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ABSTRACT

This work brings new understanding to the subtle ways in which the ability of one rural
community to change is curtailed by self-reinforcement of an ideology not entirely of their
own making. In a political environment where economic returns and population growth
appear to be the true indicators of value and success, the struggle of some rural communities
to change a long term and seemingly intractable trajectory of decline is well documented. The
historical importance of rural communities as a place where food and fibre are grown has
been challenged by market forces, climatic conditions and the relative growth of cities and
service-based industries over the last three decades. To people in rural areas experiencing
population stasis or decline, the situation appears to be a competition that is not being won at
a local level.
This thesis employs critical ethnography to understand a layered investigation of the
ideological paradigms internalised by leaders in this community in a place-based setting to
explore how this influences political advocacy and action. The work focusses on the
Wimmera Southern Mallee region in Victoria, Australia with a particular emphasis on the
city of Horsham as the major regional centre. The purpose of this work is to understand how
ideology and behaviours are used to reinforce a system of power that is dominated by
prestige leadership. The work also considers how external political and ideological
influences may further reinforce on to leaders in the region a set of values and expectations
which negatively impact on action and outcomes. The findings of this work have
implications for rural community engagement, regional development, place-based initiatives
and regional advocacy.
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INTRODUCTION
This doctoral study is driven by a need to understand the difficult intersection between
politics, ideology and rural life. How this intersection impacts on the competitiveness and
activism of rural people is an important consideration which is often overlooked in regional
development and public policy. When political expectations around public investment are
market driven, and population growth and economic returns are the points that matter, rural
communities confront a serious problem. Many towns and communities in Western Victoria
find ageing and declining populations to be the norm. Political ideologies direct policy and
investment decisions, and in many of these locations opportunities for organic and sustained
population growth are extremely limited. Then, low populations and perceived isolation can
further reinforce a perception of inevitable decline that discourages private sector investment.
It is a wicked problem.
I have titled this thesis grand designs, grim reality, political representation, competition and
equity in rural Victoria, acknowledging the history of the Wimmera Southern Mallee region
has been one of grand designs and national political power. Significant public and private
historic investment supported the development of infrastructure, manufacturing and education
in an era when growth was not just an aspiration, but a reality.
During this period of grand design, the region produced two notable Prime Ministers. This
region was the birthplace of Australia’s longest serving Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies
from Jeparit in the north and Malcolm Fraser, from Nareen (between Balmoral and Casterton)
to the south. While Menzies was long lived as a political leader, Fraser was also a high
performer for conservative politics, delivering the biggest election victory of any federal
incumbent in Australian history, although a set of unique circumstances did precede his
election victory with the dismissal of the Whitlam Government (Ayers, 1987; Kelly, 2013).
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Fraser was also arguably the last Prime Minister to hold a line, albeit a wavering one, which
limited the political dominance of economic rationalism, although elements of economic
conservatism and individual responsibility have been mistaken for early Thatcherism. Kelly
(2013) argues that Fraser “was really a disciplinarian upholding the Australian tradition
against the rising tide of pro-market reformers” (p 357). The development of this pro-market
political ideology through the 1980s gave precedence to market forces as a determinant of
