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INTRODUCTION.

The Family Centre Project is an experimental action/research 
project in which a range of resources are made available to 
a group of 60 low-income families from the inner suburbs of 
Melbourne. These resources include an income supplement scheme 
which guarantees each family a regular income, a building which 
the families use as a community centre and which includes 
facilities for a wide range of social, recreational and educ
ational activities, and a multi-disciplinary staff team.
Basic to the thinking behind the Project is the desire to move 
away from the conventional social work emphasis on the failure 
of the individual, and to test the hypothesis 'that changes 
in the economic and social condition of poor families are a 
precondition to changes in their family and social relation
ships'.
The aim of the Project is to provide real opportunities - 
financial, occupational, educational, social and so on-- for 
hitherto disadvantaged families to participate more fully in 
the society in which they live. This includes a strong social 
action emphasis. The Project seeks to break down the barriers 
of 'professionalism' and to enable a more natural and equal 
relationship between staff and clients. A vital feature of 
the Project has been the encouragement of maximal participation 
of the families in all aspects of the Project, including basic 
management and decision-making, with a view to eventually 
transferring formal power in the Project to them.
Research and evaluation is a central component of the Family 
Centre Project, and considerable documentation and discussion 
of the Project is available.* This paper is one of several 
such papers which are being written by the Research Staff 
over the duration of the Project.

* See Appendix.



This discussion paper takes the form of an 
evolving argument, working itself out as it 
goes along. It has been writteh as an 
attempt to identify and order some of the 
issues which have arisen through the Family 
Centre Project, and to give them a more general 
theoretical perspective. Although the specific 
focus of the discussion is on poverty, the 
argument looks more widely to social work, and 
possibly beyond. The central theme is the 
question which must underlie any anti-poverty 
programme: what causes poverty - and, therefore,
how may poverty be eliminated?
The starting point of the argument is a 
discussion of the popular and largely intuitive 
feeling - which is often elevated into formal 
policy and theory - that there is a clear and 
visible distinction between the poverty which 
is inflicted on an individual, and the poverty 
which he brings upon himself. The notion of 
'structural' poverty is sometimes used to 
describe poverty of the former type, poverty 
which observation and analysis would suggest 
arises directly out of the structures and 
processes of society. The dichotomy between 
structural poverty, and poverty attributable 
to individual inadequacy, is a key assumption - 
although one which is not always made explicit - 
in much social policy and social work. The 
argument then continues with the suggestion that 
these notions, as they are generally used, are 
theoretically inadequate, and have been of 
limited value to social work practice.
TWo aspects of the experience of the Family 
Centre - the differing situations of one- and 
two-parent families, and the notion of a 
'culture of poverty' - are then discussed at 
some length, both for their substantive 
importance, and because they indicate some of 
the complicating factors which must be faced 
in a causal analysis of poverty.
In the final section, the structural explanation 
of poverty is reconsidered, and an amended 
formulation of the argument is suggested.
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Even during the recent years in which the conditions 
of Australia's economic? social and political 
development were'among the most favourable in the 
western world, the*existence of- poverty, and* its  ̂
structural basis, tvas-in* evidence: Henderson's - -
survey-*- showed the extent of poverty in 1973?" *'  ̂
furthermore, it categorized this population*in 
structural terms.

ADULT -INCOME UNITS BY SELECTED DISABILITIES 
INCOME IN RELATION TO-THE-POVERTY LINE (%7?

Very poor
f *

Rather poor
(below (less than 20%
poverty above poverty Total
line) line.) "poor.

% % %

Aged males (single) 36.6 13.3 ' 49.9
Aged females (single) 31.0 19.8 -50.3
Aged couples 5.0 29.6 34.6
Fatherless families 3&.5 12.9 49.4
Motherless families? 13.1 4.5 AO-r-f

Large families (4 or 
more depen. children) 9.4 13.5 . F 22.-9
Sick or invalid 21.4 13.8 35.2
Unemployed 16.6 8.2 24.8

All income units 10.2 7.8 18.0

For several of these categories of people, it can be
shown that poverty is due almost entirely to structural 
factors operating in society. s

1. HENDRRSOM, Ronald; HARCOURT-, Alison; HARPER R;
People in Poverty, Cheshire? Melbourne;. 197(h' ? f ̂  i

2. Poverty in Australia. Interim Report Ot the" 
Australian Government's^Commission of inquiry'into * 
Poverty March 1974, Australian Government 
Publishing Service 1974.
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The circumstances of old age, chronic illness? migrant 
status and so on are usually unavoidable and allow 
little scope for personal factors ('will-power,' 'thrift,' 
'resourcefulness') to overcome the economic disability 
associated with these conditions^ That this is so iS4 
shown by the remarkably high proportion of the total 
numbers in these categories who were seen to be poors.
Generally, these structural factors can be readily 
identified. Often the circumstances of a particular 
situation simply prevent, or severely handicap, 
individuals in participating fully in the basic 
processes of society. Thus an elderly man is unlikely 
to be able to work for his livelihood although this is 
the means by which most men are expected to succeed 
financially. Furthermore, it can readily be shown that 
the means by which the community compensates people 
disadvantaged in this way is often inadequate and 
sometimes reinforces their disadvantage. Thus old 
age pensioners receive an income barely above, or some
times below, the poverty line, and are assigned the 
role of 'pensioners' in their society.
Henderson's survey has shown that a very large proportion 
of Melbourne's poor fall into specific identifiable 
categories of this sort. His work Shows, that in large 
part, it is the structural arrangements of 
contemporary society which create and maintain poverty. 
Importantly, it implies that the solutions must also 
be structural. The evidence, particularly from 
overseas, strongly confirms the critical role of structural 
factors and the need for appropriate solutions. It has 
led to some disillusionment with the 'welfare state' 
and to a search for more radical reforms in the political, 
economic and welfare spheres.
The recognition that structural effects are the chief 
determinants of poverty does not, however, fully deal 
with an enquiry into the nature of poverty in 
Australian society. Even in the most hopeless circum
stances of disadvantage, there are some who - almost, 
it seems, 'by their bootstraps' - lift themselves out 
of poverty. There are individual differences, 
personality differences, which vary across individuals, 
which can rarely be accurately tapped by science or 
by theory and yet which can be observed in the 
different life careers of different people.
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In few, if any, areas of human behaviour, have the social 
sciences been able to develop a theory,and a practice 
in which the level of certainty expected in the physical 
sciences can be found. This being so, it is possible to 
argue for the concept of 'Individuality^ for-the capacity 
of people to act in ways which, finally, are an expression; 
of their individual and unique personalities, and 
cannot - at ledst at the present state of knowledge - be 
fully explained causally. That this individuality is the 
exception rather than the rule, and that many people do* 
act in predictable ways,* does* not-weaken the argument.
Neither philosophically nor empirically is it permissable  ̂
to move from a recognition of the strong influence' of 
social structure to an assertion of structural determinism^ 
to a statement that* structure determines life careers.
Were it otherwise, social reform and social engineering 
would be more successful and therapies would have at least, 
some scientific credibility. The Family Centre Project/ 
too, could be more firmly confined to specific inputs, 
like the income supplement scheme, and less concerned with 
the less material aspects of the Project which, at 
present, are seen as vital aspects of the process of enabling 
the poor to deal with their circumstances. The inters 
play between 'structure' and 'individuality' is an ̂  
issue which is at the very core of social policy and 
social work. Yet, because of its* political.implications, 
theoretical complexities and practical difficulties, 
policy and practice rarely take intelligent accounts 
of this issue. *
However, because this issue is such a basic fact.of^ 
human experience, ithonetheless remains an important 
influence on sbcial policy. A. crude expression of 
this is the distinction between the 'deserving' add the 
'undeserving' poor. It is ofteh pointed out, by social 
policy analysts* that the community explicitly 
or very nearly explicitly forms its policy towards the 
poor on the basis of this strongly felt distinction.
Those who are poor because of old age or serious.illness 
are 'deserving' and, in theory at least, their right 
to adequate State help is unquestioned; least deserving 
are the young, two-parent families who form a.lapge 
part of the Family Centre Project, and whc.have- 
traditiohaliy used the E.S-.-L. as- an 'end. cf, the^lin^' agpncy 
becauseof lack Of Community sympathy. - f
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The deserving poor thus are those who are not to be. 
'blamed' for their poverty, because it is seen as 
arising from causes outside their control, while the 
undeserving poor are those whose poverty is seen as 
arising from their own defects.
It is not surprising that the community has been 
unable to sort out the interplay of structure and 
individuality in developing a social policy. For 
the issue continually bedevils professional welfare 
theory and practice, in the area of poverty as in 
other areas. It lurks constantly in the background 
of the task being attempted by the Family Centre 
Project, is possibly incapable of being scientifically 
answered, and frustrates all those Family Centre 
workers, research staff and others, who work towards 
finding solutions to the problem of poverty.

