is for at least 15 hours per week at award wages or above; and 

(b) that exists in Australia, even if not within the person‘s locally 

accessible labour market. 

(my emphasis, Welfare to Work Act 2005, pp. 19-25) 

 

Time, here, is not a commodity of exchange.  Rather, it is the primary 

mechanism for disability socio-classification, with the sole aim of recommodifying 

disabled people‘s labour power. The temporal process of socio-classification, as an 

objective of measurement, naturalises the classification categories embodied within the 

legislative framework. This process also facilitated the normalisation of the hegemony 

of part-time work as the principle mechanism of social inclusion. The resultant temporal 

socio-classification process is underpinned by relations of exchange, and it is through 

this process that disabled people and their bodies become inscribed with value. This 

point is not dissimilar to the suggestion made by Edward and Imrie (2003), who argued 

that disabled bodies are bearers of value. This process differs from Edwards and Imrie‘s 

position, however, in that these bodies are not inscribed by the cultural re-evaluation of 

their bodies, but the re-commodification of their labour. As Skeggs (2004) points out, 

inscription such as this is more marked by its insistence on market forms of exchange 

that in turn result in the segmentation of populations.      
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The effects of temporal socio-classification resulted in a divisive process of 

disability classification and segmentation. Classes of disability became naturalised 

within a set of hierarchical socio-relations. The differentiation of disability classes, 

inscribed with various rates of exchange value, strips bodies of their ‗power, status and 

distinctive symbolic forms integral to the accumulation of various resources‘ (Shilling 

1993, p. 124). Regimes of social provisioning were established and defined through 

exchange value with the re-commodification of (some) disabled people‘s labour power. 

Temporal socio-classification either segmented disabled people into a class of welfare 

recipients who were then coerced into the relationship of absolute exchange or 

positioned them as a dependent and therefore useless class excluded from the polity. The 

excerpt below from the Treasurer‘s Welfare to Work 2005 budget speech clearly 

articulated this process of hierarchical socio-classification, wherein those bodies 

signifying exchange value had access to a range of social supports (albeit limited), 

which those classified as useless were excluded from accessing: 

People in receipt of the Disability Support Pension (DSP) prior to 1 July 2006 

will remain on that payment with no part-time work obligation.  They will be 

subject to the normal review process for DSP which will apply the existing 

eligibility criteria (broadly whether that person is capable of 30 hours of work 

per week at award wages). 

People seeking to go on DSP on or after 1 July 2006 will face new eligibility 

criteria.  They will receive DSP if they are assessed as being incapable of 15 

hours work a week at award wages.  If they are assessed as being capable of 15-

29 hours of work per week at award wages they will receive enhanced Newstart 

and be subject to an obligation to seek part-time work of at least 15 hours per 

week. 

… 

From 1 July 2006 the Government will increase mobility allowance from $69.70 

to $100 per fortnight for people with disabilities who have a part-time obligation 

to look for work.  DSP recipients who are working 15 hours or more hours per 

week may also be eligible. 

The Government will also enhance Newstart Allowance.  This will support 

increased participation by improving the returns to part-time work.  The 

maximum withdrawal rate will be reduced from 70 to 60 cents in the dollar.   In 
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addition, the income at which this rate commences will be increased from $250 

per fortnight, up from $142 for Newstart currently. 

… 

People with disabilities will benefit from a new $80 million Pre-Vocational 

Participation Account to provide limited short interventions that allow them to 

become job-ready quickly.  Services that this will fund include pain management, 

work conditioning and short-term mental health condition. 

(Treasurer Costello, Press Release, 10 May 2005, pp. 1-2). 

 

   

As identified in Chapter Three of this thesis, there was significant public protest 

and lobbying against the temporal socio-classification regime embedded within the 

welfare to work 2005 regulation. This, however, was the final piece of regulation that 

had emerged during the period of this study. Disability employment contracts between 

the state and civil society providers (and, increasingly, private providers) from 1999 

through to the passage of welfare to work 2005 drew principally upon temporal socio-

classification regimes. Time became the key governing criterion. Disability employment 

services were measured against numerous temporal units, all of which were positioned 

as a universalism that was shared across the diversity of disability employment spaces.  

These were, of course, premised upon the notion of universal clock time, and positioned 

the disabled body as an individualised space of entrepreneurial mobile subjectivity that 

could ‗move‘ to a place of labour market inclusion:  
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14. Employment Assistance Funding (summary)  

14.1 Employment Assistance covers a period of 12 to 18 months (plus suspension 

and extension periods) and comprises three payments:  

(a) Start Up Payment;  

(b) Employment Assistance Ongoing Payments (10 monthly payments) 

and  

(c) Outcome Payment (if applicable).  

24. Employment Outcome  

24. 1 An Outcome is achieved after a Job Seeker has undertaken Employment of 

at least 8 hours per week for 26 weeks or more within 18 months of the Start 

Date (plus suspension and extension periods). The time calculated must be 

actual hours worked since the Programme Start Date or since the job seeker 

commenced the position, whichever is the later. 

(FaCS Disability Employment Assistance Program Procedures 2003c, pp. 16 and 25) 

 

The notion of the highly individualised mobile entrepreneurial subject was 

acutely embedded as a naturalising discourse across a range of state spaces. In the 

following dialogue between a Senator and the policy elite taken from the Hansard of the 

Senate Community Affairs Legislative Committee tasked with examining the impact of 

state disability employment reforms, the notion of the mobile disabled subject moving 

through workfare spaces of employment governance, is not only rationalised, but 

operationalised as a logical service practice at the street level: 

Senator, it is just a shift in the way the capacity of the sector is calculated 

and, as Mr Halloran said, at the moment if we gave a service a block grant 

funding and we set them a target of, say, 30 people across the course of the year, 

we know it is X dollars and 30 people. The way we will be calculating in the 

future, to try and encourage services to find employment opportunities for people 

and move a greater number of people through services so that we can maximise 

the number of people who are accessing that support, is to provide a service with 

individualised funding for each person that they assist, but, so that we have some 

control on overall outlays, we are capping the number of places that the service 

can support at any one time. 
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Whereas in the past we may have said to the service, ‗Yes, we‘ll fund you to 

support 30 people across the course of the year,‘ under case based funding we 

may well say, ‗Your outlet capacity is‘—for argument‘s sake—‗20, so you can 

support 20 people at any one time, but it‘s up to you how many people you find 

jobs and how many people you can replace as you move job seekers through. 

Over the course of the year you might well support 30 people. If you are a very 

efficient provider, you may well support 40 people and you will attract the case 

based funding for 40 people, rather than 30.‘ Does that make it any clearer?  

(Ms Winzar, Senate Community Affairs, Tuesday, 1 June 2004, p. 160) 

 

The embedding of clock time measurements within the contractual relationship 

initially appears as a naturalised and agreed process. The policy elite believed this 

process occurred, indicating in the interviews that almost ‗1000 consultations were 

conducted across the nation over a three year period‘ (policy elite, B1
46

). Drawing upon 

a calculable quantitative measure (number of public consultations) against the clock time 

of three years, alleviates the policy elite from any critical self-reflection of those 

processes which may in fact be acts of domination within the policy process. This 

representation of a quantifiable number juxtaposed against clock time seeks to attribute 

to the policy process qualities of extensive deliberation, consultation and collaboration. 