success and has, I believe, been a key driver in the loss of people and opportunity from rural
areas and a core part of building competition rather than cooperation between regions,
communities and business sectors.
Using the Wimmera Southern Mallee as a regional case study this thesis argues that effective
regional development, leadership and planning requires an understanding of the hidden
ideologies and the constraints these place on rural communities if change is to be possible.
This thesis contends that leadership in this regional community is driven by a prestige model
of performance which reinforces the status quo. This thesis will argue that the close nature of
community, particularly at leadership level encourages the maintenance of orthodox
leadership models that limit inclusion, discourage dissent and ultimately restrict the ability of
the region to embrace change. This positioning is gendered, racialised and reinforced
through hidden ideological values based on historical and cultural understandings which are
largely unconsciously communicated through leadership networks.
At the same time, this thesis asserts that the conformity of regional leaders is constantly
challenged by changing external social worldviews. This creates internal conflict within the
region which must be resolved in order to maintain a sense of uniformity at regional level. I
contend that this also impacts the region’s ability to move towards a shared goal, as strategic
planning action routinely fails to resolve differing worldviews at sub-regional level. Leaders
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and community members find it difficult to maintain conformity to a position that is often
poorly aligned with personal perspectives. As a result, regional strategic planning often has
only of temporary value in aligning the regional perspective and routinely fails to capture
ongoing interest. This can also result in sub-regional conflict as leaders seek to maintain a
perspective that pursues a strategic agenda while people within the broader community
remain disinterested, oblivious, or worse, diametrically opposed.
The grand designs and political power of yesteryear have now given way to a grim reality as
a shift in ideology towards market economics over the last three decades has confused rural
perceptions of self, power and place. At the same time, political and economic drivers have
created a sense of competition between regions for people and investment. This lack of unity
and tangled worldviews held by rural people has affected self-worth. It has also allowed a
laissez faire approach to be fostered by successive governments at state and federal levels
with regard to the serious, intractable negative externalities which are experienced by people
in rural spaces.
Locating the Research Area
This doctoral study covers the Wimmera Southern Mallee region of Victoria, but has a
particular emphasis on Horsham as the service ‘hub’ for the region. Geographically, the
Wimmera Southern Mallee region consists of five local government areas, Hindmarsh,
Horsham, West Wimmera, Yarriambiack and Northern Grampians. The locating of the
research with existing political geographical boundaries in this way has an element of
‘naturalness’ as the same alignment of local government areas applies for the established
Wimmera Development Association (WDA), which focusses on sustainable economic
development (Wimmera Development Association, 2016) and the more recently established
state government initiated Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership (WSMRP)
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(Regional Development Victoria, 2019). State and Federal political areas do not fully align
with this region, with the Federal Member of Parliament’s area covering the local
government areas of Hindmarsh, Horsham, Yarriambiack and West Wimmera, but only part
of the Northern Grampians Shire. (Australian Electoral Commission, 2019). The Victorian
Member of Parliament also has only partial alignment with local government areas, covering
Hindmarsh, Horsham, West Wimmera, part of Yarriambiack Shire and part of Northern
Grampians Shire. (Victorian Electoral Commission, 2019)
As the research progressed, a focus was applied to Horsham, the largest city in this region, as
well as the location of a significant number of services. Many of the government services and
programs are located in this regional centre, and aspects of leadership activity for the region
tend to coordinate in Horsham.