* * *

The families of the Family Centre Project are typical 
of those families who are conventionally regarded 
as 'multi-problem' families. By all the usual 
indicators and standards, their material circumstances 
at the commencement of the Project rendered them poor. 
Incomes were low and irregular, and housing 
unsatisfactory. Debts were high, and evictions, 
repossessions and terminations of electricity or gas 
supply were not uncommon. Many families frequently 
sought emergency financial help, either ter cope 
with such crises or simply to get by over the next 
week, both from the B.S.L. and from other agencies. 
Extensive discussions of the families' circumstances, 
and of the philosophy, approach and development of the 
Family Centre Project is available elsewhere.1
Complementing these immediate material deficiencies 
were other characteristics usually regarded as 
symptomatic of poverty. Involvement in community 
organizations and services (such as schools, unions, 
voluntary organizations) was minimal. Knowledge of 
social welfare rights and procedure was often low and 
confused, and in many cases there was a marked unwill
ingness to take up these rights. Others were totally 
dependent on pensions and benefits and made no effort 
to reduce their dependency, sometimes even resorting 
to technically dishonest or illegal means in order to 
maximize their benefits.



5.

Indeed, on occasions, considerable resourcefulness 
was shown in operating the welfare network very 
successfully. (iSignificahtly, both these attifude^ 
could be seen in one family. In particular, men 
sometimes resisted claiming unemployment benefits^ and 
relied on their Wife's .willingness to claim all the 
benefits available to Tier. This will be discussed 
more fully below).
Family structure was offen complex and informal. A 
number of couples lived irf defacto marriages, and 
families included children of"previous relationships. 
Some children had spent periods of time inf cafe, and^a 
few were^ fatherless, jingle-parent families,. Several 
men had convictions, generally for aggressive behaviour associated"with,drunkenness^ A significant' 
number of men and a few wdmenf were hedyy drinkers. ^ 
Some men were permanently unemployed, and most worked 
erratically and changed jobs frequently. No women^ 
were in regular employment.
The features outlined above are generally regarded 
as being characteristic pf 'multi-problem' or 
'multi-deficit^ families. But the important 
issue arising ̂ ogt of this concerns the real relation-^  ̂
ship between these attributes and the specific 
situation of pQverty. Ceft&inly, the coffcept.Iof d 
'cycle of depfivaHon' provides d plausible'bfoad *' 
explanatory pattern. Regardless of Where the cycle 
began - for- instance, whether a family became poor 
through IbhC Unemployability of the male head, or' 
whether*the poverty of the male's own family left  ̂
him unable to work^- once in* motion, the cycle Can , 
readily be seep as a seif-peipetuating*one. Cleafly 
poverty lead's to a range of*disabilities and disadvan
tages which are likely to limit the family's capacity 
to lift itself out of poverty, and so the disabilities 
and the poverty continue. Many aspects of these 
correlations .have been explored and developed through 
sophisticated theory^ a mass of empirical evidence*, 
and sensible obsetvation and intuition.

!. - ?
1

y
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However, the notion is an inadequate one. Firstly, 
it does not adequately explain the real cause or 
links in the pattern. The description of a cyclical 
process does not explain the origin of the process, 
and indeed does not even explain the direction 
of the causality.
Furthermore, it is not even clear whether all the 
characteristics which conventional study show to be 
associated with poverty have any causal relationship 
at all. Alienation from community organizations, 
for instance, is frequently observed in poor populations, 
and is regarded as one of the typical disabilities which 
both reflect and reinforce the disadvatages of poverty.
A reasonable suggestion, but rarely backed up by* 
evidence to show that other non-poor populations are 
any less alienated from community organizations. As a 
'pathological' or 'deviant' group, the poor - at least 
overseas - are much studied; the selective perception 
almost inevitably involved in theory building can 
easily identify as significant factors which, in fact, 
are not distinctive to th^ group under study. Mqre 
basic mistakes than the above may occur along the sanite 
lines. Until recently, it was quite respectable 
to point to the pathological disorganization of the 
family relationships and domestic life of the poor as 
another correlate of poverty. Even now it is only 
occasionally suggested that such difficulties might be 
found to be common in all sections of the population 
but that in non-poor groups they are expressed in a form 
less alien to the observer and, therefore, less cons
picuous, or that they simply do not come to his 
attention because he is not studying non-poor groups.
These are not pedantic problems of rarefied theory.
Unlike many areas of the study, knowledge about poverty 
is tested in the real world - by policy makers, 
welfare workers and, above all, by the poor themselves. 
Anti-poverty programs, by anp large, have not succeeded. 
One of the issues in which neither practice nor theory 
have provided an answer is that of the appropriate 
point of intervention. Current knowledge about poverty 
is saddled with the concept of a 'cycle of deprivation' - 
a concept which has not, as yet, pointed to an adequate 
break-through point. Anti-poverty programs have varied, 
over time and place, in the direction of their emphasis, 
at times concentrating on the economic dimensions of 
poverty, and at times dealing with broader behavioural 
dimensions. In the post-war period of belief in the
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'welfare state,' work with fhepoor appears to have 
assumed that poverty arises out of personal disab
ilities rather than material lack. The re-discovery 
of poverty df the l§60's has resulted in a change of 
direction with more attention being paid to the 
economic bases of poverty.
In the absence of adequate knowledge and significant 
successes, welfare programs continue to be diredted 
by the swinp -of,the pendulum. Programs directed to 
creating economic adequacy blame, their failure oh 
their neglect of behavibUral patterns -.and vice versa. 
The problem has been given new^life by its recent 
elevation into a debate abdut the 'situational' and 
'cultural' models of poverty. In ^slightly more oblique 
form, compounded by significant political implications, 
this debate continues the unhelpful dichotomy.
Embedded, therefore, in this issue is the fact tha^ 
all the influences, situations, and structures, which 
can be seen to be closeiy associated with poverty must 
pass through and be responded to by individual people. 
This inevitably confounds the formulation of adequate 
theory and 6f effective practice.

*  *  *

Since its beginnings the Family Centre Project bus  ̂
clearly shown the variety and complexity of the 
structural factors which contribute to the creation-  ̂
and maintenance of poverty in urban Australia.Several of these demonstrate,the,most direct'-effect, 
of social policies on poyerty: the* inadequacy, for-
example, of the level of the pension paid* to a 
fatherless family. Here the structural, effect is 
overwhelming and allows little scope for the 
operation of individual.factors. In apparent 
contrast, the,instance of a family rendered.poor 
through the failure of a father to work regularly 
shows a more problematic mix of clearly structural 
factors (the rigid application by the Departments of 
Labour of the work test which may leave such a 
family totally without income) and personal 
factors (the unwillingness of the husband to 
take up the option of work).
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Over the past two years, the Family Centre Project 
has provided a unique setting for the observation 
of the varied circumstances of poverty. The basic 
elements of the Project - intensive and unstructured 
contact between staff and families, the 'open centre', 
extensive family participation, the provision of 
resources and opportunities - have encouraged a small 
group of Melbourne's poor to share their lives with 
welfare professionals in a more authentic and 
comprehensive way than is generally the case. Many 
of the issues discussed above can be seen being played 
out in the Project, and one of the perspectives which 
brings them into sharpest focus is the difference 
between one- and two-parent families.
These differences are highlighted by the experience, 
over the first two years of the Project, of the patterns of involvement of one- and two-parent families. 
Traditionally in welfare agencies like the B.S.L. it 
has been the women in two-parent families who have made 
contact, and had dealings, with social workers (themselves 
usually women). Indeed, one of the chief purposes of 
the Family Centre Project was to involve th$ whole 
family in the Project and break down this unreal division. 
This met with rapid and notable success in the Family 
Centre. The early emphasis of the Centre on social 
activities (particularly on Friday nights and Sundays), 
the need for help in setting up the premises, and the 
inclusion on staff of several men, attracted a number 
of men to the Centre. In almost every case these were 
men with whom social workers* had previously had no 
contact, although they were often strong personalities 
and, of course, crucial to any attempt to work with 
their families. It was the increasing initiative and 
interest being shown by this emerging group of men 
which led to the creation of the Management Committee 
six months after the commencement of the Project, as 
an important aspect of the participatory process.
Throughout most of this period, a small group of men 
were dominant in many aspects of the Centre'.s operation. 
The executive positions on the Committee were held by men. 
The most forceful argument and the most direct 
politicking usually came from the men.



9.

