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nequality is arguably the catch-cry of our times, but when you pick it apart what does
it actually look like in the Australian context? Is it economic, is it political; is it tax
breaks for big business, or the everyday homelessness of our capital cities; is it the rot
crumbling the sanctified pillar of the ‘Fair Go’, or has it become a convenient catch-all
so broad as to be meaningless?

This special edition of AQ exists to try and answer some of these questions, to add some
incremental stability to a concept that is fluid and ill-understood.
Leading the charge is the irrepressible Eva Cox, bringing sharply into perspective something
that is often forgotten in the cry for change: inequality is a symptom, not the sickness. And
so sick is the patient, she believes, that a paradigm shift can be the only, inevitable cure.
Following on, David Hetherington traces the legislative history of income and wealth imbalance in Australia, exploring the inextricable bond between inequality and the vast gains in
living standards all Australians have enjoyed post-war. It begs the question: How and when
did a hand-up for all become just a trickle-up for some?
And – in what is probably a record – we have Frank Stilwell returning to our pages to tackle
an issue he first dealt with 44 years ago in AQ! One of the most visible indicators of wealth
is where we live; yet the socio-economic prejudices implicit in these spatial inequalities can
have profound effects on people’s lives. Any interventions for a more equal society need to
consider how we construct and service the physical spaces of our lives.
We also delve into the social innovation movement in Australia to find out whether Australia’s
doing enough to support the new breed of socially responsible business. And, in an empowering piece from Jane Sloane, we meet a group of women that are surmounting the inequalities
faced by indigenous women, to create beautiful art and sustainable business.
I hope you find this edition as compelling and important as I have in putting it together.
And you can have your say on the future of Australia at our Facebook and Twitter.

Grant Mills
Editor-at-large
NOTES FOR CONTRIBUTORS
AQ welcomes submissions of articles and manuscripts on contemporary economic, political, social and philosophical
issues, especially where scientific insights have a bearing and where the issues impact on Australian and global
public life. All contributions are unpaid. Manuscripts should be original and have not been submitted or published
elsewhere, although in negotiation with the Editor, revised prior publications or presentations may be included.
Submissions may be subject to peer review. Word length is between 1000 and 3000 words. Longer and shorter
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welcomes accompanying images. Authors of published articles are required to assign copyright to the Australian
Institute of Policy and Science, including signing of a License to Publish which includes acceptance of online archiving
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It's the Inequity of Social Trust,
not 'the Economy, Stupid'

Inequality – my thesaurus offers eight synonyms of the word.
Four simply describe it, while four signal negative feelings and
perceptions; discrimination, unfairness, inequity, disproportion.
None express inequality as a material or monetary difference,
yet these popular definitions are core to the current use of the
concept – as offering an explanation for all the problems of
the dominant neoliberal paradigm. This use of it, as limited to
material inequities, needs to be challenged to really understand
the politics of the term in current political debates.
ARTICLE BY: EVA COX AO