Figure 1. Map of Wimmera Southern Mallee local government areas in Victoria. Taken from
AITHER (2019).
19

Background Research Context
I was born in the Wimmera at the very end of the 1970s – just as Australia started to embrace
neoliberal ideology. I am, in many ways, a product of this time, and my childhood experience
was one of watching the rationalisation of public sector services and the shifts in our
community in response to lost services and our changing opportunities. As a child, this just
seemed to be normal, although I also learned that we didn’t have to like it. Often, after a
period of frustration, and anger at politicians, banks or other institutions and their failure to
understand us I watched as people in the community were forced to reframe their thinking
again and again to accept whatever change was to become the new normal. I learned that
some changes made things better, and some were negative. Our role as rural people in many
ways was to stoically just keep going, lifting our eyes and resolutely focussing on making
good with what we still had. It was the story of rural life, and it still is.
I left my home community early for my secondary and tertiary education, opportunities that I
acknowledge were not available to everyone, and eventually embarked on a career in the city,
straddling the great divide in rural public policy – that of city people deciding outcomes for
rural people. I was a person who grew up in a rural area, and still had strong connections to
my rural family. But I was living in a city, and, as I shifted into my professional career, I
often sought work that placed me in the middle of rural public policy. I was that unusual
person who could at times translate how country people ‘might feel’ about a change in policy,
and ultimately report back to rural people about why such a change was necessary. I often
found myself in the (sometimes unenviable) position of being a ‘translator’ between city and
country.
I returned from Melbourne to my home region in 2006, in the middle of a severe drought,
having bought into the ideology of rural living as a result of a project I was working on at the
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time. This investigated ways to support retaining rural people in rural communities for the
Victorian Parliament. I was one of their success stories, because during my work on that
project, I moved home to my rural community. A key influence for this transition at the time
was that I had begun to feel that, as a public policy advocate, it was inauthentic to talk about
rural issues when I no longer lived in a rural community. I was afraid my recollections of
rural life were starting to get hazy.
It has taken me more than a decade since returning to rural life to find some understanding
about the complex ways in which things get done here. One of the biggest frustrations I have
found is that when you are a rural person, urban people start to view you as a bit of an oddity.
Without question, it is easier to translate the issues of rural people and make city people
understand if you are a city person yourself. When you live here, people make all sorts of
negative assumptions about your competence and ability and assume your choice to be in the
country is more about giving up on your life and your career than strengthening it. When you
live in a really rural area, you constantly feel like all the onus is on the rural person to make
the other side understand. There’s a sort of privilege that exists for the urban person that
blinds them to the sharp experience of the people who provide Australia’s food and the green
spaces for idyllic rural holidays. For the people who live here, it often feels like everything is
a fight. You cannot take anything for granted. It does not seem unreasonable to want to be
able to access a doctor or repair a classroom for your children so they can have a more
comfortable day at school, but equity on basic things often falls short. I’ve seen rural people
use all sorts of tactics in public policy to bridge the divide. There is a full range of approaches
– extending from deep servility and obsequiousness, to frustration, anger and protest, the
latter of which are often reviled by rural peers because it is not polite. Then there is what I
like to refer to as big hat buffoonery, which is the model where we wear big hats, and drop
our vowels and sentence structure to reinforce our status as an oddity to get what we should
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be entitled to. If we perform well, we might get the funding we need to survive. This model
is however (perhaps thankfully) dying out with the older white male generation. The next
generation are somewhat more reluctant to force themselves to perform in this theatrical
approach that has now been appropriated by Australian politicians such as Barnaby Joyce and
Bob Katter.
Ironically, I’ve seen politicians and departmental people do the same to bridge the divide they
perceive with us. Before a country trip a seasoned bureaucrat will rush to purchase some RM
Williams boots, gingham checked shirts and an Akubra hat. I recently attended a local
meeting where you could pick the city bureaucrats, they were the ones wearing all the
expensive brand-new country-wear fashion outfits. In contrast, the locals were not having a
day out wearing fancy gear, we had all rushed from our workplaces still in our uniforms or