And it must be remembered, when considering this 
fact, that because half the families in the Family 
Centre Project are single-parent families, women 
in fact outnumber men by two to one in the Centre, 

w A further dimension of this phenomenon was that
women who became active in the Project were predom-* 
inantly wives of*men-who were active*. Women from* 

s. single parent families were, therefore, significantly-
under-represented in the activist group within 
the Centre.
But this picture must be qualified by several other 
observations. By no means all of the men in the 
Family Centte Project participated in this way. In 
fact, a significant number of men have, from the 
outset, strongly resisted any sort of involvement 
with the Family Centre Project and have only minimal 
contact with it. A number of women still have 
'hidden husbands' who are almost total strangers to 
the Centre. Overall, the involvement of men in the 
Family Centre Project does, therefore, appear to be 
of two stroh^ly different sorts;
Furthermore, the higher level- of involvement of men 
in the Centre has not reflected, nor resulted In, the 
type of individual progress and development whiehuis 
the Project's purpose. Rather-, this involvement has been 
erratic, emotional, volatile and, at times, destructive. 
Anxieties and jealousies, conflicts, fluctuations in 
interest, in levels of involvement, and in attitudes 
to the Project, and the influence of outside and 
personal circumstances, have all been more marked in 
men that in women. The course of the various committees 
has shown evidence of this; and to some extent these 
effects - particularly at times of high aggression and 
factionalism - can be observed more widely through 
the Centre.
Thus, while only on a few occasions have there been 

* actual scuffles in the Centre, several times meetings
have been disrupted or broken dp by vicious outbursts 
and heated arguments. Group resignations from the 

x Committee^ or boycotts by groupssof particular Prdject
activities, are another expressidn of this type of- " 
involvement.
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By contrast, and this is a rather generalized account 
subject to more detailed study, the women, (and in 
particular those from single parent families) have used 
the Project in a more traditional and a more moderate 
way. They continue to use the Centre for problem-solving, 
something the men are unwilling to do and generally leave 
for their wives .to handle - but in so doing appear more 
accessable than men to the redirection of problem-solving 
into the 'developmental' approach encouraged within the 
Centre. They also appreciate the social function of the 
Centre enjoying, in particular, the coffee lounge, 
whereas the men appear to become restive in the Centre 
and to explore its social possibilities in private homes 
or pubs. Fairly structured learning and task groups 
under the guidance of staff, such as the bulk buying 
group or the Bulletin, are more widely used by women 
than men.
But of far greater importance than the nature of 
families' involvement in the Centre is the effect of 
this involvement on their broader circumstances, on 
the circumstances of their poverty^ By this standard 
it also seems that the Centre has been less successful 
than the level of the men's involvement might suggest. 
Although this dimension of the Project's outcome is 
currently being analyzed and clear results are not yet 
available,! it does seem that in some important areas 
where there .is much scope and need for improvement, 
little has been achieved. Employment is the clearest 
such instance. Often the most effective single 
step a man can take to reduce his family's poverty 
is to find, and maintain himself in, regular and 
satisfactory employment or retraining. Although the 
Family Centre Project has been able to provide many 
opportunities, little has been achieved.
The nature of the Family Centre Project makes it a 
very dynamic process, and one in which situations 
rarely remain static for long. In recent months, 
there has been some change to the pattern described 
above, no doubt partly in direct reaction to it.
At the most recent election to the Management Committee, 
in what can be interpreted as a 'backlash' vote, 
almost all the men were replaced by women. Currently, 
throughout the Centre, women have taken the active 
roles while the men have considerably reduced their 
involvement. A major effort has been made by staff 
to encourage families to look beyond the internal 
affairs of the Project to the more

1. See Appendix.
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long-term opportunities which it can proyide, apd four 
men have registered for retraining under the 
Australian Government National Employment and Retraining 
Scheme for 197.5*. However, wh^le thp current,picture of.* 
involvement in, the Centre differs somewhat .from .phat 
existing until recently,, in the dynamic context ef the 
Centre evolution, it continues. to, illustrate the 
differing situations of single- and two-parent families.
These observations are of^the greatest significance, for-, 
they point,tp what seems to be one of the most fundamental 
dimensions of poverty in urban Australia - that the nature 
of the poverty of a male headed family is importantly 
different from that of a female headed family. This 
opens up a very large topic on which much work has 
traditionally been done and in which many new areas are being 
suggested by the challengi^g^approaches of recent feminist studies. This paper will not take on a topic of such 
scope, but some discussion, based on the experiences^ the Centre, is.necessary.
It must be the case that the highly differentiated roles 
which men and ^omen have in tpe community are played ,o,ut 
as everywhere else in the lives of families which are poop.. 
Given these role differences, and the community'a §upport 
of them, the factors which lead men to become or-.remain, 
poor will differ, in part, from those operating on 
women; and similarly, the responses of men to poverty 
will differ,.from those of women.
Put at its .simplest, the community expects men to be, 
the breadwinners. Accordingly, different options are. 
open to men and women, and the community assists men in 
taking up* the role of.breadwinner, at the,^ame time , 
strongly disapproving of those who do not take up this option 
Underpinning this community attitude is a second pnê .
The community does accept that certain factors*constitute 
disabilities which are beyond an individual'.s. control and, 
which render him unable to fulfil his normal^role. -But 
in the case of thp breadwinner's responsibilities,, the 
excuses are very,narrowly defined and rarely go beyond 
immediate physical incapacity.
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Given this Situation, it is easy to perceive the 
process whereby a man who fails in his role as bread
winner is further disadvantaged by the community's 
attitudes <- far more than is a WOntan. The community 
is unlikely to aid him, in any practical sense, to 
overcome his resulting poverty (hence the 'bludger', 
the work test, the inadequacy of unemployment benefit 
levels, the waiting period for unemployment benefits, 
and so on). Furthermore, the community's 
lack of sympathy may further demoralize, alienate and 
stigmatize him. The process feadily explains the self- 
perpetuating nature of poverty; and the agressiveness, 
apathy or ineffectualness of a poor male family head.
One of the most striking aspects of the employment 
situation of the men in the Project is that by every 
indication - except their actual work patterns - the 
men actually share the community's belief in the Work 
ethic. Whether in structured interviews, more oblique 
attitude surveys, or spontaneous conversation, most 
men express fairly typical attitudes to work, claiming 
they believe men should work and that they themselves 
want to work. This paradox cannot be explained" simply as 
hypocrisy, guile or inadequate research methodology.
In their inconsistency Is a dramatic expression of the 
very real strains which affect the men in their work 
situation. The sort of difficulties which the men 
experience in employment are discussed elsewhere! but 
the fact that they themselves share, in some respects, 
the work ethic, and yet must face the inconsistency 
between their beliefs and their performance, constitutes 
another strain faced by the men.
But it would be unrealistic to attribute the difficult 
situation of the poor male head simply to the harsh 
judgment the community applies to those who deviate 
from its norm. Social norms do create certain social 
realities. Because the community expects Men to earn, 
it does create opportunities for men to work - to a far 
greater extent than it does for women. A man's failure 
to fulfil this role is, therefore, in fact as well as 
in the community's judgment a greater failure than that 
of a woman.

1. See Appendix.
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Again the process becdmeS a Circular -or even spiralling - 
one, in which the causal starting point is usually ^
impossible to isolate. But several important implications - 
arise from this^ Firstly; it is, prima facie^ more likely 
that the poverty of a two-parent^family is evidence of some 
sort of lack of ability td cope adequately, than is the . 
poverty of the one-parent (female-headed) family.
Secondly, the effects of poverty (however caused) are likely 
to be more complex and more damaging to a two-parent,family. 
Thirdly, the specific nature of the responses to poverty of 
men and women are 'likely to.vary in a*way which reflects 
the different roles usually performed by men and women.
Much of this is borne out by the Centre's experience. In, 
particular, one point must be stressed*, although, in,a 
superficial way*it may run counter to the spirit behind 
some progressive'Welfare thinkings Quite,a large number 
of men appear unable to sustain employment and provides an 
adequate income for themselveS and their families, in spite 
of the fact that, in structuralrterms, opportunities have- 
been provided. Until recently employment opportunities, 
even for unskilled:men, havejbeensavailable. Work done* by 
staff of the Family' Centre Project has resulted in gopd 
contact' with the Commonwealth Employment Service,, and in 
some cases with individual'employers, so that opportun
ities Considerably better than those available on the open 
market have e x is te d . Recently the Commonwealth*-NEAT scheme 
has provided very generous and flexible opportunities  ̂
for men out of^work or seeking improved possibilities^ ,
Many of the men in the Project have been unable^te take 
up these opportunities.
Certainly, explanations for this can be found; A^-* 
number of the men have seveie drinking problems. The- 
backgrounds-, previous experiences and* current circumstances 
of many men have left them ill^equipped and ill-motivated for employment, especially when the employment possibilities 
generally"available have been.rather unattractive.?? Yet 
for whatever reasons, it is the failure,s-or inability, of 
these men to" take up possibilities generally regarded as- 
available to them ahd, indeed, expected of them, which is 
generally the immediate cause of their poverty.* - ^
One of the consequences of this- is well-known to social workers. Not ^ 
infrequently, women find that the only way they and"their children can 
cepe with the financial and emotional strain of an unreliable* bread
winner, husband and father, is to leave him. The final result of this 
is, of course, yet another one-parent family - and sometimes, another 
homeless man on the streets of the city.
Len Tierney talks of this process of 'exclusion' in his unpublished 
Ph.D Thesis 'Excluded Families.' (Privately available).
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' This general picture is in contrast with the situation 
of female-headed families where the community leaves 