W

hen viewed as systemic
rather than materialistic, the question
then becomes how to
interpret the effects
of inequality as symptoms of unfair
systems – systems that generate antisocial
distrust and undermine social cohesion.
The issue is that inequalities may offer
multiple symptoms of social destruction, but the contribution these make to
feelings of distrust and other emotional
reactions, become causal. Ergo, material
redistribution, in itself, will not necessarily undo harm, because it is unlikely to
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act on behalf of
'ordinary people',
preferring to
This shift will be a clear rejection
support elites
in pursuits of
of the effects of the current
global economic
growth. The disildominant globalised market of
lusioned coalesce
into populist
movements,
material growth, and the seeking
both progressive
and regressive.
of more localised, protective
These may also
be undermining
forms of governance.
the perceived
trustworthiness
of the necessary
complex
long-term
democratic processes needed to ensure
restore trustworthiness, but may be part of
representative governance and more civil
solutions.
Deconstructing inequality is not easy.
societies.
Its materialist version offers a popular and
Recognisers of the possible damage of
convenient shorthand description for
increasing economic inequalities include
most current political ills.1 Yet, extending
the IMF and World Bank and Davos
its meaning is essential, if we are to
meetings, which all discuss the issues of
seriously analyse the many current political
political and social instabilities. However,
problems facing most western-style
most of those above have touted and
democracies.
defended globalised market forces, so
We need to question why there is
are still reluctant to explore, let alone
a surprising consensus across a wide
recognise, the failures of their globalised
variety of institutions, the media, and
market modes, and so are resistant to
other – even radical – groupings, that
the need to do more than some minor
material inequality is, in itself, somehow
economic redistribution to fix it.
primarily responsible for political divides
Therefore it behoves us to alert those
and distrust in many western democratic
still attached to the current flawed and
countries. It is blamed for voters’ growing
fading paradigm to recognise the volume
rejection of centrist parties for failing to
of evidence that is suggesting we need to
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explore fundamental changes. If increasing
material inequality is mainly a symptom
of a wider malaise creating serious social
problems, they need to do more than
just push for less unequal distributions of
material resources. They need to recognise
the changes internationally and locally,
politically and socially, to show that we are
on the cusp of another paradigm shift.
This shift will be a clear rejection of the
effects of the current dominant globalised
market of material growth, and the
seeking of more localised, protective forms
of governance.
Some are nostalgic for what are seen
as better past times, others may look for
better progressive possibilities. Yet they
share the desire for futures that address
their needs for greater social and political
equity, which can make societies more
able to address the well being of its
people.
Materialism and growing wealth,
by themselves, have failed to address
these social aspects of life, as the current
dominant viewpoints failed to recognise
what is core to stable, functional societies.
Therefore they have failed to recognise
that the basis of most social and emotional
concerns may be triggered by feelings of
social exclusion based on perceptions of
unfair inequalities.
Humans are essentially social and
connected, so the legitimacy of
democratic governance structures will
depend largely on the quality of relationships that people have with each other
and those in the power structures. Current
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political disrupters all share high levels – if
diverse versions – of distrust of those in
power and of strangers, thereby fracturing
broad social cohesion and blaming the
Other as threatening the familiar.
Ignoring the complexity of human
relationships has created too many
policies that are based on overly simplistic
neoliberal assumptions and led to the
GFC and other predictable failures of the
market model. These market failures have
driven rescues and austerities, all underwritten by diminishing social spending on
public and social services. These changes
fed the events that triggered trust deficits
in the first place, and will feed another
paradigm shift.
Recently, international research
underscoring the decline of trust levels
was widely reported. From the Harvard
Business Review:

inequality. The rising populist responses
can be best understood as social rejection
of overly materialistic policies that have
undermined the collective sense of
belonging and being a citizen.
Globalised market models are seen
to shift power away from the nation
states and the failure to deliver wealth
undermines trust in the democratic
processes. This may reinforce feelings
of powerlessness, of not being heard,

Humans are
essentially social
and connected,
so the legitimacy of
democratic governance
structures will depend
largely on the quality
of relationships that
people have with each
other and those in the
power structures.

For 17 years the Edelman Trust
Barometer2 has surveyed tens of
thousands of people across dozens of
countries about their level of trust in
business, media, government, and NGOs.
This year was the first time the study
found a decline in trust across all four of
these institutions. In almost two-thirds
of the 28 countries we surveyed, the
general population did not trust the four
institutions to “do what is right” – the
average level of trust in all four institutions
combined was below 50%.3
Such data suggests that we need to
consider much wider social analyses than
those just caused by economic/material
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Deteriorating access to public services, the disappearance of
publicly owned assets, the privatisation of public utilities, and
messages that your failure is your fault, not the system’s.
valued or considered by those claiming
leadership. National controlling governments and institutions are rejected when
they continue to claim that there is little
need for changing the market-based
model because markets self-regulate,
despite there being a lack of evidence to
support it.
Whereas, there is ample evidence, in
the increasing divides between haves
and have-nots, of gross inequalities and
inequities. These are compounded by
structural changes: deteriorating access
to public services, the disappearance of
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publicly owned assets, the privatisation
of public utilities, and messages that your
failure is your fault, not the system’s.
Individuation has been overemphasised and reflects falling union
and community group memberships.
Replacing these with more online activity
lacks interpersonal feelings, all of which
indicates a diminishing sense of collective
responsibility and activity. This is reinforced
by reductions in most governments'
social policy focus, and the elevation of a
growing GDP as the economic solution to
all ills.