Target essentials, trying to juggle this important visitation in between finishing work and
making dinner for our families.
Being in a position to be heard and understood can be extremely difficult. There is no perfect
approach to achieve this outcome, and rural people are usually their own worst critics. I
constantly observed rural people making judgements about the approaches and methods of
other people when they are trying to be heard. It is this criticism in particular that largely led
me to undertake this doctoral research study. I have thought extensively about whether there
is a right way for rural people to engage in political representation. Rural political
representation is defined in a very general sense, meaning not just how rural communities
engage all levels of government, but also how they present themselves, and act and engage
politically. It is this aspect of my doctoral research that is most valuable in terms of
improving the understanding of rural people’s place in the world and how the Wimmera
Southern Mallee region may change its trajectory.
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Rural communities are often viewed as static – and people are wont to say that ‘nothing ever
changes here’ but that depends on your perspective. Rural communities are the ones that feel
change personally and profoundly, in ways that would never hit the radar of a city person. I
have often made the point that the loss of one doctor in a rural community can disrupt
everything, but in a suburb of Melbourne, it would hardly register. It is partially this
difference of scale that makes it so hard for urban people and policymakers to understand the
consequences of sometimes relatively minor policy changes on rural communities.
The rural story is one of survival and struggle through periods of decline and reformation.
When I thought about the right way to advocate on rural issues, it inevitably led me to think
about what power it is that the Wimmera Southern Mallee holds and how people might be
able to harness this to improve outcomes. The two big selling points for political investment
in an area are usually population and economics. The Wimmera Southern Mallee struggles to
demonstrate adequate performance in either area, although I have seen people attempt to hide
this dark truth from themselves and those they advocate to and for.
The population in this region is largely static and ageing or in decline. The Wimmera
Southern Mallee is an inland Victorian region – one that finds itself in an unenviable situation
of not being close to the ocean, and not being close enough to a capital city – the elements
that are considered the ‘best case scenarios’ for growth and development (Brown and Schafft,
2011; Gray and Lawrence, 2001). Horsham is situated approximately half-way between
Melbourne and Adelaide, and in football finals season, the town’s public toilets and fast food
outlets are highly utilised by interstate travellers passing through. This region also has some
great natural features including the Grampians/Gariwerd National Park and Mount Arapiles.
But, for those with financial mobility, there are probably more accessible places to retire, and
for working age people, less isolated spots to make a living and raise children. In theory, the
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population pressure of Melbourne living should make this region look attractive, but
something is missing.
Agriculture remains the mainstay of the Wimmera Southern Mallee, but the industry is
constantly innovating in ways that make efficiency gains that require fewer people to support
its industry. The alternative industries required to attract people to our towns are a struggle to
sustain. In a global marketplace, the competitive advantage for industries that are not tied
specifically to what is produced in this community (grains) is very limited. Governments
embrace growth. For them growth equals confidence, which breeds success, and in turn
success attracts investment.
Success is, in many ways, inexorably linked to economics. And this is a point of significant
pain for this region. I first heard the term ‘millennial drought’ when undertaking research for
this doctoral study. It was a term coined to differentiate the different periods of drought that
have been experienced in recent years. I returned here in the middle of the millennial drought.
At some point there were a couple of good rainfall years (and one flood), but then the region
moved back into drought. Each year the agricultural season starts with optimism, and locals
wait with a sense of impending doom in those years where the rain stops falling, or
sometimes never even starts. The Wimmera Southern Mallee had a mediocre agricultural
season in 2018 (unless you were in the south where it was a very good year), but the 2019
season was a success across the region, and has created some optimism for 2020 and a return
to a post-drought economy. Despite this, agriculture is almost always worth the optimism of
making the investment, but never sure of the returns until they are in the bank.
Agriculture is the industry which delivers the real ‘bang’ in terms of economic worth. Service
industries, manufacturing and construction are simply too small to draw much attention at
macro level. When agriculture has a bad year, everyone in the region feels it – even if those