 ̂ the woman little optibii but to stay at home and look 
after thb children,- and subsist on the pension the 

! State provides her. In this way^ her poverty is
§ less attributable to her own failure than that of

the man.
The rationale of the Family Centre Project requires that .
it concentrate on the resources available to a poor 

, family rather than the personalities of its members.
* The Family Centre Project questions both the relevance 
 ̂ of the 'pathology model' to work with low-income

groups, and the conceptual base of that-model. Yet,
; in this context, it should be noted that types of
f behaviour conventionally regarded as 'pathological'
} are more oommonly evidenced in men than in women, 
j Drunkenness and violence are the more dramatic
H instances of such behaviour. Lack of impulse

control, deduced ability to plan and defer gratification, 
changes of feeling and behaviour towards other*members 

3 of the family also seem more common among men than
women. In a few instances the men seem to have simply 

' opted out Of any distinct role and have become ineffectual 
 ̂ and totally reliant on their wives for the management
 ̂ of household affairs. These are also some of the factors

which hinder men from making more substantial improve- 
j ments to their circumstances through their-membership of

the Family Centre Project, and are part of the spiraf of 
self-perpetuating difficulties referred to earlier..

 ̂ The differing types of involvement of men and women 
in the Centre described earlier is readily seen as a 

! direct expression of male and female social roles.
The sorry and demeaning task of seeking help from an 
agency has always been left by men for women, while 
traditionally the men have avoided direct contact, and, 
the associated confrontation with their failure in their 

' societal role. Thus a number of men do avoid the
J Centre totally or attend only those social occasions

(dances, camps and the like) which have only a minimal *
< welfare aspect; while those who have participated in
' the Centre have done so in a dominant activist role,
j which still evades the issue of their own personal -

situation.3
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At first glance, it might seem-that this discussion of 
the circumstances of one- and two-?parent families- 
is at odds with that conventional wisdom which claims 
that fatherless families are among the-most disadvantaged 
and vulnerable in the community. In fact, the two 
observations are consistent with each,other. The - 
families in the Family Centre Project are families which 
have been unable to function successfully in the community, 
and have required, support from a welfare agency^ It is 
far more likely that a Single parent family will be in 
such a position than-that- a two-parent family will. The 
two-parent family is far more likely to have access to 
those opportunities and resources necessary in order to 
function independently. In this sense, a fatherless 
family is more vulnerable and as statistics show, a far 
greater proportion of fatherless families* than of two- 
parent families are poor, and dependent on special- 
welfare services.
It is just for this reason that the two-parent family* 
which has become the welfare client is likely to be 
in a more difficult position even than that of a 
single parent family. Because its 'failure' is greater, 
and the effects of that failure more damaging, the 
spiralling? interaction of personal and structural, 
factors will become more insidious.

* * *

Another concept frequently employed in discussions 
on poverty is that-of the 'culture of poverty.' 
Although different writers give the concept slightly 
different meanings, culture iS generally seen as 
patterns of behaviour, attitudes and*their values, 
existing either explicitly or implicitly, and giving 
sense, order, and integration to the pattern of living 
of identifiable groups of people. In this sense, 
culture^mediates between the individual and society;

 ̂ and hence the analysis of the culture of particular
groups is often claimed to be an important means of 
understanding the interaction between the two.
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Some confusion has arisen over the term since its 
commonplace literal meaning has been modified by its 
recent use as a more theoretical construction - as in 
the 'culture of poverty.' In its more immediate sense, 
culture refers to a distinctive and observable way of 
life: thus an Italian family can readily be seen to
have a somewhat different culture from an Australian 
family. Although some theorists consider this a 
sociologically unsophisticated formulation, and while 
there are some conceptual difficulties around the 
relationship of 'culture' to 'sub-culture' and the like, 
the notion still has considerable currency, both among 
more traditional observers and in contemporary 
radical thought.
It is rightly held to be important to attempt to 
determine whether specific cultures - in this sense - 
do exist amongst the poor. For if a different and 
distinctive culture does exist among the poor, it may 
conflict at certain points with the middle class culture 
within which most policy making takes place. The* norms 
of such a culture may mean that behaviour which to the 
middle class is pathological or immoral - and is treated 
accordingly - has its own validity and should be 
recognized and supported. Indeed, it may be that the 
application of policies founded in middle class culture 
is quite oppressive, and destructive to alternative' 
cultures. The judgment of certain behaviour as being 
problematic may create problems where none existed, 
and will certainly mitigate against humane and effective 
policy. For instance, policy with respect to the 
unmarried mother has traditionally been shaped by the 
middle class norm condemning single motherhood, and 
accordingly has always had a punitive and deterrent aspect. 
Far from assisting the unmarried mother (vRiose 
behaviour may be regarded quite differently in a non- 
middle class culture) such policies aggravate her situation.
Some theorists claim that is indeed the key to a proper 
understanding of poverty. In this view, poverty is 
the result of a capitalist society's failure to recognize 
and accept the alternative culture of certain sorts of 
low-income working class groups.
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This culture.(questions thq.*&a.sic norms of capitalist society; na^ms gearedrto a materialist and acquisitive 
ethic. Members,.of .such a culture are unwilling 
to work in unrewarding, underpaid alienating jobs, 
see little value in education within such a society, 
and prefer the extended family network to a nuclear 
one. Their poverty is a .result of, and a protest 
against, the nature of capitalist society. The culture 
of this group constitutes a threat to the dominant 
culture, and is, suppressed by it. The poverty of this 
group is deliberately perpetuated by society -
This statement is a fairly extreme, and heavily 
political, yersion of the alternate culture View. But a 
softer version.ofthis view is quite common, particularly 
in societies wh^ch have conspicuous low-income communities,^ 
In Britain for instance, some.writers have identified an 
old fashioned, traditional working class culture existing 
in communities based around long standing industrial 
areas, where social mobility has been low, and the 
influence ojj: social change dampened. The culture of 
such communities, it is claimed, stresses the values of neighbourhood and kinship support, and has-lew - 
almost fatalistic - financial and social expectations.. 
Because this culture lacks the ambition, mobility and 
acquisitiveness of contemporary industrial culture^ 
its members do not keep up with the social and material 
change of the times., In this sense their culture maintains 
their poverty,
Interestingly, this culture is often looked on favourably - and indeed, quite sentimentally - by some 
observers who appreciate its preference for the older, more basic values in the face of rapid, spiritless 
material progress,.
Similar cultures are reported in the U.S-.A.̂ , .where they 
are generally located in ethnic minorities (especially 
blacks) whose particular circumstances and values,plage 
them outside the-mainstream of American,culture.^
It is of the^utmost .importance that where such cultures 
exist they be recognized and accepted, for if social 
policy is to be effective and humane, rather tdap^ounter- 
productiye and oppressive^ it must take- account o^ the 
life pattern^ and values .of the community., ^
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Some of the important and recent ihnovations in sodial 
policy in the U.S.A. in particular are based on this 
recognition, especially in community development and 
education.
Locally there has, in recent times, been some Study 
of aboriginal communities from this perspective and 
some policies have been framed accordingly. Beyond 
this, however, thete has been little investigatioh of 
alternative cultures in Australia. Systematic and 
sensitive research is urgently needed, but is a 
demanding undertaking.
The Family Centre has not made a specific enquiry of 
this sort. The nature of the Project has, howdver, 
enabled a great deal of the participant-observation 
which is essential to such research, in addition to 
the collection of basic historical and current data.
Historical and demographic considerations would 
suggest important differences between Australia, and 
the U.S.A. and the U.K., in this respect. A brief 
history, generous physical resources, under-population, 
the absence of a traumatic industrial revolution, the 
large scale integration *of immigrant groups, the 
virtual elimination of aboriginal existence, and 
the openness of urbanization have led to a unique 
social pattern in Australia, and one in which many 
of the factors associated with the type of distinct 
and traditional historically-based poverty culture 
described above have not operated.
Current data available within the Project also 
does not suggest strong evidence of such a culture 
of poverty. High mobility, rather than years (or 
even generations) of residence in one home is the norm. 
While some families always have lived in the inner 
suburbs,'many have travelled very widely. Immediate 
neighbourhoods or streets rarely form the sort of 
closed communities which are found in the U.S.A. or 
Britain. Melbourne's inner suburbs may serve as the 
city's location f6r low-income living, but they are 
not ghettos; and even this function is currently 
being profoundly altered. While family structure 
may be bfoader among the families of the Project than 
is the norm for Australia, it remains basically a nuclear 
rather than an extended one.
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The occupational backgrounds of the families are varied 
and indeterminate/ rather than fixed and traditional?.
(At the same time, there are several families in the 
Project'-who have known each other for some tiihe, and in 
some instahces, fairly complex social netwdrks seem to 
exist between families. Some of these relationships 
have actually resulted from lopg-standfng associatidn 
with welfare agencies, such as the B.S.L. - a family's 
associatidn with the B.&.L. may go back a whole generation - 