Directing the paradigm change
Protesting the current changes is not
enough, as it offers no solutions. Too many
have grown up since the last paradigm
shift and cannot remember that there
were once, and can still be, alternatives to
economic models of progress. By resetting
the priorities of government to ensure
they include much wider equity and social
agendas, it is possible to address the range
of social, communal and cultural inequities
that are fragmenting societies. We need
to re-set the agenda with social goals
that are based on commitments to make
societies more civil, invoking the now
almost mythic, but still powerful, ethos of
a ‘Fair Go’.
Start by telling those in power that
people don't need to have an algorithm or
formula to feel hopeful, but they do need
a vision of good possibilities. We need
to remember Oscar Wilde's definition of
Utopia as the next island to the one you
just landed on. Rather than dividing on
differences, we should explore, identify
and define our common concerns and
return economics to its roles of paying for
social needs, not determining them.
There are ample data responses from
the outliers to work out why so many
populist movements have appeared, are
expanding, and are garnering quite wide
support. We need to look at the responses
of the public, including how they see
some right wing nasties. Then, we need to
identify the wider cause of discontent that
drive these distrusts. These include socially
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driven feelings about not being accepted
and counter the retrograde moves against
or belonging to a wider society, feelings of
progress.
alienation and anger or despair.
This capacity to weather and influence
Their anger is not surprising, particuthe coming shift is helped by examining
larly in the face of commentators' claims
recent examples. We are currently trending
that populist protests stems from a lack
towards the third paradigm shift in less
of understanding that they too can
than 75 years – I have been part of two
benefit from free trade
such shifts, so I can
and globalisation. Both
recognise my third.
the left and right are
In each, the centres
implying stupidity as
of debate moved so
well as ignorance, underthat what was seen as
WE SHOULD EXPLORE,
standably annoying the
legitimate and valued
targeted groups, who
became old hat and
IDENTIFY AND DEFINE
may have good reasons
potentially irrelevant.
OUR COMMON CONCERNS
for rejecting current
The first was as a
beliefs. These can be
teenager in the fifties,
AND RETURN ECONOMICS
particularly offensive
the post-war attempts
TO ITS ROLES OF PAYING
when sides are defined
to define 'normality'
FOR SOCIAL NEEDS, NOT
by simplistic labels;
after decades of war
nationalists in contrast
and depression. There
DETERMINING THEM.
to cosmopolitan betterwere major changes: a
informed, smarter
growing welfare state,
globalists.
with many governments recognising the need to create
One response has been the rise of the
social stability, to counter the inequality
nostalgic right, the conservative forces
and social distress that had brought about
that combine fundamentalism and desires
Fascism and WW2.
for moral order. They are often well funded
These were optimistic times, despite
and seen as respectable, despite their
threats from the Cold War, and morphed
agendas often undermining the many
seamlessly into the radical changes in the
gains we earned in the social and legal
sixties and seventies. The priorities were
reforms of the seventies.
social cohesion and rights, led by students,
Therefore, there is an urgent need to
radicals, feminists, sociologists and political
work on progressive alternatives that can
scientists. We believed good change was
influence the paradigm shift. We need
possible and debated whether it would
to assess what damage has been done
come via revolution or reform. Locally
and how to influence the next dominant
we saw much progress in the lead up to,
model towards more civil and fair societies,

and under Whitlam, and the rest of the
seventies. By then, I was in the thick of it!
Then, unexpectedly, came the next
major shift. The eighties would initiate
a serious change in the ideas of what
mattered, and the roles of markets and
nation states. These shifts were caused
by the increased power of globalised
capitalism. The growing global market had
little use for nation states as petro dollars
freed financiers from the need for stability.
They promoted tax cuts, material growth,
smaller governments, and individualism.
Each has gone on to undermine the social
roles of democratic rule.
For a while, the old social order survived
as nation states grew their wealth and
some gains were made and redistributed.
However, by the beginning of this century,
the flaws in the market model were
beginning to show. Rising fundamentalism
rejected western materialism and the idea
that markets were self-correcting failed to
stop irrationality and finally the GFC. 2007
saw the system crash. The rot started in the
USA as banks and financial institutions got
into serious trouble, and forced the once
despised states in most western democracies to bail out the failed marketeers.
Now, a decade later, the paradigm is in
serious trouble because the voters who
believed they had been promised satisfaction for individual effort, slowly realised
they had been sold a pup. It wasn't just
that they were worse off than they hoped
to be, but many realised they had lost
their sense of political security. Instead of
being able to trust those in power to act in