Bauman (2000) suggests that this in itself is an act of power and domination.  First, the 

internal processes are not questioned, and the determining of time attributed to the 

policy process is itself reflective of the position of power in which the policy elite are 

embedded, where they have determined not only the time of the process, but the time of 

others in engaging with the process. Further, drawing on Skeggs (2004) once again, it is 

the focus on the outcome of these processes that seeks to disguise the processes of 

subjugation that occur through such representation. Service providers recognised these 

                                                 
46

 This quantification of the number of public consultations and the length of time attributed to the policy 

formation process as a form of policy legitimacy was repeated by several of the policy elite involved 

within the formation of disability employment policy for this historical period. 
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processes of subjugation and misrepresentation, as indicated by the following comment 

from a service provider involved in the reform process from its inception since 1996:  

In Australia it has been designed by bureaucrats. It‘s one of those things where 

they go in a bunker and design it and come out and have a shot at it.  It‘s not 

genuinely consultation process. The case based funding working group really 

never got to see any of the raw data. (FOE1)  

 

Further, within the new contractual relationship with the state, although services 

may appear to determine their own daily time practices in relation to the delivery of 

services to disabled people, service delivery was also subjugated and subordinated to the 

overpowering time of the state. Service time to disabled people was restructured and 

subordinated to the externally imposed time embedded within the state contractual 

relationship, as a service provider from outer-Melbourne describes: 

Yes, for each client we have actually set up budgets on GEMMA with hours 

against the dollar values. We actually expend quite a lot of time and energy 

administering the program under the case-based funding model and I suppose 

one of the areas where it has really impacted on the client is working out 

budgets. I have worked out that basically we have got about two hours to assess 

somebody, max. So, gone are the days when we could see somebody a few times 

and make a very informed decision and follow-up on a lot of them. We have to 

make fairly rapid decisions to try and get as much back-up information as we 

can and then feed in the information from other organisations, and then take 

them on-board and get an outcome quickly. (JSW2)     

 

Moreover, as another service provider from an inner suburb of Brisbane 

identifies, the service provider‘s internal time is now clearly attached to – and 

subjugated by – the contractual temporal demands of their relationship with the state, 

particularly as this temporal relationship is part of the market exchange relationship 

embedded within neoliberal contractual relations governing state-civil society relations: 

You are much more conscious of the time you have got.  You have got 

constraints.  You have got financial constraints or budget constraints.  Every 

client has a budget now and you only have 18 months before the payments sort of 
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run out, I guess, to secure a six-month work outcome to optimise your payments 

that you receive. (GOE2) 

 

Temporal units of measurement also represented practices of surveillance, in that 

they were used to measure service processes and outcomes. As part of their contractual 

obligations to maintain state funding, disability specialist employment services were 

required to provide ongoing reports on disabled people progressing through the system. 

This progress is measured on an abstract linear basis underpinned by temporal measures. 

As a result, service providers undertook active practices of self-regulation. This 

dominated service landscapes, where services became increasingly focused upon 

monitoring their own behaviours and practices, rather than supporting disabled people in 

the labour market.  The following extract from an interview with a service provider in 

Brisbane discusses this below:   

With this new case-based funding regime we monitor very closely under the 

GEMMA program—you might have heard of that, G-E-M-M-A—how we are 

spending the funding we get for each job seeker.  We make sure that we don‘t go 

over the monthly budget, if you like.  If we do, we have to take it off another 

person, another job seeker, who perhaps is not getting the service, or doesn‘t 

need the service that we are giving someone else.  So, we are very, very careful—

we have to be—in monitoring our funding and the way we spend money with 

each job seeker. (HOE1) 

 

As the following service worker identifies, these practices of surveillance are 

pervasive, originating from the overarching service management structures and 

permeating everyday practice.  Rather than focusing on quality processes to ensure that 

disabled people access the necessary resources and supports for long-term labour market 

participation, services engage in practices of self-surveillance, tied to the temporal units 

of measurement within the state-contractual relationship: 
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You have only got a certain amount of time to get this person into work because 

you have got to outcome them.  I am not just thinking about the dollars, but you 

do have to think about the dollars.  You have got be more economically 

rationally aligned now than before.  So that is another question about it.  

Everyone has got a budget.  If you blow your budget, you are probably not doing 

yourself any favours with meeting your KPIs (Key Performance Indicators). … 

With our service we have all been given the responsibility of looking after our 

own budgets.  It is only on a paper level; it‘s only on a computer screen.  You 

don‘t actually have the cheque books and sign anything, but it is our 

responsibility. (IOE3) 

 

The dialogue above, taken from the interview transcripts, also acknowledges the 

disciplinary role that occurs with self-surveillance at the service practice level. 

Therefore, as an abstract measurement, time did not just provide the state with 

surveillance technologies. The application of abstract temporal units of measurement by 

the state was also employed to discipline services to new forms of practice at the local 

level. Temporal technologies were thus used as a form of surveillance and as a means to 

discipline disability specialist employment providers. The role of time in these situations 

is not dissimilar to the role of the clock tower that Foucault (1977) describes in his work 

Discipline and Punish. The clock tower high above the prison was now embedded 

within the new mediating relationship between state and services – the market contract. 

By embedding temporal units of measurement, the state was able to discipline services 

to reproduce macro constructed models of service delivery at the local level. Numbers, 

whilst appearing to be atemporal, are about the reproduction of patterns (Adams 2004). 

Patterning processes of service delivery across the nation, was the state‘s primary intent, 

as services were required to reproduce service delivery systems imposed upon them by 

the state. Thus, the purpose of the imposition of time measurements is so that service 

providers reproduce the state ideological intent through practice, which then becomes 

naturalised and unquestioned. The following extract, taken from public consultations 
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with service providers after the 2005-06 Budget announcements of welfare to work, 

articulates the role of temporal units of measurement as a naturalising discourse of 

service provider practices: 

Service to be provided to job seekers in the uncapped stream are divided 

into three phases.  The first phase is referred to as intake phase.  During this 

phase, the DOES provider will meet with the job seeker and give the information 

about the services they offer, complete the activity agreement, explain the role 

and gather evidence for the Disability Pre Employment Instrument, and provide 

job search support such as entering the job seeker‘s vocational profile onto 

DEWR‘s IT system.   

The second phase is referred to as employment assistance phase.  During 

this phase, DOES providers build the work capacity of job seekers and search 

for appropriate jobs.  They are expected to meet fortnightly with job seekers and 

work actively with employers to get job seekers into work.  When the job seeker 

is employed, the DOES provider will help the employer access workplace 

modifications and the wage subsidies scheme if needed and provide any other 

assistance requested by either the job seeker or the employer.  This second stage, 

the employment assistance phase, continues until the job seeker achieves a 13 

week employment outcome.  This recognises that a high level of support may be 

required to stabilise the client into their job. 

 The third phase of the service is referred to as the employment placement 

phase.  This phase commences once the 13 week milestone fee has been paid and 

the services provided during this stage is (sic) focused on ensuring that the job 

seeker employment is sustainable as services through the program are 

withdrawn.  Low level transitional support is provided to ensure that the job 

seeker will be able to work independently at award wages, at a minimum, and 

sustain their employment.  The DOES provider also ensures that the goals and 

participation requirements of the job seeker have been met and that an exit plan 

has been developed.  On exiting from the service, an exit report must be 

completed.  This may be made available to the CWCA provider in the future if 

any subsequent required assessments are needed. 

