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Abstract:

 This paper explores the role of disgust in mediating disabled women's experience of workfare in the Australian state. As global social policy has been restructured along neoliberal lines in Western nations, the notion of ‘workfare’ has been widely promulgated. This paper draws on nine case studies from across Australia to explore how this has resulted in disabled women being coerced to participate in a range of workfare programs that are highly bureaucratised, sanitised and moralised. The findings suggest that with the advent of Australian neoliberal welfare reform, some disabled women are increasingly framed in negative affective terms. A primary emotion that appears to govern disabled women forced to participate in Australian neoliberal workfare programs is disgust. The experience of the participants interviewed for this study suggests that the naming of them in negative emotional terms requires disabled women to perform a respectable unruly corporeality to ensure that they gain and maintain access to a range of services and supports, which are vital to their wellbeing.
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We are scapegoated ... you are sucking the government money, justify it by working. The implication is that we are not working because it’s our choice rather than the reality—where we are not working because there is no structure in, there is prejudice out there. It is basically bullying people who can’t fight back and taking advantage of stereotypes—that we [disabled people 1] are malingering people with minor back problems. Theirs is not an image of a disabled person contributing to society, so it’s assumed we are not.

Rachel, Research Participant

So, this is what this welfare reform to me comes across as, is like, you know, people with disabilities are lazy people that just don’t want to work.

Marie, Research Participant

It is the way disabilities are seen, they are not on the same level as other people, easier to pull the rug out from under them. You hear it all the time.

Louise, Research Participant



1. Neoliberalism and Australian Disability Workfare Spaces

Like many Western liberal democracies, Australia has undertaken extensive welfare restructuring with the rise of neoliberalism as social policy orthodoxy [2]. Neoliberal welfare is often defined as workfare, encompassing a newly defined set of citizenship norms [3]. Embodying notions of exchange in state-citizen relations [4], access to state-funded social security entitlements is tied to participation in a range of state-sponsored labour-market programs which were previously defined by ‘need or necessity’ [3,5,6]. With the onset of neoliberal workfare reforms in Australia, participation in the labour market has become the hegemonic citizenship discourse and is largely reflected in the populist mantra of ‘no rights without responsibilities’ [7,8]. Thus, Australian workfare trends reflect what Peck and Theodore suggest is the core of the neoliberal argument, that is, that any job is a job worth having, regardless of its conditions, hours or pay [5]. In Australia, the neoliberal restructuring of welfare is articulated in the policy of ‘mutual obligation’ [9,10,11], posturing citizen relations as one of absolute exchange [12]; a form of socio-political conscription [13].

Qualifications for disability entitlements have been central to the global restructuring of neoliberal workfare [14,15,16,17,18]. Australia has been both leader and follower in these global trends; indeed, since the late 1990s there has been a plethora of strategies implemented to reduce the number of people accessing the central disability payment—the Disability Support Pension, or DSP [19]. Following the passage of key pieces of legislation in late 2005, the primary criterion used to determine ‘disability’—the work test—was slashed in half from 30 hours of work per week to just 15 hours of work per week [20]. In Australia, people with an impairment only qualify for a disability pension entitlement if they are defined as disabled under a dual testing regime—the first is an impairment test and the second is a work test based upon potential hours of participation within the open labour market. In September 2011, new legislation was enacted to further these reforms, bringing in stricter impairment criteria, where only the severely disabled are now entitled to disability benefits, shifting the not-so-disabled onto lower unemployment benefits [21]. Many people who had previously qualified for the Disability Support Pension were, and will continue to be, propelled into disability workfare programs as a condition of maintaining access to social entitlements [22]. As Peck suggests, this has been the defining feature of neoliberal reform: individuals now have to earn their citizenship rights and entitlements via the labour market [3].

Integral to neoliberal workfare has been the remapping of civil society labour-market programs [3,23]. In Australia these services were initially established through a large civil society network as a direct response to the growing demands of the disability movement in the late 1980s [24], and were symbols of the promise and hope of labour-market inclusion and participation for many within the movement [25]. Formerly suggestive of Harvey’s spaces of hope and places of transformative solidarity [26], these services are now subject to highly stipulated state conditions as a requirement of funding.

With the neoliberal turn, state power appears to be extensively mediated via civil society [27]. In Australia this has taken a particular form, where the ideological intent of neoliberal governance has become embedded in a set of defined state-contractual relations, subordinating former civil society values and ethics to neoliberal workfare governance logic, particularly within the disability employment non-government sector [28,29]. New state-contractual relations, embodying New Public Management discourses and the privatisation of welfare, have penetrated the majority of civil society organisations [30,31]. These organisations have all undergone a process of radical reform, with state funding restructured to reflect neoliberal workfare orthodoxies that focus on individual ‘behaviour’ rather than structural issues of poverty, discrimination and marginalisation [32].