24

who have no genuine connection to the industry. When the region is in drought, the gross
regional product contributed to Victoria falls dramatically. Regional leaders can divine the
region’s sense of worth when the farmers have a good year, yet sustaining that level of
performance is not within local control.
The Wimmera Southern Mallee is a community with very little power in the context of
neoliberal values of growth and economics. This knowledge does, at times, force those in
regional advocacy positions to shift the conversation to disadvantage. Because that is the only
other thing that attracts attention, and the region does have pockets of significant
disadvantage. This thesis demonstrates that people in this community have been strongly
conditioned to focus on the positive, and bring solutions to the table when engaging with
political leaders. Because if there is one thing a government hates more than hearing about a
problem, it is hearing about a problem and then being forced to take responsibility for
building a solution. Bring a solution to the political table, and the learning is that an advocate
is more likely to achieve a positive response.
But, the problem with that is that many points of disadvantage are created or at the very least
exacerbated by elements which are outside the control of the region or its local leaders. As
stated earlier, they are wicked problems. And I am convinced that this ‘solution-focussed’
approach, in and of itself, forces us to gloss over the genuine depth and intractability of our
problems, driving short-term band-aid solutions that are doomed to fail. This failure in turn
builds and reinforces the case against regional investment. Ultimately this scenario provides a
foundation for policy think-tanks like the Grattan Institute, along with major metropolitan
newspapers, to argue the case that investment in regional development has failed and we
should all be put on “palliative care” (Wright, 2018; Daley, 2012).
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Arguing the case to close the doors on rural communities is narrow minded, short-sighted and
comes from a place of privilege where the ideology of neoliberal economics and
managerialism holds sway. This thesis is a close reading of ideology and power as they
manifest in Horsham and its hinterland region. It is these two things that drive what happens
in our community and ultimately the wellbeing of the region. Power and ideology also
determine what equity should look like for a rural area, and it is ideology that drives the
concept of competition between and within communities. Some competition is healthy,
however too much can break the spirit and cause a sense of community hopelessness.
Hope requires real opportunities to confront the world and challenge the social relations that
dominate (Smyth: 2011). The values and ideologies that people accept leads to a social
contract, and ultimately it is all of us who hold the power as to how we want to share our
existence. I am not the first researcher to observe that our cities are congested. Infrastructure
is not keeping pace with the needs of Australian cities. A number of the people I interviewed
for this thesis were bemused as to why more people are not relocating to the Wimmera
Southern Mallee. It is the simplest way to solve our population and service access problems,
and it solves the population problems of the cities at the same time. This thesis contends that
the answer lies in ideology and power (both our own, and that which is inflicted upon us from
outside).
Conceptual framework
This doctoral study is intended to provide an understanding of the way in which people in this
region engage politically, view themselves, and respond to issues of competition and equity.
This research involves a deeper consideration of culture, with the intent of seeking not only to
understand it, but to change it (Thomas, 1993). This is the intent of the methodology of this
thesis, that uses a critical ethnographic approach. It has been necessary to build a layered
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interpretation of the complex interplay of power, ideology and action for this region and the
outcomes that result. Critical social research has the specific intent of being emancipatory
“from structural and systematic constraints that both result from, and sustain our inability to
know and understand – that is, to recognise – how the defining features of modern societal
reality prevent actors from actualizing socially desirable goals” (Dahms, 2011: 271-272).
This is the central objective of this research.
The theoretical approach for this work is also influenced by the critical theory of Mills (2000)
and in particular his seminal work The Sociological Imagination which is a critical
interpretation of social action through a deep consideration of the structural, cultural and
historical elements pertaining to an issue. Mills considers the plight of the individual in a
society in a similar way to how the challenges of a single region (such as the Wimmera
Southern Mallee) could be considered given the limited influence one region has over
broader social and political outcomes at state or national levels. Mills (2000) explains this
discombobulating experience in an insightful way, stating:
from the individual’s standpoint, much that happens seems the result of manipulation,
of management, of blind drift; authority is often not explicit; those with power often
feel no need to make it explicit and to justify it. That is one reason why ordinary men,
when they are in trouble or when they sense that they are up against issues, cannot get
clear targets for thought and for action; they cannot determine what it is that imperils
the values they vaguely discern as theirs (Mills: 2000:169-170).
This thesis is focussed on drawing out the hidden aspects of individual and community
experience that Mills identifies in his work, as it applies to this region – exploring the
interplay between individuals, ideology, community and politics.
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This also requires an understanding of the role of radical power, how it is reinforced and how
it impacts the competitiveness and actions undertaken by people in this region (Lukes 2005).
Radical power describes a situation where individuals may act against their own best
interests, without a conversant understanding that they are actually doing so. The research
undertakes a critical inquiry examining issues from a three dimensional view similar to that
which has been promulgated by Lukes (2005) with respect to power. He argues that there are
three perspectives on power, the liberal conception, the reformist and the radical.
The liberal conception of power is considered to be the obvious understanding of power, a
pluralist approach, where individuals debate the alternatives and make a decision. The
reformist model applies a level of criticism and may look at issues of inequity amongst the
participants and also what may be kept hidden from the discussion (Lukes, 2005). However,
Lukes’ view of radical power “maintains that people’s wants may themselves be a product of
a system which works against their interests, and, in such cases, relates the latter to what they
would want or prefer, were they able to make the choice” (p 38).
This thesis uses following conceptual approach based on Lukes (2005):
Ethnographic

What the data looks like

Layer
Superficial
(Liberal)