. or from years spent living in the same Housing
Commission block or even the old post-war Camp Pell
community. But a few relationships do, in fact, suggest*
the existence of some sort of old Inner-suburban network.
Without further study, it is not possible to know
whether neighbourhood networks do exist, and whether
they are associated with any identifiable 'culture' or whether
there is even, in fact, a 'welfare agency network').'
Nor does impressionistic observation suggest much evidence 
of the existence of a traditional poverty culture amohgst 
the families of the Project.1 The* immediate cbncerns 
of the families appear to be largely those of the 
community in general. Family traditions and esoteric 
historical or local lore are not apparent. There is no 
evident identification with a particular tradition or any 
regret at changes associated with current social progress.
If this is indeed the case, it means that there is 
little room for sentimentalism or romanticism in thinking 
about the poor. Australia's poor do not ̂ belong to a 
distinct cultural group within which poverty has some 
meaning, and in which its distress is alleviated by 
cultural supports and expectations. Nor are there any 
apparent special solution^ which can be tailored to meet 
the particular conditions of the podr.
There is one variant on the more common conception of 
the culture of poverty which is of some interest in this 
context. In a particularly vivid ethnographic study, 
an American sociologist, Joseph Howell, identifies a style 
of life among blue-collar families which he calls 'hard 

 ̂ living.' 2

1. It must be stressed that membership of the Family 
Centre Project is almost exclusively Australian by 
birth; this analysis may not hold for Australia's 
migrant communities.

2. HOWELL, Joseph: Hard Living on Clay Street, Anchor, 1973.
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'Hard living' is a life-style heavily derived from American 
experience and made up of several distinctive and integrated 
features. Although the impact of Howell',s study lies in 
its lifelike and observant description of the lives of his 
subjects, he does, at the conclusion of the book, attempt to 
identify the characteristic features of 'hard living.'
These he cites as heavy drinking, marital instability, 
toughness, political alienation, rootlessness, present-time 
orientation, and a strong sense of individualism. What 
gives this particular typification of a sub-culture its 
unusual plausibility is the richness and quality of the 
research material on which it is based. So descriptive 
and immediate is this material that it in fact evokes 
a distinctive life style which, in its very distinct
iveness, appears to have an observable equivalent in the 
lives of a few of the families in the Project. While 
the abstracted characteristics appear somewhat arid and 
arbitrary, and are certainly not found in complete 
combination in many of the Project's families, the general 
feeling generated by Howell's description has real relevance.
The hallmark of 'hard living* is that it stands in contrast 
to a 'settled life.' Social and occupational 
mobility, the frequency of financial and other emergencies, 
lack of consistent use of community resources, all 
contribute to a 'life that is intense, episodic and 
uninhibited.'
One feature, in particular, although it is not made 
explicit in Howell's account, distinguishes this 
'culture' from more conyentional descriptions and gives it its unusual relevance to Australia. Howell's 
subjects have not been bypassed by changing society, and 
caught in a backwater of engrained and traditional 
conservatism resulting in the deadening inevitability 
of poverty. Rather they are, in important ways, 
very much part of their society. Men often have consider
able practical and technical skills (although no formal 
training), and are preoccupied - sometimes qu^te 
singlemindedly - with motor cars. In some cases, 
they can use these skills, or simply their sheer physical 
abilities, to earn good wages, although usually very 
sporadically and on a casual basis. Television and 
other consumer durables have an important place in their 
lives.
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The adaptability and resourcefulness of* the families is 
sometimes quite considerable. Practically all the 
families in Howell's study had relatives whom they 
described as 'settled* or* 'well-to-do'; this is also true 
of a number of Project families, and suggest that 'hard 
living' is a chosen way of life, or at least not simply 
the manifestation of a particular financial situation.
'Hard living' has a quality almost of 'urban nomadism' and 
it is particularly noticeable that almost all of the Project 
families to whom this characterisation has some relevance, 
have come from the country, or lived there for -som^t-ime*.
The hard-living life style, as described by Howell, is an 
alternative to 'settled living.' While its consequences 
are likely to include poverty (partly due to the*ways in 
which society's norms andr structures interact with this 
particular life style),- 'hard living' is part of an fuller 
life pattern. Its relevance to the experience of the 
Family Centre lies partly in the fact- that it suggests 
one instance of a .culture which^has some reality as an 
identifiable lifeway arising from, but not synonbmous 
with, the larger culture. As such, it is an encouraging 
example of the possibilities of well-conducted ?
sociological research in this arba. . <-
As mentioned earlier, in recent years studies of poverty 
have employed a more theoretical perspective on the notion 
of the 'culture of poverty.' 'Culture^ is used as a 
theoretical construct, rather than a detailed description, 
in which some of the predominant and distinctive behavioural 
patterns and norms of poor communities are identified. It 
is these generalized patterns which arb then held to* 
constitute the culture of poverty^ Probably the most 
well-known formulation of the culture of poverty is that 
of Oscar Lewis. Among the characteristics of this 
model are the following:

the personality characteristics of participants, 
in the culture of poverty include feelings of 
helplessness, dependency, inferiority, margin- 
ality, resignation and fatalism, lack of 
impulse control, and little ability to defer 
gratification and to plan for the future;
its members are not integrated into the major 
institutions of society;
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its members know the dominant values of society, 
often acknowledge them, but generally do not -live 
by them;
social structure is non-existent beyond the household;
family structure is unstable and disorganized.^

This 'cultural' model of poverty is often contrasted with 
the 'situational' model and there is, in fact, considerable 
academic controversy around this subject.
The terms ,of debate, dnd its overt implications for policy, 
are well known. In brief, the 'cultural' model argues 
that poverty and its disabilities have become embedded in a 
way of life, a 'culture' which is self-perpetuating and 
passed on from generation to generation and which, in fact, keeps 
poor people poor. So entrenched is this culture that a change 
in the immediate circumstances of the poor, such as more 
adequate income, is insufficient to throw off the general 
syndrome of poverty. Accordingly, anti-poverty programs must 
be directed at fundamentally changing those cultural patterns 
of the poor which prevent them from utilizing new 
opportunities, by means of, for instance, compensatory 
education. In alleged contrast, the 'situational' model 
claims that the life styles of the poor are simply pragmatic 
and even ingenious responses to the deprived circumstances 
of poverty. A change in the circumstances of 
poverty, such as an adequate income, or improved housing 
will, therefore, eliminate the needs for a disinctive 
life-style and the poor will cease to be poor.
The debate, and its immediate policy implications, is 
relatively clear. Less clear are the uses which are ihade 
of this debate for political and academic purposes.
Advocates of policies directed at removing the societal ' 
causes of poverty tend to support the situational view 
because it proposes a more direct relationship 
between social change and the relief of poverty and 
avoids the more conservative implications of the 
cultural view.

Cited in VALENTINE, Charles: Culture and Poverty,
University of Chicago Press, 1968.