Civil society providers are now contracted by the state to ‘case manage’ welfare-to-work transitions, and accordingly an associated range of new governing technologies has been trialled, tested and implemented in these spaces [33]. Many of the strategies attempt to disguise structural processes of disability exclusion, discrimination and marginalisation, instead targeting individual behaviour modification, such as the use of individual compacts, to shore up compliance for labour-market participation [34]. Thornton and Marston reflect that this presents service workers with a set of moral dilemmas, obscuring the historical notions of ‘service’ upon which these organisations, often charitable or religious, were founded [29].

In Australia, individualised behavioural management strategies for those citizens living on welfare-to-work benefits have become more pronounced as state-citizen workfare relations have largely undergone a process which Schram et al. refer to as ‘second-order devolution’ [23], wherein neoliberal states have shifted sanctioning responsibilities down to the street level. The passage of the Welfare to Work Act (2005) through federal parliament enshrined in law the sanctioning responsibilities of front-line case workers. These workers are now required to observe, monitor and sanction disabled people in workfare programs for a full range of individual misdemeanours and non-compliance [35]. Case-worker discretion has led to a raft of mistakes in which disabled people were cut off from their payments [36]. Recent international research highlights this growing trend across neoliberal workfare states [23,37,38].

All this research signifies the changing relations of place, where front-line case workers are not only experiencing diminishing control over front-line decision-making [39], but are effectively adopting new practices of moral boundary-drawing in their front-line work [40]. Taking our lead from this growing body of work, we explicate the changing relations of disability, gender and class through the narratives of nine disabled women forced to participate in neoliberal workfare programs to maintain access to their social security benefits. The findings from the interviews with these disabled women, and in one instance with the involvement of their case worker, suggest that with the transferral of state sanctioning responsibilities to monitor and survey disabled women’s compliance with Australian neoliberal welfare-to-work regimes, ‘disgust’ has become a key technique of governance. In the following section, we explore the theoretical intersections between disability, class and gender with the emergence of neoliberal workfare regimes. Then we provide a brief overview of the disabled women participants of the study before moving to the empirical analysis through drawing upon their stories.



2. Negotiating Disability, Class and Gender

In Australia, the political elite have embarked on an intensive campaign of affect, creating a public moral imaginary of the disabled people living on welfare as ‘welfare fraudsters’ [41]. This is not unique to Australia. In the UK the respectable BBC TV’s Panorama documentary series ran an episode on welfare fraud where it was claimed that £22 billion was stolen or lost through benefit fraud [42]. An Ipsos MORI poll conducted for BBC radio found that while the majority wanted a safety net in terms of a benefits system, 84% wanted to see stricter testing for incapacity (disability) benefits [43]. The disgusting ‘welfare fraudster’ has dominated welfare debates with the intensification of neoliberal workfare restructuring over a ten-year period [44].

The prevalence of the disgusting welfare fraudster is not simply about the potentiality of welfare recipients engaging in a range of behavioural practices to subvert state welfare regimes for their individual benefit. The disgusting welfare fraudster, which disabled people are increasingly encountering [45], is tied to the moralisation of their workless status. While this has historically been a distinct feature of being disabled, the neoliberal individual moralisation of worklessness has not just targeted disabled people, but has also targeted the workless working class [40]. This intersectionality of disability and class, as a group of workless people, has not received the attention it has deserved, despite the numerous intersectionalities that appear to exist. As leading critical feminists exploring the subjective experience of the workless working class purport, the moralisation of the female form results in a complex inter-exchange of individual moralisation. We suggest, as identified below, that there are multiple intersecting features between the disabled woman and the working class woman, which become clear when the moralisation of their workless status becomes objectified in public discourse and policy.

As numerous scholars have suggested, disgust has become a prominent theme in neoliberal political debates. In Britain [46], the USA [47] and Australia [44], disgust has promulgated public discussions on people reliant on welfare and the ways in which they have been positioned in public discourse as the abject, the monstrous and the disgusting [18]. Work by prominent feminists, such as Haylett [40,48], Lawler [49] and Skeggs [50], brings to the fore the significant role of the abject, the monstrous and the disgusting in mediating class and gendered relations. The work of these academics is particularly salient in exposing a new moral reimagining of class and gender with the advent of neoliberal regulatory regimes. Within their accounts, the abject, the monstrous and the disgusting play a significant role in regulating working-class women. The working-class female form is reinscribed with new moral meanings, signifying the body as a space of value [50]. This process of inscription is always situated against the respectable middle class, as a means of justifying the growing inequality experienced by the working class, the poor and the disadvantaged, such as disabled people under neoliberal regulatory regimes. Haylett suggests that “this discourse solidifies liberal middle-class claims to moral and cultural superiority over others, it is culturally imperialist” ([48], p. 366).

