
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poverty in the ‘age of affluence’: 
A governmental approach 
 
 
 

Angelique Bletsas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thesis submitted for the Doctor of Philosophy 
Discipline of Politics 
School of History and Politics 
University of Adelaide 
 
February, 2010 
 



Table of Contents 

 
 
Abstract i 
Declaration ii 
Acknowledgements iii 
  
Introduction  
Poverty in the ‘age of affluence’: a governmental approach 

 
1 

  
Chapter 1 
Conceptualising poverty: on theory and methodology 

 
13 

Post-structuralism: a mode of inquiry 15 
Knowledge and truth 21 
‘Essential’ truths of human being? 26 
Governmentality Studies: an analytics 28 
On the liberal mode of government: 
Conceptualising ‘the social’, freedom and poverty 

 
36 

Conclusion 42 
  
Chapter 2 
Crisis and consensus: recent shifts in welfare policy 

 
43 

Welfare as government: the view from governmentality studies 45 
Australian welfare policy from the nineteenth century to the 1980s: 
an overview 

 
50 

Neo-liberal governmentality and the rise of ‘welfare dependency’ 
discourse 

 
56 

Welfare dependency: a governmental problematic 61 
From welfare dependency to mutual obligation: welfare reform in 
the 1990s 

65 

Mutual obligation: reflecting on the state of welfare today 70 
Conclusion 72 
  
Chapter 3 
A decade of debate: poverty analysis in the wake of welfare 
reform 

 
 

74 
The ‘poverty wars’: an overview 76 
The ‘empirical’ argument in the context of poverty research in 
Australia 

 
78 

The Smith Family Report and the resultant poverty wars 86 
Subjective values or contested concept? Negotiating the poverty 
wars 

92 

Poverty in ‘crisis’: the poverty wars and affluence governmentality 97 
Conclusion 101 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Chapter 4 
The politics of affluence: Emergent trends in government 

 
103 

The affluence thesis: an overview 105 
Deprivation in Australia: real or imagined? 107 
Problematising wealth: affluence and ‘affluenza’ 112 
‘Structures’ versus subjective values: revisiting the poverty wars 121 
Poverty in question: arguing from affluence 126 
Conclusion 130 
  
Chapter 5 
Poverty as a ‘residual problem’: affluence and post-materialism 

 
131 

Post-materialism 133 
Affluence as a post-materialist paradigm 135 
Poverty as a ‘residual’ problem: the post-materialist account 140 
Affluence: description, ascription, government 146 
Conceptions of power in the state of affluence: the ‘problem’ of free 
selves 

 
149 

Conclusion 155 
  
Chapter 6 
Affluence governmentality 

 
156 

The paradigm of affluence: a genealogical perspective 158 
‘Knowledge’ and existence: two levels of analysis  161 
Transforming the social: the government of affluence 166 
The government of affluence and the normal frame of life: from 
welfare to wellbeing 

171 

Conclusion 181 
  
Conclusion 
Poverty as a ‘residual’ problem 

 
182 

  
Bibliography 190 
  
 
 



i 

 

Abstract 
 
 
This thesis addresses the growing tendency to treat poverty in Australia as an 
individualised problem. Analysis is situated in relation to the restructuring of 
welfare in western liberal states in the post-war period, highlighting the way that 
the welfare state ‘crisis’ appears to correspond with a new ‘consensus’ on poverty 
as individualised. Examining the way that poverty is formulated in recent welfare 
policy and governmental texts it is shown that this positioning of poverty comes 
increasingly to be premised upon the idea that a state of ‘affluence’ has been 
achieved. Importantly this trend in understanding poverty as an individualised 
problem is argued to occur across the ideological spectrum. It is demonstrated 
that, through reference to a ‘paradigm of affluence’, contemporary representative 
authors from both the right and the left constitute poverty today as ‘residual’ and 
thus as primarily individualised and behavioural.  
 
Applying tools of analysis from post-structuralism and governmentality studies it 
is argued that both poverty and affluence constitute historic ‘events’ – 
interventions in the way social life is thought and organised – and not simply 
demographic phenomena. Therefore, in contrast to existing writing on affluence, 
within which affluence is seen to have replaced poverty as an evolutionary stage 
of development, the argument advanced in this thesis is that the relevance of 
poverty and affluence to particular rationalities of government is not premised 
upon their level of incidence. Instead it is argued that both poverty and affluence 
have functioned as ‘problematics’ of government – sites through which the project 
of government is made meaningful. In this way an emergent governmentality of 
affluence is posited.  
 
In its premise of a governmental rationality of affluence the thesis provides a 
framework for analysing the on-going restructuring of the Australian welfare 
state, and liberal states more broadly. Treating conceptions of poverty and of 
affluence not simply as ‘natural’ phenomena, but as interpretative events and 
motifs of government, the thesis also provides a counter-point through which to 
resist individualised conceptions of poverty and the punitive policies to which they 
often lead.  
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