 (Policy Elite, Welfare to Work Budget Public Information Session, May 2005) 

 

This naturalising discourse that service providers were required to embody in 

their everyday practice did not go uncontested by service providers. Services were aware 

of the implications for service governance, disabled people and the meeting place that 

these groups shared in their relationship. Several effects were mentioned throughout the 

course of the interviews. The first was a process of subordinating one‘s values, as a 
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provider of disability employment services for disabled people, to the temporal rhythms 

of the state-contractual relationship, articulated by the following service provider: 

So there is enormous pressure on people to be in the top, say, 60 per cent of 

performance and not the bottom 30 per cent or whatever it happens to be.  That 

performance is measured in terms of job starts and 13-week outcomes and 26-

week outcomes and number of hours worked, number of dollars taken off 

people‘s benefits. Yeah, they require a completely different attitude, a completely 

different set of values as embodied in the contract.  As I am saying, people will 

start off, and I have said this at a recent conference, that if people they are going 

to be able to maintain their values but act in a different way, they will find that 

their values will end up being in line with the way they act because that is what 

happens.  It happens to soldiers in war time.  Either their values align with what 

they are doing or they mentally breakdown. (EOE1) 

 

In her study of European states integration, Kurzer (2001) has demonstrated the 

role of markets in the moral regulation of the nation. She argues that this is a form of 

cultural reproduction. Establishing market relations within state social provisioning is, in 

fact, ‗constitutive of rules, specifying proper behaviour‘ (Kurzer 2001, p. 2). Services, 

having long embodied the humanist principles of a political Liberalism centred on 

charity and help (see Meekosha 2002), were coerced into a position where these values 

were subordinated to state market regulation, which embedded temporal units of 

measurement as an objective and unquestionable value neutral construct. This 

authoritarian process, as the service provider identifies, is a deeply violent and violating 

position, as ‗it is the condition of force‘ (Grosz 2005, p. 55). Moreover, the service 

provider‘s analogy of war to describe the governing relationship is a reference to the 

militarisation of state-service governance. This finding corroborates Maddison and 

Hamilton‘s (2007) work on the non-government civil society sector under the Howard 

Government, which argues that neoliberal policy interventions have increasingly relied 

on forms of bullying to shore up compliance. 
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The effect of these coercive socio-relations for services under militarised 

neoliberal policy formations has been to shift the central modus operandi away from 

delivering services to disabled people. This prevents disabled people from seeking the 

necessary resources to gain access to and maintain employment, and restricts service 

providers to adhering and subordinating themselves to the state-contractual relationship.  

A number of flow-on effects can be identified as a result. The first and primary effect 

involved subjugating disabled people‘s bodies to the needs of capital via a two-fold 

process.     

 

Services, in many instances, purported to maintain and represent the interests of 

disabled people. The leading representative organisation for disability employment 

services specialising in open employment, however, clearly identifies this has now been 

subordinated to the needs of employers. Employers have become the primary focus of 

service relationships: 

Initially there would have been a focus of advocacy in terms of employment on 

behalf of people with disability with respect to employment.  The approach would 

have been different. Now the employer is our customer and we are trying to meet 

their recruitment needs and present them with candidates who can do the job, 

people get the job on merit rather than the employers doing them a favour.  Ten 

years ago there were more positions where employers would give them a go.  

There has been an increase on the bottom line, productivity has become the buzz 

word.  People are not employing people that will reduce productivity.  You need 

a different approach, to be good at follow up and customer service to keep the 

employer happy so that you are compliant in work and they might consider 

getting other people down the track. (DPB1) 

 

A secondary result of this re-focusing within service delivery spaces involved an 

unspoken process of establishing hierarchies of disablement, premised upon services 
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assessing the disabled subject‘s body as a commodity of exchange. As a commodity of 

exchange, disabled people existed within a precarious relationship of exchange value 

(wherein some disabled people are denied value and reinscribed as useless) between 

disability service providers and the state, and again, between disability service providers 

and capital. This again operated in a multitude of ways. Services have increasingly had 

to deny access to many disabled people, who have become reframed as too resource and 

time intensive, thereby inscribing degrees of value and ranking disabled bodies against 

their value to capital and the state contract. This involved a process of reading the body 

(Shilling 2003) to assess its value as a resource (Skeggs 2004). The following dialogue 

from a service manager in Queensland, clearly articulates this process: 

I had a client, for example, a sub-client who has been out of the workforce for a 

lot of years, spent a lot of time and effort and got him into a job and he lasted 

two weeks and because of the nature of his illness he couldn‘t continue to work.  

To me and to whoever gives us our money, that wasn‘t a very successful 

outcome.  Two weeks worth of work, we had this much expense, but the client 

was over the moon that he had lasted two weeks in the job.  After so many years 

he had lasted two weeks in a job.  That was a major advancement.  Next time it 

will be four weeks, five weeks, six weeks or whatever.  That was another thing I 

was going to mention.  An 18-month program doesn‘t allow for those little 

things.  At the end of those 18 months if you haven‘t got your 26 weeks that client 

has to be exited.  You can bring them back and start them again, but that is a 

demerit point, if I understand it right.  Returning clients are not seen as a 

positive thing if you have got to be successful and it takes two goes to be 

successful. (GOE1) 

 

Thus, whilst some disabled people‘s labour power has been re-commodified 

through the regulatory process, disability service providers reinscribe and reattach value 

to disabled bodies. Even though in some instances services may not be in a contractual 

position to ‗refuse‘ entry to services, as the service provider acknowledges when the 

service recipient reaches the 18-month contractual tenure, services are no longer funded 

or encouraged to, provide services. As the above service provider also rightfully 
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acknowledges, this process ‗means that clearly, the existing rights of a number of people 

will be taken away in terms of service providers‘ (GOE1).  

 

These practices were encouraged by the state, as they clearly attributed a 

monetary value to disabled people‘s bodies. These processes were used to establish ‗a 

hierarchy of bodily traits‘ (Garland-Thomson 1997, p. 6) that were premised upon the 

re-commodification of (some) disabled people‘s labour power. The following segment, 

from a question and answer time session at the end of a public consultation seminar with 

disability service providers, clearly draws attention to this process: 

Service Provider: Jerry from . . . With the intermediate and full time milestones 

… if you give someone in employment 14 hours a week they will get, at least on 

level four, $709, but if you get 15 hours you get over $3,000, is that correct, just 

for one hour‘s difference? 

 

Policy Elite:   And really the rationale there is that 15 hours meets their 

disability requirements and anything less than that doesn‘t. 

(Welfare to Work Budget Public Information Session, Perth, May 2005). 