The abject, the monstrous and the disgusting have been dominant themes within critical disability studies. Initially drawing on Mary Douglas’s seminal work Purity and Danger, Garland-Thomson, Hughes, LaCom, Schweik and Soldatic have extended Douglas’s account to explore the positioning of the disabled body as the space of abnormality, freakery and depravity [12,50,51,52,53,54,55]. In a similar vein to the work of Haylett, Lawler and Skeggs, these authors all contend that the moral reimagining of the impaired body has been central to the regulation of disability. For example, Schweik, in The Ugly Laws, highlights the continual positioning of disgust in public and legal discourse to support the removal of disabled people from US inner-city streets since the late 1800s [55]. Despite advances in social inclusion through legislation and policy for disabled people, disgust in public discourse remains a means of moral legitimacy to the building of institutions to remove disabled people from the polity [56]. LaCom situates the moral reimagining of the disabled body as abject, monstrous and disgusting in the emergence of modern medicine, denoting the stratification of disabled bodies in accordance with a hierarchy of disgust, from the least to the most disgusting [54]. Combined, these discourses and practices operate as forms of cultural imperialism, where the disabled subject is regulated by what Campbell refers to as able-bodied imperialism [57].

It is apparent that there are numerous overlapping concepts in the theorising of the abject, the monstrous and the disgusting within both feminist and critical disability theory. It is disgust, however, which we feel offers the most promising avenue for exploring the intersections of disability, class and gender with the emergence of neoliberal workfare regimes. Nussbaum argues that disgust “has throughout social history been used as a powerful weapon in social efforts to exclude certain groups and persons” ([58], p. 107) and this appears to be the case under neoliberal workfare regimes. The most salient adverse effect of disgust has been the reimagining of the working class as slothful, lazy and consequently undeserving of public welfare [17,44,46,48].

The moral inscription of bodies with nascent class meanings draws upon three key concepts underpinning the affective framing of disgust, two of which directly intersect with disability theorising on disgust and the impaired body. The first is working-class excess. The inscription of excess to the working class is a process of visualising a morally unworthy subject [50]. As Lawler has articulated, disgust legitimises middle-class sensibilities, where the middle-class body is a space of refined containment [49]. The bodily performance of the respectable middle-class self signifies a highly disciplined repertoire of internal regulation. Regarded as a superior performance of the self, this space of self-regulating regimes gains moral superiority through juxtaposition against a set of bodies that indulge in working-class profanities, such as uncontrolled and excessive drinking. Skeggs suggests that the working-class female form is marked by its conspicuous display of working-class feminine sexuality [50,59]. In Skeggs’ accounts, the female working-class form is in contempt of middle-class norms of respectable feminised performance, due to working-class women’s loud, expressive voices, and their bodily displays of excessive sexuality. The marking of the working-class body as a site of excess has become more pronounced under neoliberal regulatory regimes.

This theorising on working-class excess is intimately connected to what critical disability theorists refer to as unruly corporealities, where the unruly disabled body represents a direct challenge to a tightly controlled able-bodied performance ([60], p. 61). Writers such as LaCom and Shildrick argue that leaky, porous disabled bodies signify the extremes of an unruly corporeality, representing an affront to the normative construction of a tightly controlled, disciplined and contained able-bodied performance [54,61]. The oozing of bodily fluids, uncontrolled bodily spasms, along with unwieldy bodily organs, represents a direct threat to the moral hegemony of a controlled social order. The disabled body’s unruly display of one’s internal self should be contained deep within the private self, outside of public spaces and places [56]. Unruly disabled bodies signify the possibility of moral contamination with their porous bodily boundaries, and are used as markers to elevate perceptions of the able-bodied self, reproducing social imaginings of the contained, controlled and disciplined able-body [53]. Thus, the unruly disabled corporeality invokes a moral imaginary of uncontained bodies that transgress the able-bodied controlled performance of disciplined internal regulation. The disgusting excessive working-class form shares many properties with the disgusting unruly disabled form. Both sets of bodies are inscribed with normative evaluations that position their bodily performances as abhorrent, revolting and disgusting as compared to the superior social, moral and cultural sensibilities of the middle classes. Disgust is the common thread which ties the excessive working-class body to the unruly disabled body.