1.
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It is only occasionally stressed that the empirical 
differences between the two models are not clear 
of dramatic and that there are areas of overlap.
(After how many years - or generations - 
does a 'situational' response become a 'cultural' 
one? What sort of factors constitute 'situational' 
change, as compared with 'cultural? change?)
Already though, the experience of the Centre suggests^ 
that these all-embracing formulations do not adequately t 
deal with reality and, in fact, even distort policy 
implications. One of the purposes of this paper 
is to stress the importance of understanding- the variety 
and range^of situations of poverty, and the-ways ip̂   ̂
which different sorts of disadvantage or disability may 
perpetuate themselves.
A single mother (umarried, deserted, separated or 
widowed) living on her statutory entitlement- is,, 
almost literally, forced tp be poor. As long as her 
income is inadequate, her life-style, culture, 
aspirations and so on are irrelevant. She iepoor.
From this initial disability, a range of other disad- , 
vantages are likely to be set in motion. Material 
deprivation, reduced personal Resilience, educational 
and psychological disadvantage to children, are all 
possible. Only in a few, very specific areas,- j(for 
example, remedial education) will society ai^, through 
compensatory means, the woman whose poverty it in fact 
perpetuates.
A poorly educated, unskilled labourer may work only 
occasionally,- even at times of high employment.. He 
will be poor because society is reluctant to support 
an unwilling worker. His unwillingness to work,may be 
due to the fact that the sprt of employment available, 
to such a person is arduous, unpleasant and unrewarding,. 
He may come from an unstable, deprived background which- 
did not provide him with the personal strength or ^
motivation to work constantly. He may be alcoholic, 
asthmatic, psychopathic or (let it be admitted) lazy-.
He may, thoughtfully and conscientiously, questiop .the 
work ethic. In each case, a ppnge of identifiable 
factors, arising out of the structure, values, and 
processes of society, operate to his disadvantage.
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Again, a poorly-educated, unskilled labourer, in 
regular employment, but with a large family, is likely 
to be poor. In fact, if his family is unusually 
large, he is likely to be poorer on a wage than on 
Unemployment Benefit.
The Family Centre membership includes all these people.
They are all poor due to interactions between a varied 
range of personal and social factors. In some areas, 
their circumstances and behaviour can be explained in 
terms of a cultural or a bituational model. In some 
areas, neither apply deafly. Certainly, no one model 
explains the range of circumstances. Furthermore, it ih 
likely - although not inevitable - that the children of 
these families will continue to be poor. Their situation 
is even harder to characterize in cultural/situational terms.
The experience of the Family Centre Project, therefore, 
is of considerable relevance to theoretical enquiries into 
the nature of poverty. It suggests that the dichotomy 
between the cultural and situational models of poverty is 
empirically useful only at a crude level. It suggests that 
the casting of the debate in these terms is due, in part, 
to political rather than empirical reasons, and is unhelpful 
and unnecessary. In order to direct anti-poverty programs 
at social rather thah personal conditions, it is 
not necessary to opt for an all-embracing 'situational' 
explanation for poverty. In fact, the variety of social 
factors which cause and maintain poverty, and their 
implications for policy, can more readily be identified 
by the use of a less confining model.
The research program of the Family Centre will provide 
some leads and is already showing directions for further 
research. Included in the various research processes 
being undertaken in the Project is one designed to test 
the situational and cultural explanations of poverty.
An interview schedule has been developed, based on a 
number of tests of attitudes generally documented as 
derivatives of the culture of poverty. The instrument 
is designed to relate scores on these variables to the 
effect, in particular, of the Project's income supplement 
scheme, using this as the major input against which the 
situational and cultural models of change can be tested.
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It is intended that this survey he implemented both 
longitudinally (examining the situation at the commencement 
of the Project? and at a later stage) and comparitively (comparing the families in the Project with a group of 
families in the Community.)!

^ Findings which are available to date are based on initial
interviews with the adult members of the Project.

* 'The results from this stage tend to suggest
that neither model is in itself entirely appropriate 
for accounting for the variable responses to the 
different attitude dimensions tested....
Nevertheless, in the conclusions there, appears 
to be some support for the predictions of both 
the situational and cultural models.
Some of the dependent variables, most notably 
thpse related to planning for a controllable 
future, feelings of present despair and discouragement, a sense of trust in,the stability of 
life, and the tendency for high integration 
with,relatives-, appear in general to follow the 
logic of the .situational model. That is,as 
exposure to exogenous inputs increased, these 
variables were reduced in terms of their culture 
of poverty intensity. Dimensions such as personal 
competence, self esteem, authoritarianism^ 
occupational primacy and high education achieve
ment orientation, generally followed a cultural 
prediction in that they tended to stabilize or augment as income security increased.2

Tentative and slight as they are, these findings do 
support the argument that broader conceptualization 
than the simple cultural/situational models is 
necessary,

1. This survey is being undertaken by Gordon Ternowetsky, 
LaTrobe University, and is discussed fully in 
Income Maintenance and Poverty Correlates: An 
Exploratory Analysis-of the Situafional and 
Cultural Models of Change. Presented at the 
46th ANZAAS Congress, Canberra. 20-24 January, 1975.

2. Ibid.
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There is a need for richer and more sensitive 
enquiries into the nature of poverty in Australian 
society and for more flexible conceptualization. In 
particular, an understanding is needed of the differeht 
ways in which people are able to cope with the 
disadvantages of low-income living, and of the factors 
which result in, and from, only some poor people becoming 
caught up in the welfare network. Stringent empirical 
analyses of the 'culture' of poverty are needed in order 
to ascertain whether such a 'culture' exists, and can be 
identified (and whether it is not also to be found in 
hon-poor populations).
It seems, then, that 'cultural' explanations are not 
particularly relevant to the study of poverty in Australia. 
And, indeed, in the fact that poor families do not appear 
to differ, in any distinctive and systematic - that is, 
'cultural' - way, from the conventional Australian 
family, an important insight may lie. Class-based cultural 
differences are difficult to identify in Australian society, 
and with Australia's ever increasing level of consumerist 
materialism, it is sometimes claimed that Australia is the 
world's most middle class country.
It seems, then, that it is in their circumstances and 
not their culture that the difference between the poor and 
the non-poor is to be found. For a widb Variety of often 
quite specific reasons - many of which have become apparent 
in the Family Centre - families may be poor. Two Important 
considerations follow from this.
To share the basic values, aspirations and lifestyle of the 
wider community, ahd yet to be fruStruated in their realiz
ation, is probably more distressing and destructive than 
to be alienated from them. Many of the situations seen at 
the Centre can readily be seen as an expression of this 
frustration. Excessive hire-purchase commitments to costly 
goods, inability to save, social isolation (especially of 
women), reluctance to utilize community welfare services, 
all suggest the embarrassment and frustration of an 
unrealized middle class life. Depression, resignation, 
unwillingness to acknowledge the nature or seriousness of 
a particular difficulty, heavy use of drink or drugs, 
express more profound psychological reactions to such 
frustrations. Generally, these responses further 
reinforce the situation to which they are a reaction.
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Sometimes* the responses are more ambivalent. Not 
uncommonly, .considerable effort and patience 
will be put.Into a particular course of actioh in 
an attempt to overcome a particular obstacle, only 
to be undone in a sudden impulse of bitterness, hope- 

^ lessness, or inability to defer more immediate pressures
or pleasures. Thus, jobs or retraining schemes have 
been abandoned, or carefully saved finances spent on a 

 ̂ brief pleasure. .Within, the Project, individuals have
dropped out of the Centre or resigned from the Committee 
after long periods of growing involvement and responsibility.
In many ways, the Centre is a microcosm of the community; 
certainly, it.offers opportunities and attractions*similar 
to, but more attainable than, the community. To people 
who, for whatever reason, have been frustrated in their 
attempt to.make it in the community, it probably offers 
similar frustrations^
Secondly,, if poverty is .attributable to identifiable 
factors, rather than to all-embracing alternative cultures, 
social policy must be shaped accordingly. The Family 
Centre has shown numerous instances of poverty being caused 
or made likely by specific structural features of society.
In such instances, it usually follows that poverty can 
be prevented or alleviated by appropriate social policies.
The priority for policy-makers is to acknowledge and deal 
with these factors in specific and non-judgmental ways.

*  *  *

Probably the most fundamental and profound theoretical 
issue in sociology _is that of causality and freedom.
'An empirical science must operate within certain assum
ptions, one of which is that of universal causality.
Every object of scientific scrutiny is presumed to-have an 
anterior cause. An object, or an event, that is its own# 
cause lies outside the scientific universe of discourse.!