 

This process of attaching and inscribing some bodies with value and, conversely 

reading others as useless, intensified through the coupling processes of labour market 

and state evaluation, is not dissimilar to what Paterson and Hughes (1999) refer to as the 

process of ‗dys-appearance‘. Extending Leder‘s phenomological standpoint, they argue 

that the process of ‗dys-appearance‘ refers to social processes, where disabled people are 

disappeared from the social landscape. As a result of such a process, ‗the disablist and 

disabling sociospatial environment produces a vivid, but unwanted consciousness of 

one‘s impaired body. Here, the body undergoes a mode of `dys-appearance‘ which is not 

biological, but social‘ (Paterson and Hughes 1999, p. 603). The findings of this study 

confirm this position. Under workfare governance, disabled people not attributed with 



 249 

labour market and state value are reinscribed as the useless subject.
47

 Since the labour 

power of disabled people does not embody a relations of exchange value, disabled 

people are hence defined as useless, and are increasingly disappearing from the 

disability employment landscape, as the following service provider describes: 

…in ‘88 I was placing primarily people with intellectual disability, a lot from ex-

… industries. That has really changed. The actual make-up of our client load 

now, the people with intellectual disability would represent probably 25 per cent 

from my last memory. We have got about 40 per cent people with physical 

disability, and about 20 per cent with psych disability. We have got significant 

numbers that are over 50 with chronic health problems, diabetes, heart 

problems, arthritis—the sorts of clients that we wouldn‘t have seen even 10 years 

ago.  So, it is a very different make-up.  I sometimes wonder what has happened 

to all the people with intellectual disability. They don‘t seem to come to our 

service. (NSW1) 

 

The following dialogue from another interview transcript with a service provider 

in Queensland also identifies this process. Here, however, the useless disabled subject, 

signified in the past as ‗high support needs‘,
48

 no longer makes an appearance within the 

new client group that the service worker speaks of:   

S:  Yeah, there has been a lot of change in that time obviously.  When I first 

started at ----, my boss asked me to work with five people with high support 

needs and my role was to secure employment for the five people within a 12-

month period.  With high support needs, that was to train them, obtain the jobs 

for them or help with job search, try and retain that position, retain their job as 

well. 

 

Researcher:  And now?  How is that different to now? 

 

S:   Well, now, as we talk today I have a case load of 25 to 30 clients and we 

are expected to perform job search, facilitate job search, help them in their own 

job search, and still do the training.  There is obviously a lot more paperwork as 

a result of QA and the way that the industry has evolved I suppose. (GOE2)  

 

                                                 
47

 I borrow this idea from Beverly Skegg‘s work on working class women under neoliberal state 

governance.  See Class, Self, Culture (2004). 
48

 This disability classification regime is discussed in Chapter Three, where a small civil society group 

emerged to contest the disability employment policy specifically for this group of disabled people. 
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The dialogue above also highlights the level of work intensity for disability 

service workers that has occurred under the new neoliberal workfare regime. Meekosha 

and Mowbray (1990) identified the lack of space available for critical reflection with the 

emergence of neoliberal governance for service workers and the resulting implications 

for those people who were (and are) recipients of their services. The following dialogue 

from the interview transcripts highlights this point: 

Researcher:   So, I was also wondering, how does that change the relationship 

between you and the clients, or has the relationship changed between you and 

the clients in the new environment? 

 

P:    Yes, I think, Karen, in most cases it has. You don‘t get as close to 

your clients as possibly you used to.  You don‘t see them as often. You don‘t talk 

to them as often. There are some exceptions and, you know, you do have to go 

the extra yard when you have to, but the funding level doesn‘t give you the scope 

to do that too often. (JSW1) 

 

Within this study, although services were aware of the implications for their own 

daily practice, they were not fully cognisant of the internalising effects such processes 

and practices had on disabled people‘s sense of self. Disabled people could feel the 

effects of these layered processes of social re-evaluation. Nonni, a woman from inner 

Sydney, described this process of re-evaluation as the ‗extra step to demonstrate that 

you are capable‘. Many of the other disabled participants of this study had become 

acutely aware of their impairment and their bodies as a form of resource. The following 

extract from Patricia, a young woman with a vision impairment living in Sydney, 

explains how this process occurs under the new governance structures and processes of 

temporal socio-classification of workfare: 

I would have had to register with the **** as a job seeker and, you know, it just 

humiliated me; like, real horrible.  And it is a contradiction.  Like, it is a difficult 

standard, because to be a client of the ****, but also the employment services 

there.  Then, what happens is that you sort of sit there in the employment office 
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and they basically are meant to rate you from one to five in terms of your 

disability.  You are sort of sitting there going ―I wonder how much more to 

divulge? 

 

Rachel, the young woman living in Perth with cerebral palsy who uses a 

wheelchair cited in the previous chapter, also articulates the awareness of one‘s 

impairment that she was forced to re-negotiate in trying to negotiate workfare 

governance: 

I wanted to work in an office environment, that‘s where my skills were and she 

assumed that because I liked books that I should get a job in a library. I said I 

did not want to work in a library. She (the service worker) started sending me 

out for work experience, like *** library. They are on two floors and didn‘t have 

a lift at that point.  

 

Louisa, a woman in her early 30s who is a wheelchair user, lives in Sydney. She 

now works part-time with a disability advocacy agency, a job she got after trying to gain 

employment within the open labour market. Louisa‘s experience of service governance 

within the intensification of neoliberal workfare governance also highlights this process 

of bodily awareness that emerges as a result of workfare governance, both at the service 

level and through the process of applying for a disability social entitlement: 

They went to the Government and put me on a pension . . . They got me a job in a 

supermarket, up high or pack shelves when most of the shelves are up high, and 

they kept saying that I am unable to do the job. . . so, I needed to be able to 

access the bathroom as well . . .  I actually got granted the disability pension.  I 

found that very interesting.  Like, being in a wheelchair should have been proof 

enough that I have got a disability. 

 

Naomi, a young unemployed woman with a vision impairment living in Perth, 

refers to the process of the ‗dys-appearing‘ disabled subject as a general condition of 

living with the awareness of impairment which results in rendering disabled people as 

invisible (Zitzelsberger 2005). This position differs from those disability theorists who 
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argue for a theoretical conundrum of describing one‘s identity with a disability that can 

be ‗seen‘ (see Hawkesworth 2001) as distinct from one‘s subjective experience of living 

with an invisible impairment (Corker 1999) which allows one, in many instances, to 

perform the charade of normal. In her dialogue, Naomi uses the word ‗seen‘ as a visual 

metaphor for social evaluation. As her discourse reveals, this form of seeing is in fact a 

matter of ‗dys-appearing‘ under disabled socio-spatialities and environments of workfare 

governance, in which these practices of bodily ‗dys-appearance‘ are a source of power 

and regulation: 

It is the way disabilities are seen, they are not on the same level as other people, 

easier to pull the rug out from under them. You hear it all the time. A group of 

people with intellectual disabilities … lost their jobs because of changes. It 

highlighted the easy group to get rid of and hopefully they won‘t say anything. 

 

Thus disabled people, whose bodies are reinscribed and designated as valuable or 

valueless, undergo a process of deep commodification. As the interview transcripts have 

identified, this is most pronounced for people with intellectual disabilities, who have 

been classed as useless, with the intensification of neoliberal reforms and the 

marketisation of sheltered workshops.  As a service provider from Perth reflects upon 

this historical period: 

People with intellectual disabilities were the worst off, as they didn‘t have 

anywhere to go.  There was a total downward shift happening in services.  Many 

of the people that were in services were being exited, and the equivalent of those 

people are no longer able to work in sheltered workshops.  They don‘t have the 

productivity that sheltered workshops now require. (MSW1) 

 

These findings are consistent, however, with the critical disability research.  