JUL–SEP 2017

AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY

7

REDEFINING INEQUALITY

Politics here needs to stop just talking market
or materialist-based economics of any sort. Their
dominance has displaced any serious visions of
optimistic futures and good societies.
voters' best interests so they felt safe, they
realised they didn't trust those running the
place.
This is both local and international, as
fundamentalism in the Middle East has
thrived on trashing western materialism,
and more authoritarian rulers are being
elected: consider Turkey, Poland, and
the Philippines. Here, recent elections
and changes of leadership have not
produced election agendas that address
the rising distrust of voters, resulting in
greater votes for fringe parties.
Politics here needs to stop just talking
market or materialist-based economics
of any sort. Their dominance has displaced
any serious visions of optimistic futures
and good societies. The lack of both
content and credible social programs is
the greatest point of difference between
voters and the centrist parties. We need
to rewrite the political agendas to include
some hope and vision, to convince people
it is possible to fix the system; trust will
begin to return when people believe that
they can make good change happen.
I remember clearly some of the
challenges that I confronted in the eighties
as we switched arguments for feminist
change from social rights to economic
growth. Mea culpa, decades ago it was I
that started the case that childcare funds
were necessary to increase GDP – this
argument has since meant that funding
children's services now excludes children
whose need for care are social not
economic!
This is an example of the new arguments

we need to address social well-being and
cohesion. For instance, let's convince those
in power that children's services should

Marmot, and many others, on the effects
of inequality on health.5 It has shown that
health correlates with wider social percep-

be funded to meet the social needs of
communities and children, not just for
increasing GDP, as currently framed.

tions of levels of agency, not just the lack of
material resources. Health status shows up
as a gradient reflecting perceived control
over one's chances and choices, as shown
in the WHO Social Determinants of Health.
The above findings are useful to explain
levels of anger, withdrawal, resentment
and feelings of exclusion that too often
arise as consequences of perceived unfair
governance and access to resources.
These views tend to create hostile tribes
that make it much harder to retain and/
or restore faith in the possibilities of
political and social structures encouraging
delivery of good fair governance. Therefore
remedies need to address the sense of
unfairness/exclusion that inequality is
causing, which requires more than just
raising pay or dole to meet some level of
poverty/adequacy line.
We need to change the current political
debates to recognise the common
political and social needs in citizens/voters

The human in the machine
There is increasingly clear evidence of
the failing legitimacy of dominant marketbased theories of human behaviour,
and a growing understanding that
social connections drive our behaviour.
Inequality, as an example, can be clearly
redefined as creating primarily social
responses, rather than calculating
material/economic debits and credits.
There are two relatively recent research
findings that support this definition: one
is the new neurological measuring of
children's responses, which indicate that
unfairness/fairness is an intuitive inbuilt
feeling/emotion that is triggered very early
and not logically driven.4
The other is the work done by Michael
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that can create mixes of high expectations and generalised trust of both our
governance institutions and those in
power. In an Australian context, we can
remind people of the presumed social
contract of the ‘Fair Go’ that is embedded
in our history.
However, as a nation that was set up by
public servants with illegal takeovers of
others' land, and the limits of being 'the
working man's paradise', we have some
baggage to examine before we decide
how to fix the current local version of the
international mess.
We need to address the continuing
inequities above as part of any trust building process. The debates, therefore, need to
move away from both above limits and the
major parties' focus only on how to rebalance the budget and grow GDP.
Apart from adding 'inclusive' to the
growth agenda, neither major party is
seriously addressing the glaring imbalance
between their lack of concern for the
common good and fixing the economy.

Some suggestions for change
Rebuilding political trustworthiness and
social goodwill requires our engagement
in a major rethinking of policy options that
will make fairer societies. We need to set
goals that prioritise the common good
and social well-being, and use economics
to establish the means of paying for good
policies. One of the priorities is how do
we address rising inequalities in the broad
sense.

People need to feel that political and social systems are
trustworthy, and complex needs can be met, often via access
to public and community services, not necessarily the market.

This is a rapidly changing world, where
both environmental risks and technological changes are likely to reduce demands
for labour and limit potential growth. So
we need to have societies where people
are not trapped into gradients of disadvantage, feeling the lack of any respect or
power. People need to feel that political
and social systems are trustworthy, and
complex needs can be met, often via
access to public and community services,
not necessarily the market.
Increasing wages and access to paid
jobs are common ways to address
financial inequalities, particularly when
wage growth is slow and wealth gaps
expanding. However, the changing
demand for paid labour suggests we
need better ways to share resources and
distribute incomes.
Feelings of sharing, and wider security,