The second intersecting concept within both fields of work is that of distancing. As a range of disability theorists have correctly noted, the public abhorrence of the disabled body has been marked by extreme forms of spatial distancing, where the social containment of disabled people within the asylum has been a prominent state regulatory measure. Disgust has played a central role in this process and operates as a cultural, social, political and moral justification for excluding and removing disabled people from public spaces and places [55,56]. The unruly and disgusting disabled body signifies the extremes of human vulnerability [58], which is not solely a socio-biological positioning [62]. This strategy of distancing is also pursued to minimise the risk of contagion that these bodies represent to the moral, social and ethical formations of the self [62]. By establishing ‘borders of the self’ ([63], p. 26), the able-bodied draws a set of moral normative boundaries to mark out, separate and exclude those bodies that disrupt our internal sense of order. Thus, the development of disability segregation is driven by socio-normative evaluations explicit within disgust.

Processes of distancing have been central to the new moral economy of class. Drawing upon the work of Bourdieu (1984) in their analysis of class, Raisborough and Adams articulate the ways in which distancing has been a marked feature of the respectable middle class – as a mark of class distinction [64,65]. Haylett, Lawler and Skeggs all draw similar conclusions; however, these authors position disgust as central to the middle-class process of distancing, where distancing is a critical feature of maintaining the hegemony of the middle-class subject as morally desirable [48,49,50]. Ascriptions of value and moral worth are reconstituted through the middle-class practice of distancing itself from working-class profanity and excess. These authors also reveal how disgust and its associated processes of distancing allow a “silent normalisation of such privileged positions” ([49], p. 443).

There are multiple points of interplay between critical disability studies and critical feminist theory. However, a central component of disgust as a mediator of gendered class relations which has not been considered within the disability studies literature is the harnessing of disgust by respectable middle-class women to contain and distance themselves from working-class women. Disgust is pivotal in the formation of respectability [66] and, as Huggins suggests, has long been used by middle-class women “in managing and controlling class relationships” ([67], p. 587).

Critically, through the work of feminists including Haylett, Lawler and Skeggs, it is possible to identify the ways in which the moral attribution of respectability is integral to neoliberal regulatory practices, wherein the respectable woman establishes ‘borders of the self’ [63] to distance herself from the disgusting poor, disabled and disadvantaged woman. Skeggs notes the essentialising character of the disgust-respectability continuum in mediating gendered class relations when she argues that poor, disadvantaged working-class women are acutely aware of the ways in which respectable “appearance becomes a signifier of conduct” (original emphasis) ([50], p. 100).

Negotiating the middle-class gendered moral gaze invoked to assess, evaluate and monitor working-class women’s performance of respectability is of vital importance to the overall wellbeing of working-class women; hence, these middle-class women have become the primary gatekeepers of the social, cultural and moral capital required for social mobility [59]. The moral assessment of respectability is mediated by disgust and, depending on where on the continuum one falls, requires the ability to hold the respectable gendered middle-class performance in front of the vertical middle-class moral gaze [44,46,50].

The middle-class woman holds extensive power in welfare relations, dominating the professional field [68] and, more significantly, wielding the power to “label them [poor, disabled, working-class women] out of their social and political entitlements” ([69], p. 453). Children are removed from disabled women by social workers who are usually female, involuntary sterilisation of disabled girls is sought by their mothers, and material and other entitlements are often determined by care assessors who are overwhelmingly women [70,71]. While we acknowledge that there are exceptions to this rule—where caseworkers and social workers essentially act as ‘allies’ with disabled women and may subvert the rules out of commitment to social justice and seek to generate alternative visions for disabled women and girls—we are arguing that the culture of welfare needs a fundamental reformation where the power of assessment is shared between worker and client.

With the increasingly authoritarian structures of ‘citizen’ compliance embedded in neoliberal workfare regimes [72], our analysis suggests that these dominating political discourses of disgust have permeated boundaries down to the front-line level of the service environment as service workers are required to implement, monitor and control the shifting boundary of the deserving and the undeserving of state support with the intensification of Australian neoliberal workfare. In all, the disabled women participants of this study reveal the ways in which disgust is not just a means to define a set of ‘class relations’ but, in particular, becomes a unique governing technology to control and monitor the behaviour of disabled women forced into Australian neoliberal workfare programming.