People with learning disabilities, as Marks (1999) has argued extensively, are uniquely 

aware ‗of the low value accorded to them‘ (Marks 1999, p. 617). The reinscribing of 

people with intellectual disabilities as useless is shaped by the contractual relationship 
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between the state and disability service providers, which is further coupled with the 

relationship between disability service providers and capital. This process has occurred 

through the compression of the regulatory temporal technologies within the governing 

legislation, and the temporal units of measurement embedded within the contractual 

relationship between state and service providers. These temporal regulatory practices of 

socio-economic evaluation of one‘s body and labour power, however, are intimately tied 

to the new forms of work that have emerged under a neoliberal political economy, which 

is predominantly part-time in nature. Appearing as a universal and objective form of 

measurement; time has, in effect, intimately inscribed and re-inscribed disabled people 

with a value, which is read as a hierarchical evaluation of the body for relationships of 

exchange. 

 

These processes of inscription, underpinned by temporal processes of socio-

classification, are represented as a process of temporal compression. As articulated 

throughout this section, service providers are evidently aware of the temporal demands 

governing service practice. The compression of time within the service environment, 

while resulting in a reordering of disabled people‘s bodies and intense commodification, 

is purely one-sided. As suggested in the introduction to this chapter, the advent of 

temporal service intensification means that disabled people now need more time to 

negotiate disability workfare spaces. The requirement for more time has arisen due to 

the fragmentation of disability workfare spaces under the neoliberal contractual 

relations. To quote the Chair of the leading disability open employment service provider 

representative organisation, services ‗are paid by the Government to deliver employment 

outcomes – not welfare‘ (DPB1).   
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This is exemplified services‘ constant references to ‗referring on‘. After 

excavating the transcripts, the words ‗refer on‘ began to take on their ‗real‘ meaning for 

disabled people. Josephine, a woman with a disability living in Sydney, describes this 

process: 

This was the third interview at which I‘ve answered questions about the type of 

work I‘m seeking and how my vision impairment and other factors will affect my 

employment. 

 

 Josephine had thus been ‗referred on‘. Deemed unsuitable by one employment 

agency, she was referred on to another on two occasions. This situation reveals the 

temporal effects for disabled people engaging with workfare spaces. So, instead of 

gaining entry to the first service to which she had been recommended Josephine was 

‗referred on‘ to a more ‗appropriate service provider‘. The constant repetition of the 

initial interview process expands the time Josephine requires to negotiate the fragmented 

spaces of workfare, along with the travelling time associated with getting to and from 

the different service spaces.   

 

For disabled people, being ‗referred on‘ resulted not only in continual movement 

between different disability employment service providers, but also in restricted access 

to services they had previously received, due to the narrowing of services focus by 

providers to employment outcomes only. Rebecca, a manager from a disability 

employment service provider, clearly identifies the other areas of disabled people‘s lives 

this also affects when she states: ‗we no longer provide all of the services to people with 

disabilities any longer. If they want support to find housing or counselling, we no longer 
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provide this. We refer people on‘. Betty, another service provider, confers with this 

position but takes a different tact in her positioning. Betty states that: 

We have split the advocacy service from the employment service, because our 

advocacy staff were bashing employers on the head.  The advocacy service is 

now in a different building to us as we are no longer together. 

 

Betty‘s argument clearly articulates the conflict of interest that emerged under 

neoliberal workfare governance for services when attempting to advocate for disabled 

people in the workplace. More importantly, however, Betty‘s statement reveals that 

disabled people, when accessing labour market supports through disability employment 

services, can no longer rely on a single service for the range of supports that it once 

provided. Instead, disabled people must seek out, locate and travel to different service 

spaces to gain the additional supports (in Betty‘s case, advocacy) that they once obtained 

from the same service provider.  

 

Mark, a service provider in Western Australia, describes this process when he 

argues that ‗some of the things they (DEWR) did was crazy. It was like splitting the 

client into three parts and send them to this part, this part over here and that part‘ 

(MSW1). This process of service fragmentation, which implies the notion of splitting the 

disabled service recipient in three parts, as described by Mark, not only affected the 

quality of support disabled people receive when seeking labour market supports, but 

most importantly increased substantially the time disabled people require to participate 

in the labour market.   
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Time as a poverty management strategy is about the disciplining of unruly bodies 

and increasing surveillance (Adams 2004). Practices of discipline were primarily aimed 

at those disabled bodies who met the new form of socio-classification marked out as 

part-time workers. Under the Welfare to Work Act 2005, maintaining access to 

entitlements for those disabled people re-classified as possessing a time capacity to 

compete within the labour market for more than 15 hours per week meant attending 

numerous appointments. These appointments were largely made at the state‘s governing 

workfare institution, Centrelink, with little consultation with the people for whom they 

were made. Disabled people within this lower category were expected to meet these 

appointment times in order to maintain access to state social provisioning or risk losing 

their access to social entitlements: 

This bill abolishes the current breaching regime, under which job seekers can 

incur long-lasting financial penalties regardless of any subsequent efforts to 

meet their requirements. The new compliance framework included in this bill will 

more clearly link participation to payment and will reward those who are willing 

to re-engage quickly. A job seeker without a record of repeated non-compliance 

who commits a participation failure, such as missing an interview with an 

employment service provider, will be given the opportunity to avoid any financial 

penalty by quickly re-engaging with that provider. 

 (my emphasis, Minister Andrews, Second Reading Speech, 2005, p. 7) 

 

The making of appointments assumes a ‗rationally calculable action‘ (Adams 

2004, p. 43). Adams argues that this ‗implie[s] an expectation of predictable and 

controllable regularity within a universally applicable time, and an empty time that 

measured the same abstract units anywhere, anytime‘. Of course, there is also time 

associated with necessary self-care and care for one‘s body in preparing for such 

interviews with government institutions and disability service providers. Abstract 

calculations for the compliance interview disallow contextual bodily contingencies 
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relevant to the presence of an impairment. Marguerite, a woman living in Perth, had the 

polio virus as a child. Now in her early 60s, she clearly describes the necessary labour 

time involved in making the disabled body respectable for able-bodied performance 

when she states:   

The thing I like about Sundays is that I don‘t have to take a shower as I don‘t 

have to go out of the house.  You able-bodied people don‘t know how hard it is to 

take a shower, transferring from my chair to the seat and then… how cold it is 

and trying to keep myself from getting a chill because it takes so long to dry off 

and get changed.  

 

Thus, having to leave one‘s house to meet forced appointments, and appear 

respectable enough to gain access to employment supports is not only time intensive, but 

is also associated with certain health risks that the individual must carry. As Emma 

discusses below, this abstract application of work time, appointment time and service 

time is particularly difficult for women with disabilities who have children.  In order to 

maintain access to the social supports required to maintain basic standard of living, these 

women are required to negotiate multiple spaces associated with their complex identities 

that operate across a multitude of times: 

It‘s pretty hard when I have to look for work. It‘s alright if I‘ve got day care five 

days per week. But I would like to have some work, it‘s alright for me to work but 

the hours they want me to work, I can‘t work. They want me to work fulltime, 

from 9 to 5pm.  But my son‘s childcare closes at 6pm, so there‘s no way that I 

can work those hours. 

