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SOCIAL SECURITY

Welfare reform and the dangers of the valorisation

of paid work

In December last year, the federal coali-
tion government released a consultation
paper entitled, Building a Simpler Sys-
tem to Help Jobless Families and Indi-
viduals.! This paper is the latest
instalment of a process which can be
traced back to a discussion paper the
then Minister of Family and Commu-
nity Services, Senator Jocelyn
Newman, released in 1999, The Chal-
lenge of Welfare Dependency in the 21st
Century.® This paper was followed in
the next year by the McClure Report.?
After a lull of more than a year, the Co-
alition government then introduced the
Australians Working Together package,
the firsttranche of'its proposals aimed at
implementing the McClure Report.*

Underlying this trajectory of change
is a clear valorisation of paid work. Such
valorisation appears explicitly with paid
work equated thh ‘self-reliance’,’

‘self-sufficiency’® and ‘independ
ence’.’ Paid work is also celebrated as a
‘major source of self-esteem’® and the
route to ‘social inclusion’.’

Such valorisation poses serious dan-
gers. It implies the stigmatisation of wel-
fare recipients. Such stigmatisation
typically occurs by counterposing the
supposed virtues of receiving a wage

with the purported drawbacks of
receiving state income support. The so-
cial inclusion that is, by definition, facili-
tated by paid work is juxtaposed with the
‘social and economic exclusion’ perpe-
trated by welfare receipt (and the lack of
a job).'” Further, in contrast with paid
work and the independence it promises,
the receipt of state income support is
seen as paving the way for ‘welfare de-
pendency’; a term which colours reli-
ance on state income support with a
strong hint of psychological weakness. !

It is such sentiments that give rise to
Senator Newman’s categorical state-
ment that ‘a pay cheque will alfways be
better than a welfare cheque’.!> Accord-
ing to this line of thought, receipt of
state income support is ‘the trap of wel-
fare dependence’!? that leads to ‘a dead
end with no future’.!

Such stigmatisation delegitimises
the goal of adequate income support.
With such stigmatisation, adequate in-
come support might very well be a rec-
ipe for ‘welfare dependency’ and the
undesirable attributes it brings in its
wake.
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Opinion

/The valorisation of paid work also
carries severe dangers from its neglect
of the reality of paid work in a capitalist
economy. Far from necessarily being
the route to independence and
self-reliance, workers presently en-
gaged in paid work are, from a certain
perspective, necessarily in a state of de-
pendence. First, they are dependent on
what Justice Higgins described in his fa-
mous Harvester judgment as ‘the hig-
gling of the market’.!® The logic of the
market sees workers not as people with
needs but commodities to be traded. The
operation of this logic might very well
consign those with the most pressing
needs to the margins of the labour
market.

Secondly, employees are necessarily
dependent on their employer. Such de-
pendence relates, in the first instance, to
the payment of wages. Significantly,
workers are also dependent in the sense
that they are subject to the control of
their employer. After all, such control
remains the key element in determining
whether an employment contract ex-
ists.!® Moreover, every employee is un-
der an implied duty to obey the lawful
and reasonable orders of their emr
ployer.!”

The valorisation of paid work also
neglects the implications of the frag-
mentation of the Australian labour mar-
ket.'® The labour market has fragmented
in the past three decades in that a signifi-
cant number of Australian workers are
presently engaged in forms of employ-
ment which deviate from (what used to
be) the standard employment relation-
ship of ongoing contracts with regular
full-time hours. '’

Casual employment illustrates this
blindspot of the valorisation of paid
work. Such employment has dramati-
cally grown in the past decades, ac-
counting for slightly over 70% of net
employment growth in the 1990s.20
While casual jobs are heterogenous, it is
clear that many of them are attended by
adverse conditions. For instance, such
jobs are overly concentrated in low-skill
jobs.?! Further, the partial evidence
available suggests that casual employ-
ment is not a stepping stone to ongoing
employment with regular full-time
hours.?

All this suggests, at the very least, the
need for a discerning approach to casual
employment. Such an approach, however,
is strikingly absent with the valorisation of
paid work. Its view that a pay cheque is al-
ways better than a welfare cheque neces-
sarily entails casual jobs being seen as
good things for the unemployed.?®

In conclusion, the process of thinking
through changes to the social security
system should be freed of this valorisa-
tion of paid work. Paid work can be a
route to independence etc. At the same
time, the possible virtues of paid work
should not be fetishised. Paid work, es-
pecially when taking the form of irregu-
lar and part-time employment, does not
guarantee a living wage. More gener-
ally, paid work can be the gateway to ex-
ploitation and insecurity. There is still a
meaningful distinction to be made be-
tween good and bad jobs.

Joo-Cheong Tham

Joo-Cheong Tham teaches at the School of
Law and Legal Studies, La Trobe
University.
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