3. Methodology and the Research Participants

Both of the researchers have also had extensive involvement with a range of local and national disability rights-based organisations over a long period of time. Given this history, disability rights-based advocacy groups were initially targeted to support the recruitment of the research participants. This strategy was seen to (a) protect and safeguard the interests of the research participants as these organisations had a relationship with those initially identified and therefore were able to guage their interests and willingness to participate in the project, and (b) ensure that the participants selected had some first-hand experience of the changing neoliberal workfare environment. This rich personal experience could be drawn upon to inform the research project.

An initial 30 disabled people were identified as part of a national study conducted by Soldatic; however, most of these were men. While this may be surprising, this reflected the historical and ongoing dominance of disabled men accessing disability employment programs [73,74] and the ways in which disabled women have been, and remain, marginalised from the open labour market due to the stereotyping that emerges with the intersectionality of disability and gender in Australia [75]. To gain access to more disabled women, the disability rights-based advocacy services provided introductions to disability employment services involved in neoliberal workfare programs. In all, nine disabled women were willing to participate in the study. One of the primary reasons for our interest in this particular group is the historical and continuing uneven gender distribution of disability employment services and supports in Australia, and greater insight into disabled women’s experience is necessary to critically engage with public policy debates on these issues.

While we are not claiming that findings from a small sample can be generalised, we do believe our analysis will resonate, to a greater or lesser extent, with disabled women across Australia and the industrialised world. Indeed, a previous study by one of the authors, of women going through the rehabilitation and training system in the 1980s, came to very similar conclusions [76].

The nine disabled women who participated in this study came from three states in Australia: Western Australia, New South Wales and Victoria. All the participants were located within the main cities of these states (Perth, Sydney and Melbourne); however, of those living in Sydney and Melbourne, most resided in the outer suburbs. The disabled women from Perth were mostly within a 10-kilometre radius of the city.

The women had a range of impairment types, though the realm of sensory impairment was the most dominant, with seven participants having a vision impairment and one with hearing impairment as a secondary disability. All except one of the participants, Rachel, had experienced either no or short-term intermittent employment over the 2–5 years prior to the interviews. The interviews were conducted in a range of settings, either at the participants’ homes, at the disability rights-based advocacy organisations or, in the case of Theresa—a young woman with a dual sensory and neurological impairment—at the disability workfare organisation. Before the interviews commenced, the lead researcher, Soldatic, discussed the purpose of the project and asked if participants consented to (a) participating in the study and (b) being recorded. Transcripts were then made anonymous to protect their identities.



4. The Place of Disgust: Disability, Class and Gender

The process of creating a negative identity for disabled people began with the announcement of disability workfare restructuring by the political elite. The nine working-class disabled women who participated in this study were aware of this political strategy to delegitimise their claims for disability entitlements at the macro scale. More specifically, these women highlighted the ways in which maintaining a disabled identity as a woman living on welfare was constantly questioned within disabled places of workfare. In attempting to gain access to the necessary supports to move from welfare to work, these women were constantly required to reiterate the validity of their disabled identity.

As Miller notes, one of the key features of disgust is that “[W]e end up punishing the stigmatized, who may have no justifiable cause for feeling guilt for their stigma” ([66], p. 202). Melissa, a woman in her early twenties from Perth, articulates this process when she highlights the repetitive barrage of questions that she has had to endure when applying for disability employment support following the advent of workfare: “[T]his is the third interview ... at which I’ve answered questions about the type of work I’m seeking and how my vision impairment and other factors will affect my employment.”

The constant questioning of working-class disabled women and their claims for disability entitlements is about both “establish[ing] or confirm[ing] ... social and moral worth” ([66], p. 217). Within these spaces, disgust operates as a ‘policing exercise’ ([77], p. 90) employed to detect and exclude fraudulent bodies. Julia, from Perth, identifies the way in which disgust has become central to policing disabled women with the advent of neoliberal workfare when she states that the disability workfare reforms are:

“... geared to shunting us off to employment agencies and a lot of referrals, paperwork, applications. I felt it was more a run-around, going to them and I felt like I had to train them, whereas they were getting paid to help us. We were in effect doing twice the running around.”

Here, disgust works to contain working-class disabled women within the nascent spaces of disability workfare. Once contained inside these spaces, disabled women can then be actively policed by case workers who have been charged with new sanctioning powers. These disabled women have to repeatedly legitimise their claims to a disabled identity worthy of state support, in addition to working hard to ensure that the middle-class case worker understands what their bodies are worth as willing but, contradictorily, able workers.

The disabled women who participated in this study reflected on the ways in which their bodies had been inscribed with the new moral evaluative framework, which had the power to deny them access to the resources they needed. As Susie, a working-class disabled woman living on welfare in Sydney, suggests, you are required to assert your legitimacy for a disability claim while simultaneously ensuring that you are not too unruly, as excess unruliness may be detrimental to securing access to vital resources. She states that, “it is like an extra step to demonstrate that you are worth it. If you do speak up it is seen as, ‘She has got a chip on her shoulder’.”