 

  

For disabled people to access disability employment services and to maintain 

access to social provisioning, they were required to subjugate their bodies to the 

multitude of temporalities operating across the national and local scales. This presents 

major contradictions for many disabled people, as they are required to contort and 
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subordinate their bodily rhythms to these multiple temporal demands.  Juliet, a young 

disabled women with cerebral palsy living in Perth, Western Australia, clearly 

articulates this position in discussing her overall experience with neoliberal workfare as 

a regulating system which subjugates disabled people‘s life worlds to the worlds of 

service governance and a professional class who ‗think that we should be living our lives 

to their time‘. Juliet clearly articulates the daily rituals of subordination that disabled 

people are expected to enact on their own bodily rhythm, to meet the overarching, 

dominating and conflicting temporal demands of neoliberal workfare. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has drawn upon the findings within the study to argue that time 

became the dominant discourse within state-disability social relations. Time, and its 

symbolic representation in workfare debates, was primarily drawn upon to build 

legitimacy for the new temporal demands of a neoliberal political economy. Processes of 

instantiation were also temporally dependent, where state-temporal relations were in 

effect a process of both social regulation and disability socio-classification, with 

disabled citizens defined by the interactive relationship of their bodily temporal rhythms 

and the temporal demands of a neoliberal political economy. Such temporal rationalities 

not only misrecognise the structural discrimination inherent within the labour market 

which devalues disabled people‘s labour power, but also operate as a modality of 

disability socio-classification.   
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Disability, as a social class of defining nation state entitlements, undergoes a 

process of remaking disability imaginaries, where the national production time of the 

political economy determines social classification through the work test. The new work 

test is built upon an assumption of part-time work of 15 hours of work per week, and 

operates to resort, reclassify and redivide disabled people. Thus, it is not the 

participation in part-time work that I am contesting here, but the role of time as a state 

technology used to create classes of disability. Access to disability social entitlements 

and the redistribution of social resources, from welfare payments to a range of services 

that many disabled people find necessary to sustain a basic standard of living, were 

dependent upon regulating and classifying regimes that were temporally dependent. The 

findings presented in this chapter concur with Meekosha‘s (2005) arguments that 

implementing a more stringent work test by halving its temporal measure is disabling for 

people with impairments subject to workfare governance.  

 

Thus, the disabled welfare subject was stratified into a hierarchy of disability 

classes, which were processes of evaluation employed to render some bodies as useless 

and others with some exchange value. Those disabled bodies that are declared as useless 

undergo processes of dys-appearance, while those with exchange value within the part-

time contingent political economy undergo a repetitive process of churning: churning 

through workfare appointments, churning through the fragmentation of spaces to gain 

supports for a diverse range of services, and churning through the spaces of transport to 

move between the diverse range of workfare spaces and places. For disabled people, this 

time-intensive processes of churning occurs in parallel with, and as a result of, services 

narrowing their focus solely to the fulfilment of the contractual relationship – meeting 
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minimum employment outcome – which in turn negates the socio-spatial relations in 

which disabled people on welfare are embedded. As a result, this pushes out time for 

disabled people on workfare since within this structural socio-relationship they need 

more time to negotiate the fragmentation of services that were once provided within one 

setting. Thus, the temporal discursive relations, embedded within the neoliberal political 

economy, represent relations of power between disabled people on welfare and the 

nation state, regulating spaces of disablement. 

 

The a/effects of neoliberal workfare governance contradict the primary aim of 

workfare governance, which is to increase the participation of disabled people within the 

labour market. Rather than dismantling existing barriers to participation, the effects of 

workfare governance processes actually create additional barriers to participation. The 

primary difference here, however, is that they are ‗unseen‘ due to temporal regulatory 

and socio-classifying regimes that emerge under neoliberal workfare governance. As 

Wolch and Deverteuil (2001) have argued, this is a deliberate form of poverty  

management, wherein the poor and, as found in this study disabled people, are forced 

through a range of time-space cycles. This cycling effect pushes time out for disabled 

people due to the fragmentation of service provision occurring at the street level. As a 

result of the fragmentation of service spaces, and the time intensification within these 

service spaces through the inclusion of increased workfare practices of surveillance, 

disabled people now need more time to negotiate the numerous service places of 

workfare governance. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 Conclusion: Representing Disability  

 

Introduction 

As discussed within the Introduction chapter, the impetus for this study was 

driven by a personal desire to understand the ways that disability became reconstituted 

with the intensification of neoliberal workfare as policy hegemony within Australia. 

Drawing on the work of Nancy Fraser (1995), the study explored the field of critical 

disability studies that has emerged both nationally and internationally to illustrate that 

disability, as a social collective identity, cuts through the politics of recognition and the 

politics of distribution. In positioning disability in this way, it was argued that the 

growing divide between idealist and materialist accounts, which in many instances 

appear to stand in an antagonistic relationship, are in fact a false anti-thesis (Fraser 

1995). To reveal the complexity of disability as a social collective identity, the thesis 

then went on to draw out the synergy between sociological accounts of disgust and 

disability. The discussion outlining the relationship between disgust and disability 

revealed the ways that disability intersects with other identity formations, particularly 

around ‗race‘/ethnicity and gender and the complex ways in which identity formation 

through emotions is an integral part of producing and reproducing the nation. From this 

standpoint, it became plausible to imagine the moral economy of disability and the ways 

in which emotions, particularly disgust, play an integral role in the moral framing of 

disability social relations.   
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Using this framework, the study went onto to investigate the constitutive 

mechanisms that were integral to the consensus building project that occurs with 

neoliberalism‘s growing power, and the strategies it draws upon to build support for the 

reconstitution of ‗disability‘ with Australia‘s emerging and advancing neoliberal 

workfare state. The primary research question and subsequent questions of the present 

study were formulated as follows: 

1. How is disability, as a social collectivity, reconstituted with the shift from a 

Keynesian welfare state to a neoliberal workfare state? 

a. What practices emerge in the policy environment with disability‘s 

reconstitution? 

b. How do disabled people experience these new practices and what are 

the implications for their subjectivity and sense of self? 

 

To explore these questions the study conceptualised policy as process. This 

methodological approach was adopted as it provided the most appropriate avenue to 

ascertain the various actors that shape, frame, contest and negotiate disability social 

relations from macro-structural processes of the nation state through to disability policy 

practices at the street level. Thus, policy was conceptualized as a trajectory 

encompassing a variety of collective and individual actors, including civil society 

service providers (Collyer 2003; Fischer 2003; Rochon and Maxmanian 1993). As noted 

within the Introduction, a cornerstone of neoliberal workfare policy has involved 

practices of privatization, where state-citizen relations are now largely mediated through 

a range of civil society and market actors (Jayasuria 2002). Through drawing upon 

policy as process as a methodological tool, the perspectives of the multiplicity of actors 
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that shape, frame, contest and negotiate ‗disability‘ was captured, allowing for a depth of 

data which would have otherwise remained elusive. Additionally, through the 

explication of disability policy processes under neoliberal workfare governance, it 

became evident that the study needed to understand the historical path of disability with 

the emergence of neoliberalism, its advancement as policy hegemony and, finally, its 

intensification from 1996 – 2005, which was the primary period of interest to this study. 