1. BERGER, Peter: 
p.142.

Ihvitation to Sociology, Penguin. 1963.
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The philosophical problems around this issue are complex 
and endless and may seem somewhat rarefied; in fact, however, 
the issue is of immediate concern to the question of 
poverty and to programs designed to deal with poverty.
Social science and social welfare can claim little sudcerss 
by any scientific standards. Anti-poverty programs,*have 
usually failed, and grave doubts have been shown as to the 
effectiveness of therapeutic approaches- (whether of social 
case work or clinical forms). Sociological studies into 
the causes and nature of poverty can offer only tentative 
generalizations. Certainty is never possible, and any 
results or observations are subject to a formidable range 
of exceptions. While some clients are helped by social 
work, many are not, and many others are able to overcome 
similar problems without social work help. While many 
people of particular backgrounds or in particular circum
stances are, and remain, poor - numbers are not. Within 
the Family Centre Project, any results ahd any patterns are 
similarly tentative and subject to substantial variations 
and exceptions, as the above discussion will have shown.
Clearly then, social science lacks adequate knowledge
of the range of causal factors associated with
poverty and, therefore, with its relief. Indeed, the '
major purpose of the Family Centre experiment was
precisely the development of a more adequate understanding
of these matters. In so doing, the major direction to
be followed was the idea that poverty was largely a direct
result of material deficiencies and lacks of opportunity
arising out of the structure of society, rather than the
personality and functioning of the individual. As the
First Report shows, this emphasis was a necessary and appropriate
response to the many years experience of the social Work
service of the agency, and reflected a general change in
welfare thinking overseas.
Over the two years of its operation thus far, the scope 
of the Project's approach, of the causal sequences in 
which it has tried to intervene, and of the Underlying 
structural factors with which it has, therefore, been 
concerned, has widened. Alongside material inputs - such 
as the income supplement scheme and the creation of 
resource areas - have developed the idea of the open 
Centre, the developmental approach, and the camping 
program, which are concerned with enabling people 
to make the best use of the opportunities of the Project.
The balance of those aspects of the Family Centre Project 
which are concerned immediately with material inputs, and 
those which are concerned with the individual's ability 
to deal most effectively with his circumstances, has been
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an uneasy and fluctuating ,one. Yet the experiences 
of the Centre?has shown- the-need-, -sometimes,,to go 
beyond changing the immediate material aspects of 
poverty. On occasions, immediate material improve
ments (higher income, improved housing) have resulted 
in a clear improvement in a family's overall situation.- 
In other cases-, such,improvements have made no difference*, 
have not beenrmaintained, or have been undermined:by 
other aspects of a family's circumstances or functioning. 
Hence the- importance of processes within the Centre* 
concerned with the,*development of self-confidence^ 
with the learning of social and practical skills/ and 
with inqreased pnderstanding.of society and welfare 
rights,, the growth of personal insight and purpose, 
and so on.
Superficially, the broadening of the range of causal 
factors coming within,the Project's ambit might  ̂
appear to mean a lessening of its recognition of the 
role of social structure and social inequities as 
critical causes of poverty.? Some of the ambivalence 
sometimes -expressed by staff in relation to these aspects 
of the program refleqt just this concern. In fact, 
however, the experience of the Project is simply enabling 
a richer understanding of the multiplicity of the causal 
factors and processes - all of which find their roots in 
social structure - which may contribute to poverty.
In this sense social structure may play a part in the 
poverty of the man who is only erratically employed 
in as decisive a way as it does for the single mother. 
Certainly in the case of the single mother, it may be 
more direct and more identifiable; that is, ?she is 
forced to exist.on an inadequate income. In-the case 
of the man, the causal factors may be less apparent, 
but this does not make them any less potent. A child
hood spent in en institution, or in a disturbed home 
situation., a poor education, lack of experience of 
rewarding work -r any of these factors and many more, may 
explain the difficulties a man faces in maintaining 
regular employment. The role of social structure 
is possibly most visible when it directly affects the 
immediate circumstances.in which the individual finds 
himself; but the roie of structure may be just 
as significant where, it works^itself out through its 
effect on his,behaviour..

4
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One of the contributions which the Family Centre can 
majke to the professional knowledge and social policy 
is a fuller understanding of the various manifestations 
of social structure on poverty.
Many community opinions and much of the social policy 
is, in fact, based on a misunderstanding of the role 
of structure as a causal factor in poverty. There 
is a conceptual problem involved, as alluded to earlier, 
which will be discussed shortly. But the common tendency 
to attribute poverty to structural causes only where 
the structural factors are particularly visible and 
immediate is false and often inhumane. As argued at the 
commencement of this paper, it has been unhelpful to the 
analysis and treatment of poverty. It is, for instance, 
the basis of the invidious distinction between the 
'deserving' and the 'undeserving' poor. The deserving 
poor are those of whom the community is able tô  
recognize and accept the structural basis of their 
poverty, for example, the deserted mother. The undeser
ving poor are those whose poverty arises out of, for 
example, the unemployed male, or commonly, the 'bludger.'
A prerequisite for more humane and effective social 
policies is a more sensitive understanding of the 
various ways in' which social structure can create or 
maintain poverty. The Family Centre's concern* with such 
wide-ranging matters as primary schooling, the counter 
service at local government offices, and the tenandy 
agreements required by the Housing Commission reflect 
some of the various dimensions of poverty which can be 
seen amongst sixty families. The fact that causal 
factors may be more or less immediate, more ot less 
visible, or an 'infinite regress', does not negate the 
existence of causal factors.
The actual conceptual problem - and it is of real 
relevance to the day to day tasks of social work - is to 
discover where in this causal system, the ability to 
overcome causation lies. This matter is usually discussed 
in a more elevated context than poverty. PhilospheTS 
talk of 'free will,' 'freedom,' 'individual responsibility' 
or 'moral behaviour.' Middle Australia talks of the 
'ability to pull oneself up by one's bootstraps.' To 
the social scientist, however, the problem concerns; the 
extent to which human behaviour is caused by identifiable 
social factors (and is, therefore, capable of under
standing and modification), as against the extent to which 
the causes of human behaviour ultimately lie beyond the 
realms of science.
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That this is a real issue'to social science is shown 
by the observation*made earlier that social science is 
generally unable to find watertight causal laws and-  ̂
that in Social welfare-most such attempts arb? sheer- * 
failures or subject to overwhelming exceptions and 

% variations. One of the strongest experiences of
working in a setting such as that of the Family Centre ' 
is the growing awareness of the difficulty, on a 

* mundane, daily, face to face basis, of utsihg 'science,'
in work with people, Of intervening in c&usal chains ** 
to any predictable and consistent effect. The closer the 
'scientist' comes to his subject matter the harder it 
seems to'be to apply 'Science' effectively.
Peter Berger, in a fascinating discussion, offers one 
approach to this subject.! Having established the 
unbreakable causal system essential to the logic of 
science, he then describes the ways in which individuals 
can break Out of' the 'taken-for-granted routines of 
society" which entrap most people. Writing more in the 
heroic tradition of French existentialism than the 
commonplace world of enervating poverty, He points out 
that man has, demonstrably, a capacity for freedom'. It 
is true that, in the context of which Berger talks, this* 
may require great vision, strength or courage.- Like
wise, to overcome poverty may require high motivation, 
resourcefulness ahd adaptability. ^
Helen Harris Perlman, in an article called 'Carl Case 
Work Work,' comments that 'If we pose the question, 
repeatedly raised today, as to whether case work is a 
process that is or is not successful in helping people 
lift themselves up by their bootstraps, we mu&t first 
ask and answer the question, **do they have boots?"' 2 
The provision of adequate and regular income support, 
through the income supplement scheme, is a substantial 
task; costly, often complex, but essential and effective. But whether anything that the Family Centre^ 
or any other interventive project, can offer finally 
results in an individual overcoming his poverty 

' ultimately dppehds on that person's own individuality -
his opt perceptions, values, strengths, weaknesses 
consciousness, decisions, and so* OH.