The power of disgust also resides in its ability to compel those with a deeply stigmatised identity, such as the women of this study, to “internalise the social judgements made of their stigmatisation as shame, self-loathing, self-disgust, self-contempt and self-hatred” ([65], p. 202). The repetitive questioning of one’s legitimacy in terms of disability status and the ongoing surveillance that the disabled women in this study endure within disabled workfare spaces has left them with internalised feelings of self-disgust. Shumie describes this process when narrating her most recent experience of being ‘rated’ and ‘classified’ by her case worker. Shumie identifies the internal distrust that emerges when one is continuously faced with a system that defines you with moral disgust. Similarly to Susie, Shumie articulates the ways in which she has begun to self-regulate her behaviour to protect herself from the middle-class moral gaze of disgust: “Then, what happens is that you sort of sit there in the office and they basically are meant to rate you from one to five. You sort of sit there going, ‘I wonder how much more to divulge’.”

Rachel, a woman in her mid-thirties with cerebral palsy, has been involved in a number of workfare programs, but has refused to register for any more, following the advent of sanctioning powers awarded to case workers within disability workfare spaces. In Rachel’s experience, disgust has been the signifier of her most recent and final relationship with her case worker. Rather than taking on the identity of a disgusting welfare fraudster, Rachel mounted a direct challenge, which resulted in a hail of bullying, harassment and surveillance, even within the home:

“I was at the point she had me so terrified, haranguing and bullying me, I took the phone off the hook and all but hid under the bed. She set up an interview for me and I wasn’t going to go because I didn’t want to. She turned up at my door with another staff member from the agency who I had never met before; these women sat in my living room and proceeded to lecture me for 45 minutes on the realities of looking for work when you have a disability. Two able-bodied women, I might add, lecturing me about not expecting all places to be accessible.”

Thus, Rachel has resisted the moral stigmatisation that has emerged with her workless status as a disabled woman living on welfare entitlements, despite the propensity of workfare discourses and practices to moralise such behaviour and individualise resistance to workfare as belonging to the abject welfare workless fraudster and therefore, morally undeserving of state support, rights and entitlements [13].

Haylett, in her work with Afro-American working-class women forced into workfare programming in the USA, clearly identifies the necessity of claiming respectability for oneself within neoliberal spaces, as a means to shed oneself of the moral attributes inscribed as disgust [40]. Shedding gendered class markers that signify disgust through the performance of respectability is critical to permeating class boundaries as a socially mobile subject. Skeggs [59] suggests that working-class women have found themselves profoundly conflicted in attempting to gain the moral respectability awarded to white middle-class women in their interactions within the public sphere, while simultaneously resisting those same notions of respectability internally. Working-class disabled women are not only expected to take on gendered forms of ‘respectable’ performance, but are actually coached by disability labour-market service workers in precisely how to do so [76].2] Theresa, a working-class disabled woman, lives with her parents, one of whom is deaf, in an outer Melbourne suburb. In the dialogue below, Theresa and her disability case manager discuss with the researcher Theresa’s work to overcome her daily practices of impairment, which the case worker marks out as culturally undesirable, drawing on moral discourses of disgust:

IOE2: So, Theresa has really come a very long way. I guess we have done a lot of work together, haven’t we? There has been a bit of counselling involved. Would you agree with that?

Theresa: Yes.

IOE2: Theresa used to get really over-excited, didn’t you? Like, you would come in and you would be talking at 100 miles an hour, and real loud.

Theresa: Really loud.

IOE2: We discussed that, and you have worked so well on that. You know now that there is no need to nearly send me deaf. There is no need for it.

Theresa: You see, I have got a deaf father, and an almost deaf mother, and a deaf grandmother, so you kind of got these—

IOE2: I don’t want to be the next one in line.

Theresa: We talked about that.

IOE2: So, Theresa has really taken that on board. We have just got this really good rapport going where I can be completely honest with Theresa, and Theresa will take that on board, and that is fantastic. All of these skills are to help you at work, you know.

Theresa is achieving a milestone on the respectability ladder. Some of her qualities, which are potentially associated with her neurological impairment, are framed as ‘over-excited’, signifying an unruly corporeality. Campbell refers to this ontological construction of ableism as the misrecognition of differing corporealities [57]. However, Campbell’s analysis of ableism, which includes gender and disability, does not address class. Theresa, as a subject, is inscribed not only by the cultural reproduction of ableism, but also by those of class and gender, as a working-class woman living on state welfare. The female form, as Thomas argues, is a feminised space of disablement, class and gender [78] and, as Clear and Gleeson have suggested, the cultural reproduction of ableism emerges from the materiality of disability social relations [79].