The study revealed three dominant themes including: disability movement politics, 

representation and participation; emotions and the normative dimensions of disability; 

and the role of temporality in inscribing the normative realm of disability. The 

remainder of this chapter provides a brief synopsis of the dominant themes and considers 

further areas for research along with the implications of the findings for the practices of 

disability policy making, movement politics and disability identity formation. 

 

Movement Politics, Representation and Participation 

Chapter Three of the thesis provided an historical analysis of the primary sites of 

struggle that emerge with the disintegration of the Keynesian welfare state and the shift 

to a neoliberal workfare state. Drawing on both primary and secondary sources, the 

chapter revealed the power relations embedded in disability social relations and the ways 

that different actors, both collective and individual, constrained or elaborated disability 

as a site of political contestation. Disabled people‘s broader life-worlds played an 

integral role in mediating disability-state relations and the power dynamics therein, 

which in many instances undermined the disability movement‘s struggles for 

recognition, representation and participation. Whilst families may have initially played a 

leading role in furthering the rights of their disabled sons, daughters and siblings, with 
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the intensification of neoliberalism, families‘ articulation of mobilisation unfortunately 

undermined many of the gains that the Australian disability movement made during the 

late 1980s.  

 

This was most evident in the area of disability employment service provision – a 

key component of neoliberal workfare restructuring. Services and families joined 

alliances to undermine the disability movement‘s historical and ongoing claims for 

recognition, redistribution, representation and participation. The families‘ representative 

politics on and about disability largely drew upon the politics of pity, the dominant 

moral sentiment in family representations of disability (Murray 2008). In turn, families‘ 

discursive representations of their disabled family members fed directly into 

neoconservative gender politics which couples neoliberal discourses on women and 

families (Soldatic and Chapman 2009). In turn, the claims of the disability movement, 

were actively deligitimised and alienated from neoliberal workfare restructuring on key 

areas for ‗disability‘. 

 

As Meekosha (2001) has argued, for the disability movement the struggles for 

recognition and participation are dominated by the politics of presence. Disability 

movement representatives need to be active members of democratic deliberations and 

representations on matters that both directly and indirectly concern disability. 

Neoliberalism, an authoritarian state regime which has actively silenced civil society 

mobilization and represented the distributional and recognition claims upon the polity as 

illegitimate and against the interests of the majority (Maddison 2008), actively 

marginalized the disability movement from the political process. In turn, the institutional 
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members of the movement were in fact faced with the very real dilemma of creating 

alliances with historical adversaries to gain access to the political process. The need to 

build the movement‘s credibility and influence as institutional actors within an 

authoritarian and closing political opportunity structure was the overriding concern. As 

Donati (1984) suggests, this remains an ongoing dilemma for the institutional arm of the 

movement, and the shifting sands which are an inevitable part of the process of gaining 

formal state recognition as an institutional representative of a broader social movement.  

 

Moving to the ‗inside‘ therefore creates its own limitations and, in some respects, 

not only impedes the movement‘s repertoire of contention but can also constrain its 

imagination for radical movement mobilisation. Further, if not embedded in a radical 

politics that seeks to acknowledge, respect and recognise that unity can be achieved 

through diversity (Bhaskar 1993), then the disability movement risks becoming 

increasingly divided. The institutional arm of the movement, in its struggle for state 

credibility, risks becoming removed from its social base (Mladenov 2009) and, in turn, 

silencing the diversity of ‗voices‘ and the broader movement‘s potentiality for radical 

democratic practices of movement mobilisation. Thus, as civil society actors, embedded 

in a complex set of state-contractual relations, the institutional arm of the movement 

may in fact build consent for state practices that subordinate and suppress counter 

hegemonic movement politics (Burawoy 2005). This issue requires extensive debate and 

deliberation between the institutional arm of the movement and those members of the 

movement that remain on the outside of bureaucratic constraint (Tucker 1991). Thus, the 

politics of representation and practices of radical democratic representation is a key area 

for future disability movement politics and the movement‘s struggle for recognition and 
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justice. How these tensions are resolved is in need of greater understanding, recognition 

and deliberation. 

 

Disability and the Politics of Emotions 

Chapter Four of the thesis illustrated Anderson and Smith‘s (2001, p. 9) assertion 

that ‗emotions are an intensely political issue‘. The empirical findings revealed the ways 

in which the subject position ‗morally untrustworthy welfare recipient‘ was produced 

and reproduced. With each repetition, powerful moral discourses eventually became 

accepted as unquestioned social truths in the Australian public sphere (Soldatic and 

Fiske 2009), where the emotions were a premeditated political tactic to divide the polity 

and build consent for a radical neoliberal workfare project. The consensual building 

project under neoliberal state regimes drew upon three key emotions – resentment, 

disgust and shame. These emotions were mobilised to position ‗disability‘ as a site of 

moral contagion which stood in direct opposition to the interests of the nation. Whilst 

the neoliberal nation did not articulate ‗disability‘ within their discourse, the disabled 

people who were interviewed as part of this study understood that these moral discursive 

representations were directly targeted at them, leaving them with deep feelings of 

shame. This situation is not unique to Australia. Hancock‘s (2004) comprehensive 

critique of public discourse surrounding the passing of the Personal Responsibility and 

Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 1996 in the United States also demonstrated the 

harnessing of negative emotions. Like the US, the Australian political elite constructed a 

specific public identity of the ‗disgusting welfare fraudster‘. Part of this process 

involved the realm of the media and parliament, where disabled people‘s ‗voices‘ were 
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silenced from these debates. Importantly, this denigration and demonising is 

demonstrated to underscore the policy option of workfare. The ‗affect‘ effect had 

particular implications for women with disabilities. Disabled women interviewed as part 

of this study were forced to manage the performance of an unruly gendered middle-class 

moral respectability – where they were disabled enough, but also respectable enough, to 

receive the vital social supports that they needed to participate (albeit marginally) in a 

disabling neoliberal political economy. If they couldn‘t manage this ‗performance‘ of an 

unruly gendered middle-class respectable corporeality, they were interrogated with 

extreme forms of survelliance and radical behavioural intervention. 

 

Thus, this study confirms Bondi et al. (2005, p. 7) observations that emotions 

offer a ‗promising avenue through which to advance understandings of dynamic 

geographies of difference, exclusion and oppression‘. It was found that disability is 

intricately linked with a range of emotions and, that these emotions are mutually 

reinforcing, inscribing disabled people‘s bodies with moral value. This moral hegemony, 

illustrating a renewing of the historical legacy of the Poor Law Act of 1834, was in fact a 

hierarchical process engulfing disability, class and gender, where only those disabled 

enough were truly deserving of state welfare. This process of inscription was highly 

dependent upon the neoliberal state regime of classification which was tied to the 

regulatory temporal murmurings of the underlying political economy.    