1. BERGER, Peter: Invitation to,,Sociology*, f-Penguin.
2. PERLMAN, Helen Harris-: Can Case Work Work? in 

Social Service Review, Vol. 42, No. 4 December^l9&8..
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In fact, the expression 'to pull oneself up by one's 
bootstraps' is peculiarly appropriate, evoking ap it 
does an action not strictly possible according to 
scientific laws, and dependent, therefore, on something 
beyond science.
Berger seems to argue that within the system of science, 
causation is so complete that the ways An which people 
occasionally overcome the conditions in which they find 
themselves (in other words, achieve 'freedom'), is out
side sdience. Questions of definition and philosphy loom 
very large.here. An alternative view might be that the 
apparent freedom to overcome the more obvious conditions 
of an individual's life in fact has its own, less 
obvious, causes - that 'freedom' (or courage, motivation 
or whatever) is itself caused by certain factors.
But in either view, the primary role for any interventive 
action is clear. It is to assist by eliminating, reducing 
or countering structural causes - those factors which are 
amenable to social intervention - so as to minimize the 
structural constraints on the individual. Where these 
structural causes are fairly immediate, the task is 
easier - hence the priority given to income maintenance 
within the Project. Where they are less immediate or 
visible, direct action through social intervention may 
be more difficult - as in the attempt to instill a 
sense of confidence and a belief in his own ability in 
a man whose self-image has been blighted by the experiences 
of his childhood.
It must be stressed that this issue is of very real 
relevance to any form of social intervention concerned 
with poverty. Firstly, it arises centrally out of the 
actual experience of such programs. Both at the mundane 
level of staff/client contact, and at the overall level 
of program effectiveness, the limits of social science 
must be recognized, understood, and worked with.
Secondly, a more reliable understanding (both 
theoretically and empirically) of the actual .link between 
poverty and certain causal conditions is hindered by a 
grave deficiency in the knowledge about poverty currently 
available in this country. With the exception of a few, 
fairly superficial community surveys, the limited amount 
of local knowledge about poverty which exists is based 
on samples of poor people who have dealings with 
welfare agencies.
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These groups are highly selective and unlikely to be 
representative of poor families throughout the 
community. That poverty of sorts exists on a large 
scale in Australia is now becoming known-, but because 
the large bulk of it is hidden, it is very difficult 
to gain knowledge as to its nature, origins, 
and effects. in particular, the ways in which 
people cope with, and even overcome-poverty, are 
little understood. It may even be that a purely 
monetary measure of poverty is too crude, and that some 
people whose income is low r.eally do not suffer the 
more general disabilities usually thought to be 
associated with poverty. Without this sort of knowledge, 
a reliable understanding of the extent to which causal- 
relationships can pe found in poverty is not possible. 
(This problem is a serious one in the Family Centre, 
where two levels of selection have taken place. Families 
were selected from the existing case load of the Social- 
Work Service towards the end of 1972, and this gropp 
itself represents only those poor families who came to 
the attention of the.B.S.L. Even this group excludes 
migrants, who traditionally, were referred by the B.S.L. 
to ethnic agencies).
Thirdly, the immediate task for an anti-povprty 
program is tp identify and. then remedy those structural 
factors which contribute to poverty. In so doing, it 
is necessary to be sensitive to the wide variety of 
factors w^ich may exist, and to understand that those 
factory !yhich are less tangible.or which occurred some 
time in the past are as significant as those which are 
more apparent. The nature of the Family Centre Project 
suits it particularly well to this approach, end the 
course which it has taken over the last years.has been 
a function of its response to the wide range of 
circumstances which have been seen to be associated 
with poverty. Likewise, the research task in the 
Project has largely been the documenting and analysis 
of these situations.
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Fourthly, it is very likely that, given the deep-seated 
structural inequities of society, and the difficulty of 
achieving even moderate reforms, anti-poverty programs 
will not be able to eliminate all the structural bases 
of poverty.^ if, then, the quality which Berger calls 
'freedom' but which can more simply be taken as 
the capacity to overcome the structural constraints of 
poverty is, in fact, a real and scientific phenomenon, 
itself the result of certain causes, it is essential 
that these causes be recognized.
Indeed, it may be here that the more established tech
niques of social work can still claim some relevance. 
Counselling, casework and therapy have taken rather a 
battering under the attack of the radical critics of 
social work practice. The current emphasis on social 
inequality as the basic cause of poverty requires that 
social workers concern themselves with social action 
and social change, rather fhatn individual functioning.
Yet the real world does provide instances in which, 
notwithstanding their relatively acceptable 'structural' 
circumstances, people's own behaviour enables them to 
escape structurally-based poverty. If social work 
knowledge is to reflect reality, and not the changing 
dogmas of current vogue, it must concern itself with 
identifying the appropriate roles for individually- 
directed work (be it 'casework', 'developmental 
work' or whatever), a^ well as for work directed at 
social change. In the schema suggested in this paper, 
there is a place for the conventional skills of social 
work, although this place must always be in the context 
of a recognition of the primary role of social structure. 
However, when - or if - a point is reached where 
science cannot explain human differences and behaviour, 
rather than false claims being made, it may be time 
for the philosophers to have their say.

1. A tough and comprehensive analysis of poverty
in broad structural terms is, of course, the 
essential pre-requisite to any concerted attempt 
at the elimination of poverty. A number of such 
studies have been produced overseas, and a 
useful recent Australian example can be found in 
LE BRETON, Peter: Poverty, Department of Urban
and Regional Development, Canberra. 1974.
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APPENDIX A
The development of the Family Centre Project Since its 
beginnings is discussed in the six-monthly Project Reports 
written by the Project Co-Ordinator, Concetta Benn.
The Family.-Centre Project - A First.Overview by Michael 
Liffmann, is a-detailed research report of the first year of the"Project.
The operation of the income supplement scheme over the first 
year is discussed in Resources for Poor Families: An Experim
ental Income Supplement Scheme written by Jan Salmon for the 
Australian Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty.
(This is'available from Australian Government Bookshops).
Further reports to be published shortly include a Second 
Overview^ an up-dated report on the second year's operation 
of the income supplement scheme, and discussions of employment, 
housing, adolescence, and family functioning.
A paper on 'A New Developmental.Model for Social Work' by 
Concetta Benn is included in the printed proceedings of the 
14th National Conference of the Australian Association of 
Social Workers (May 11175).
The Project is also discussed in 'Theory Doesn't Work in Praxis 
A Voluntary Welfare Agency Looks at Poverty.*- B6nn, Griffiths, 
HollingWorth, Liffmann, A.N.Z. Journal of Sociology. Vo. 10,
No. 3P2BU.
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The diagram attempts tD represent, in a highly abstracted form, the 
structural account of poverty, as it has been argued in this, paper.
It illustrates the-dynamic and" cumulative process whereby structural 
factors operate to affect the likelihood of an individual being in 
poverty. This paper has: argued that causation is too complex and too 
subtle to be tied: specifically to a small number of obvious structural 
factors; for"this* reason these:factors are to be examined, not in 
regard to whether they cause poverty (which they clearly- do not)but 
in regard: to the extent which they make poverty more-or less likely.
Of course; the- assignment of specific values to these factors is an 
empirical, issue requiring information which, at present, barely exists - 
and which maybe can never be* established with sufficient accuracy to 
make the task- wholly valid. But* this- scheme may at least place the 
empirical task' in; a systematic- conceptual context, identify the areas 
in which empirical work- is- necessary , and allow sane speculative 
analysiŝ  orr the basis of what is- already known.
The diagram deals:, with* a number of significant structural factors - 
ethnicity; education etcr. — which occur roughly chronologically through 
a lifetime and are numbered and'-spread across the- page* accordingly..
As an individual proceeds: througĥ  hie lifetime, he scores -- according 
to his: particular circumstances a-position on most of these, dimensions 
in regard to: their- effect on the likelihood of his being in poverty.
In fact, his* position on each structural dimension canrbe seen̂  at two. 
points. Firstly,, without reference to any other structural considerations, 
the indi^idual'spositicn on a specific structural factor can be 
identified;- e.g& whatr are the implications, in regard to poverty, of 
having left: school at form- 2? However, it is more meaningful and realistic 
to see this structural position in the context of the cumulative effect 
of prior-structural factors. The position en any specific.structural, 
factor may, therefore,, be modified̂  by this 'gestalt' of previous factors, 
and it is this amended position (represented on the diagram by an 
asterisk) which indicates the individual's current position with regard 
to poverty, in seme: cases^ of course, previous factors-will became 
irrelevant, due to the overwhelming effect of subsequent factors.
(Thus a Bey who: has left school at form 2,. bit whose Father is a surgeon, 
may modify has low position on the education factor in . the direction- of 
a reduced likelihood of poverty, while a boy leaving at- form- 2 whose- parentŝ  are Aboriginal will have his poverty prospects increased-. In 
the case of: a; man of working-class background who becomes a. successful 
lawyer, the fact of his working-class background - usually a factor 
tending towards poverty - almost certainly becemes irrelevant, and is 
excluded from the cumulative effect).
It-goes without saying that this is a highly simplified picture of a 
complex matter. The chronology of a life career is more dynamic than 
indicated here. Structural factors are more complex than the shorthand 
labels used here suggest, and include the effect of societal value 
judgments. An individual's position on each structural factor (at the 
primary level as well as the cumulative effect) is shaped by all that has 
gene before - hence the arrows at the top of the page.
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As an example, the diagram plots the life histories of two 
(fictitious) individuals, in order to shew the effect of structural 
factors on the likelihood of them being in poverty. It must be 
stressed again that, in these examples, the positions assigned to 
specific circumstance are only speculative and are used to illustrate 
the argument.
'A' is a male aboriginal. This fact, of iteself, makes it extremely 
likely that he will be poor. He comes from an intact, but 'working- 
class' family. This, of iteself, makes poverty somewhat likely but 
by no means inevitable; but when his aboriginal ethnicity is taken into 
account, it becomes very likely that he will be poor. His subsequent 
life history Confirms this pattern. He leaves school at form 2, has 
no job training, is enployed casually and has a large family. While 
all these factors are each fairly strongly associated with poverty, 
when taken cumulatively, they all combine to drag him even further into 
almost inevitable poverty.
'B' is white, male, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant. This condition 
carries With it very little likelihood of poverty. He is also from 
an intact, 'working-class' family, but the association of this 
condition With poverty is reduced by his favourable ethnicity. He 
is educated to leaving level, and then trains as an electrician. Both 
these factors improve his chances of avoiding poverty. His chances 
improve even further as he has a good job, but the real promise of 
this job (promotion, security etc.) is just slightly reduced by his 
lack of higher education. He has only one child which, of itself, is 
a strong safeguard against poverty and, therefore, further reduces 
the likelihood of being poor.
Such an analysis, with a more complex and subtle range of factors, 
and backed up with empirical data, should enable the real charting of 
a life career through the various circumstances associated with poverty.
But this discussion paper has also argued far the concept of 
individuality - for the possibility, at least, that there exists in 
human beings an ability to act which is not determined by structure and 
cannot be Charted by science. Because, by definition, this cannot be 
monitored or measured, it can only be shown, on the diagram as a series 
of arrows, going both towards and away from poverty, operating around 
and between structural factors, and whose direction and strength is 
determined by the individual.