Moreover, Theresa’s loudness is associated with disgust, as it symbolises the drawing of attention to her class-based excess. Skeggs argues that this process of embodiment symbolises working-class women’s disruption of respectable middle-class gendered embodiment [50]. Theresa’s disabled working-class femininity, and its reproduction within the household, is stripped of its legitimacy as a form of social being. In the dialogue above, it is interpreted by the disability social worker as an intrusion into public spaces of neoliberal workfare meta-governance. We see the role of disgust throughout this dialogue and the threat of contagion as it permeates bodily borders through the case worker’s statement that “I don’t want to be the next one in line”, referring to the possibility of contamination by Theresa’s daily lived practices of impairment and working-class embodiment, resulting in a process of what Tyler refers to as being abject by how our embodiment is defined in relation to the middle-class respectability [80].

The service worker’s middle-class feminine respectability is not only legitimised through this process, but also extends itself to colonise poor disabled women’s bodies—as a form of cultural imperialism [50,57]. Disability workfare spaces have become the new factories for producing and reproducing the ‘normal’. It also expands Skeggs’ argument on middle-class feminine respectability, which states that the lived existence of working-class female forms is subject to specific practices of cultural reproduction [59]. For disabled working-class women, a tightly controlled performance of able-bodied middle-class respectable femininity becomes a necessary part of their daily practices in order to receive the vital services and resources they need to gain access to the labour market.

Finally, practices of regulating classed and gendered respectability also involved enforcing middle-class moral codes of mothering. While the political elite perpetuated the moral imagery of a morally fraudulent welfare subject, requiring behavioural intervention, disability workfare spaces engaged in ‘social practices of morality’ [81]. The bodies of working-class disabled women that fell within the reproductive sphere were tightly regulated to ensure they complied with white middle-class moral codes of mothering, as Emma, a young single mother with a psychiatric illness living in Victoria, discovered:

Emma: She got the authorities onto me because she thought that I wasn’t looking after my son well and she thought that I didn’t know how to spend my money because I used to spend my money like it grows on trees.

Researcher: Is that what she said to you?

Emma: Yeah, because I had problems paying childcare.

Researcher: Did you feel that was true?

Emma: No.

Emma receives a NewStart Allowance rather than a Disability Support Pension, and therefore receives a lower income payment and associated entitlements, despite having a diagnosis of mental illness. As a result, the level of material hardship she experiences is much greater than that of a disabled woman with children on a DSP. Emma is one of the liminal people caught ‘in between’, resulting from the state’s adoption of a number of practices to diminish the number of disabled people accessing disability entitlements. Rather than recognising the structural material deprivation of Emma’s position, the case worker misrepresents Emma’s position as individualised pathology, and as an inherent flaw in her moral character. Emma’s status as a working-class disabled woman, undeserving of disability entitlements, is further pathologised by her status as a single mother.

Skeggs suggests that such a process also enables middle-class women to become upwardly mobile as they ‘fix’ poor working-class women for their own advantage [50]. Marking Emma as unruly and non-compliant reproduces the case worker’s respectability as the benevolent middle-class woman. The material deprivation which affects Emma’s ability to pay for childcare is marked out as excess by Emma’s recounting of the case worker’s interpretation of her material reality as “spend[ing] ... money like it grows on trees”. Unruly poverty, experienced by most disabled people surviving on workfare payments, can thus be seen to entail a process of moralising the feminine disabled working-class subject against the normate respectable middle-class woman.3 This juxtaposition signifies the way disgust functions to “maintain distance whilst in proximity” (original emphasis) ([50], p. 102) between the case worker and Emma, encapsulating the reproduction of power within workfare spaces of meta-governance.



5. Conclusions

By combining the critical disabilities studies literature on disgust with that of critical feminist theory, we have identified the varying forms of neoliberal workfare regulatory practices that have emerged in Australian disability workfare programming. Disabled women interviewed as part of this study were able to articulate the ways in which they had been reimagined in public discourse and representation as the disgusting ‘welfare fraudster’ by the political elite at the national level. More significantly, through their narratives, we have illuminated the way in which disgust has traversed the boundaries of place. The respectable middle-class case worker drew upon disgust to manage the welfare-to-work transitions of some working-class disabled women, which, in some instances, directly denied them access to the vital resources they needed, not only for social mobility, but in order to sustain an adequate level of material and emotional wellbeing.