 

Whilst there is growing interest within the field of disability in exploring the 

theoretical relationship between abjection, the wounded and the monstrous (see Hughes 
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2009; LaCom 2007), as this thesis purports, the sociological realm of emotions, 

particularly those negative ones, need to be considered more deeply within the field of 

critical disability studies. To illustrate the significance of the politics of emotions and the 

way this shapes and frames disability, further empirical work and the nuances that 

emerge across the varying groups within disability, is one area that requires greater 

investigation. The complexity of the disabled identity, as an identity that intersects with 

class, gender, sexuality and race/ethnicity needs closer differentiation to recognize the 

multiplicity and complexity of the disabled identity.  

 

Finally, as Sayer (2001) suggests, class has become a painful area for discussion 

– largely confirming Skeggs‘(2004) contention that there is a growing body of scholarly 

work that positions the experience of the middle-class respectable academic identity as 

the universal subjective position that has emerged with the cultural turn. Thus, our 

privileged middle-class location as academics within the critical disability studies arena 

needs to be acknowledged, in order to ensure that our work maintains its commitment to 

its radical empancipatory politics from which it emerged. A radical empancipatory 

politics must negotiate and differentiate the very real and nuanced effects of the 

normative politics of disability and how this intersects with class, gender, sexuality and 

race/ethnicity explicating the intertwining relations of power that are a integral part of 

making the nation.     
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Consensus, Mobility, Progress and Disability Exclusion: 

The Discursive Dependency of Time 

Chapter Five revealed the role of time as one of the primary mechanisms drawn 

upon by the state to reconstitute disability. Thus, the theoretical proposition developed in 

that chapter was that the discursive dependencies on temporal discourses were necessary 

at the macro scale. Within the overriding discourse, two dominant discursive structures 

emerge during the primary period of interest to this study (1996-2005). The first relates 

to time as social regulation and the second relates to time as a technology of social 

classification. Whilst the chapter distinguished between the two primary temporal 

discourses for analytical purposes, it showed that they operate in a coupling effect to 

build consensus for workfare restructuring. The first section showed the development of 

the discourses of time and then in turn, it addressed these discursive structures. The 

purpose here was to naturalise new temporal processes of social regulation and practices 

of socio-classification by individualising structural inequalities and disadvantage. The 

other discursive dependency of time was to represent workfare restructuring to the polity 

as a necessary contingency for national progress. National progress, as a discursive 

structure, is dependent upon temporal discourses to create a sense of movement, which 

is intimately tied to neoliberal ideological constructions of the social mobility of the 

entrepreneur (May and Thrift 2001), a highly prized resource under neoliberal cultural 

practices of reproduction (Bauman 1998). Again, this sense of movement and mobility 

was (and remains) exclusionary for a large proportion of disabled people, who in many 

instances, are powerless to mobilise their socio-bodies across the bounded spaces of 

structural exclusion (Imrie 2001). Time, therefore, was everywhere. Moreover, with 

temporality becoming the governing mechanism, disabled people needed more time to 
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negotiate the fragmentation of space that occurs with the elevation of time within 

neoliberal workfare governance. 

 

As Wilson (1999) has suggested, the separation of time from space with the 

emergence of neoliberalism has resulted in the domination of exchange value above and 

beyond use value. This study identified the ways in which time was used to mark out 

and inscribe bodies with exchange value, where those bodies unable to meet the 

temporal rhythms of the nation were rendered useless, and denied access to a range of 

social provisioning measures enabling inclusion and participation. The disabled people 

who participated in this study experienced this process and articulated the varying ways 

that time both mediated and dominated all other areas of their lives. Again, this had 

implications for particular groups within disability. Civil society service providers 

identified the groups within disability that had literally disappeared from the spaces once 

valued as a critical ingredient to addressing disability exclusion – disability employment 

services. People with intellectual impairment, in particular, were rendered as ‗unable‘ to 

meet the temporal demands of a flexible, casualised neoliberal political economy and, 

therefore, were increasingly denied access to these vital social supports. People with 

intellectual impairments rarely made it through the front door of services, as they were 

read by service workers as being unable to meet the temporal units of measurement that 

dominated the contractual relationship between services and the state. Disabled women 

with children were particularly disadvantaged by these oppressive temporal structures, 

as they were expected to juggle the multiplicity of times that emerge with care for 

oneself, care for one‘s children (and possibly others) along with performing (albeit 

coerced) care for the nation.  
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While there appears to be a growing interest in the issue of temporality in 

framing disability relations, this imposition of temporality in inscribing the impaired 

body with value and its role in re-commodifying disability requires greater 

understanding. This is not to suggest that time will always override and dominate space, 

as Marx once suggested, but to acknowledge, as Bhaskar (1993) contends, that 

temporality can be separated from spatial formations, albeit momentarily. The 

geography of disability has received an extensive level of attention in recent years (Clear 

and Gleeson 2001; Gleeson 1999; Imrie 2001). This growing body of work has opened a 

critical window into understanding disability which was previously unattainable to the 

sociological imagination and, in turn, has had implications for disability movement 

politics and the significance of space for disability representation and participation 

within the polity.   

 

As findings of this study have demonstrated however, the growing hegemony of 

temporality in articulating social relations is embedded with notions of flexibility, part-

time, casualised and just-in-time production, as an essential part of the neoliberal 

political economy (see Harvey 1989). The separation of time from space has created a 

need to further investigate the implications for disabled people not just within the world 

of work, but also in gaining access to the range of social provisioning measures that are 

a necessary part of inclusive participation. Therefore, we need to understand not only the 

a/effect of such separation on disabled people, but also to ascertain how this becomes the 

overriding structure harnessed by the state to create consent for classification regimes 

that renders some bodies with exchange value, whilst rendering others useless. The 

findings of this study suggest that the growing body of work on temporal sociology can 
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inform research on the discourses and practices of disability exclusion. Working across 

inter-disciplinary boundaries, through merging sociologies of time with sociologies of 

disability, helped to explicate the significant role of temporality in situating disability-

state relations with the emergence of neoliberal workfare. This inter-disciplinary tactic 

enriched the findings but also pointed to the growing need for critical disability theory to 

explore its inter-relationship with a diverse range of sociological understandings. Thus, 

whilst the state may seek to segregate and bound the disabled subject, critical disability 

theory has the potential to move beyond imposed disciplinary boundaries, and engage in 

critical scholarship that seeks to articulate a counter-hegemonic disability project. 

 

Conclusion 

 As this thesis has outlined, the emergence of new state forms is heavily 

dependent upon classification regimes that render some bodies as ‗disabled‘, as a means 

to regulate and control the polity. Thus, as scholars such as Meekosha and Dowse (1997) 

and Clear and Gleeson (2001) have claimed, disability is an integral part in the 

construction and the reproduction of the nation. States do require extensive classification 

regimes to create consent and to maintain its legitimacy. However, with each modal 

shift, the mechanisms harnessed by the state vary depending upon the underlying 

political economy and the hegemony of its time. As a direct consequence, who is 

classified as disabled and has access to the vital resources that can be attached to 

disability status, is therefore open to upheavals and permutations. However, as Neilsen 

(2008) has suggested, interrogating the site of disability at a given historical moment 

should not be removed from the experience and the lived reality of disabled people. This 

thesis, has attempted to meet Neilsen‘s challenge, by engaging in a radical political 
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scholarship that seeks to further the disability movement‘s struggles for justice, 

recognition and participation. 
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