can come from the availability of
affordable or free public services. This may
require rethinking the security of publicly
owned utilities and offering public services
that serve public needs, not profits.
Private services may be good in market
based areas, but offering better mixes of
accessible public and non-profit based
services may increase levels of trust and
feelings that their needs are the drivers,
not profits.
One big idea, currently being explored
in many places, is increasing the availability of incomes that are publicly
provided. One version is offering a form
of universal basic income, starting by
replacing our seriously flawed welfare
system and supplementing low wages
and precarious employment. This would
be a non-means tested public emolument
that is an entitlement and unconditional,
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The focus on material
inequality, per se, as
the cause, rests on the
rather macho set of
assumptions that the
material differences
create most of the
problem. The evidence
suggests that the
causes are social,
ergo the above use
of a feminist lens, is
useful for looking for
solutions.

and eventually available to all.
It could also address the gender wage
gap by covering the time taken to care for
others unpaid, and fund more traditional
Indigenous and other alternative life
choices. It is the opposite form of income
support to our current very mean, conditional system that reduces recipients’ sense
of control and dignity, and is not effective
in reducing poverty or encouraging social
contributions.
Attention to current environmental
issues, new and emerging technologies,
migration mobility and other problems,
will also need to be addressed. Again
society needs trust and goodwill, not
competitive tensions, to address these.
There are already many signs of local
initiatives that need funding and public
support that could again improve both
consumption and demands on the
resources.
Introducing and encouraging local
community service co-operatives, rather
than market models to offer care for
children, meet disability needs and other
community members needs, is useful
as these would return power to those
needing services. They should be able to
be part of the organisation, rather being
turned into just customers, competing on
price or access.

Conclusions
Much of the current analyses of these
disruptive movements, both left and right
– if such tags are useful - are the consequences of the inequalities created as
neo-liberalism fails to deliver the 'trickledown or lifting the boats', as promised.
However, the focus on material
inequality, per se, as the cause, rests on
the rather macho set of assumptions that
the material differences create most of
the problem. The evidence suggests that
the causes are social, ergo the above use
of a feminist lens, is useful for looking for
solutions.
So we need to remind everyone that we
live in a society, not an economy, and that
we can make it more civil. Even the pope
has noticed... 'Some people continue to
defend trickle-down theories which assume
that economic growth, encouraged by a
free market, will inevitably succeed in
bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in the world. This opinion, which has
never been confirmed by the facts, expresses
a crude and naïve trust in the goodness
of those wielding economic power and in
the sacralised workings of the prevailing
economic system. Meanwhile, the excluded
are still waiting.' AQ
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Redefining Inequality: It’s the Inequity of
Social Trust, not ‘the Economy, Stupid’
The popular definition of inequality relies heavily on materialistic differences. Yet
when viewed as systemic, rather than materialistic, the question becomes how to
interpret the effects of inequality as symptoms of unfair systems – systems that
generate antisocial distrust and undermine social cohesion. It is no coincidence that, as
inequality rises, trust in our public and political systems hits historic lows. So what is the
connection between trust and growing material disadvantage, and why are we on the
verge of a cultural paradigm shift?
Eva Cox ao

Drowning in the Rising Tide: Policy
and Inequality in Australia
Inequality has become the defining idea of the early 21st Century. Unusually – for
an economic concept – it has captured the public imagination. Yet what have been
the political and legislative forces that have accentuated inequality in Australia, and
what could be done to rectify the trend? With the Australian workforce and the
nature of wealth changing, have the macro and micro decisions made by subsequent
governments been in the best interests of everyone?
DaviD HEtHErington

Divided Cities, Divided County
The more unequal the society the more intense the social issues – and the inequalities
between people, according to where they live, are well known in Australia. Sydney's
Mosman, Melbourne's Toorak, North Adelaide and Perth's Peppermint Grove – while
poorer households inhabit whatever places they can afford with lower incomes.
Where we live – suburb, city, rural – can be the most salient indicator of our different
socioeconomic positions, and can result in vicious cycles that further entrench
inequity. Yet there are solutions…
Frank StilwEll
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Social Enterprise in Australia: The Need
for a Social Innovation Ecosystem
Australia has a history of relying on independent charities as a social safety net –
yet globally the model is changing. Social Enterprises, for-profit businesses with a
socially beneficial outcome, are increasingly important in tackling intractable problems
such as homelessness. They provide skills, training and support for many that have
fallen between the cracks of faltering capitalism. But what is the landscape like for
social innovation in Australia? How can we do more to support revolution at the
fringes of society?
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