With the emergence of neoliberal workfare as social policy hegemony, the nation-state’s political reimagining of the disabled person on welfare as the disgusting ‘welfare fraudster’ has radically reconfigured disability relations within environments that were initially designed to support disabled people’s inclusion, participation and representation. Consequently, a new set of socio-relations has emerged to govern disabled people forced to move through these spaces. The preceding analysis has ascertained that processes of embodiment are shaped, framed and regulated by the affective spatial dynamics of power. Disgust has been a dominating moral, social and cultural discourse and practice in shaping these processes of embodiment. All nine disabled women could clearly articulate the growing presence of disgust, along with the diverse processes of negotiation required to maintain their distance from its increasing power. Simultaneously, the respectable case worker drew upon disgust to “maintain distance whilst in proximity” [50]. Thus, disgust has always been, and recently has become blatantly apparent, a key technique of governance within disability workfare spaces and the gendered relations that these entail.

As suggested in the theoretical discussion earlier in this paper, the disabled identity is not only gendered but also bears markers of class, particularly for those disabled women forced to participate in state-sponsored neoliberal workfare spaces due to their working-class location. The neoliberal reproduction of the benevolent respectable woman draws upon a set of moral boundaries, sorting, dividing and classifying the worthy from the unworthy working-class subject [40]. While we acknowledge that this is not always the case, often the respectable case worker’s moral imagining and marking of the disabled women living on welfare benefits with either disgust or respectability mediates access to the vital social, moral and cultural capital necessary to become socially mobile. In many instances, the disabled women participating in this study had to carry out a ‘tightly controlled tightrope performance’, balancing the act of disabled unruliness with middle-class respectability in order to maintain access to these vital resources.

These disabled women had to move up the respectability ladder in the eyes of the middle-class case worker, from the disgusting to the respectable in an attempt to moderate or overcome her disability. The disgust-respectability continuum was central to this movement, and reveals that the class positioning of disabled women shapes their experience of workfare within these spaces. As authors, our hope is that this study will provide the impetus for greater elaboration on the disabled identity to ensure that the full gamut of complex and daily lived disabled identities is captured and represented. Further, we hope that this paper encourages the critical examination of the contradiction of disabled people’s right to work as central to citizenship claims [83] and the ways in which this demand has actively undermined disabled people’s just claims for welfare social provisioning as an entitlement of citizenship (see [19,84]).

Finally, there is a conspicuous absence of the notion of respectability within disability feminist accounts. Though disabled women are constantly moving through a diverse range of helping spaces and places [15,38,85], there is limited academic understanding of the ways in which respectability mediates gendered class (dis)abled relations. We would suggest that this is likely due to the lack of interest in the class stratification of disability within the field itself. The general tendency is to situate disabled people as a homogeneous class category, and while disabled feminist analysis has deepened the analytic lens of disability gendered relations, it has yet to explore the realm of respectability in mediating able-bodied/disabled gendered class relations.

As this paper reveals, performing respectability is of extreme material importance to working-class disabled women living on workfare, and is thus conceptually critical to elaborating the shared experience of class for disabled women within these spaces. From an academic perspective, therefore, we advocate not only for further research which elucidates gendered disablement, but also for research which seeks to explain the stratification of disability along class lines. This task is vital to identify possible strategies of resistance within these spaces, and more importantly, to advance working-class disabled women’s collective struggle for respect, recognition and redistribution.
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	1 Throughout this paper we use ‘disabled people’ and ‘disabled women’ to refer to processes of disablism that denote the way in which people with impairments are accorded the identity of ‘disabled’ through structural processes of disablement [1]. 

	2 This study of the Commonwealth Rehabilitation Services and its services for women in the mid-1980s revealed that while the head of the organisation was committed to improving access for women clients, a significant number of senior staff identified moves towards equity for women as discrimination against men. In 1984/5 women made up only 30% of clients. In the same year the outcomes for women post-rehabilitation and training showed that women were five times more likely to have an occupation status as ‘home duties’ than men. The research uncovered pervasive thinking that disabled women did not seriously want or need to work. In one rehabilitation institution the only priority for women was seen as a self-care program involving contact with major fashion and make-up enterprises ([76], p. 140).

	3 Our meaning of ‘unruly poverty’ as distinct from ‘poverty’ is to capture the ways in which disability results in higher levels of poverty, as compared to the ‘able-bodied’, due to the additional costs incurred to sustain even an absolute basic level of wellbeing (rather than relative level of wellbeing), such as additional transport costs, pharmaceutical goods and medical products, and specialised dietary requirements, from living in an exclusionary society [82].
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