Influencing theoretical
approaches

The visible problems – data and

McManus and Pritchard

known issues reported by interview

(2000); Brown and Schafft

participants

(2011); Gray and
Lawrence (2001)

Ideological

The ideologies expressed by interview

Wild (1974); Dempsey

(Reformist)

participants in interviews;

(1990); Dempsey (1992);
Oliga (1996); Sowell
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consideration of how these ideologies

(1995); Beer (2014);

inform individual decision making

Sotarauta (2016); Case and
Bae (2018); Parsons
(1967)

Radical

Deep critical consideration of the

Vidich and Bensmann

material presented in interviews;

(1960); Lukes (2005);

constraints on performance resulting

Mills (2000);

from internalisation of ideological
values and misunderstood power

Figure 2. Lukes theory of power and placement of key sociological studies relevant to this
work.
The thesis is also influenced by the work of Berlin (1967) who argued that there are two
types of academic thinkers, which he identified as hedgehogs and foxes (p 1). Berlin
considers hedgehogs as those who consider a single principle as the core foundation of
academic scholarship, and others, the ‘foxes’ who engage with a large variety of ideas and
which are diffused and varied. This work can be identified as a more fox-like approach,
which brings together a range of theoretical ideas from sociology, community studies,
political science, anthropology and regional development to explain a wicked problem.
The aim of this thesis is to offer a new level of analysis in a place-based setting, which
considers the personal and the public. This doctoral study critically aligns with the extended
community studies approach of Dempsey (1990) and (1992) but seeks to move to a deeper
point of analysis beyond a description of what it is to understand how these superficial
problems identified by individuals interplay with the “problems of social structure” (Mills,
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2000: 187). The central premise of this thesis is that individual agency, and indeed the agency
of this region can only be addressed by “modifications of the structure of the groups in which
… [a person] lives and sometimes the structure of the whole society” (Mills, 2000: 187).
Therefore, it is the work of this thesis to bring a forensic understanding to the structure of this
region in its entirety, acknowledging the complex interplay that exists between ideology,
attitudes and behaviours, and from this, power and politics.
The statement of the problem
Governments give rhetoric to jobs and population growth for a reason. A growth paradigm is
largely self-sustaining as, in theory at least, it triggers the demand part of the supply and
demand equation at a location, encouraging people and industry to fill the opportunities
created by demand. However, the Wimmera Southern Mallee is not operating with a model of
strong population growth. Overall, the region has a fairly static population, characterised by a
small but persistent decline of just less than 0.5 percent per year (.id Consulting, “Wimmera
region: Population”). Only two years in the last decade 2016 and 2009 saw population growth
in the region, when the net gain was 25 people and 125 people respectively (.id Consulting,
“Wimmera region: Population”). The average net decline during the past decade was 94
people per year. This represents a very slow, but persistent level of attrition at a regional
scale.
This problem is further exacerbated by knowledge regarding the economic contribution made
by this part of Victoria that is estimated at $1.98 billion, represents half a percent of Gross
State Product (GSP) (.id Consulting, “Welcome to the Wimmera region”). While this return
is similar to the proportion of the Victorian population present in the region at 0.6 percent
(Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017), the relatively small overall
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contribution to the state’s economic output makes a quantitative case for regional investment
based on economic output somewhat difficult.
So, if the population is not growing, and economic returns represent less than one percent of
the state’s gross domestic product, the real problem for the Wimmera Southern Mallee region
can be understood in terms of power and representation. The problem becomes a question of
how this should this region represent itself to ensure that government support can be
achieved. This is despite two fundamental challenges that are not appreciated in a marketbased economy – that of population decline and a relatively small overall economic
contribution to the state.
This returns the thesis to its central premise. To what extent are ideological and behavioural
expectations limiting the efforts and expectations of people in the Wimmera Southern Mallee
on matters of equity?
Research aim and questions
The aim of this doctoral study is therefore to understand the ways in which this region
represents itself and engages politically. The intent of this thesis is to understand what
ideological values are held by regional leaders in the Wimmera Southern Mallee and to
consider how this may influence the outcomes achieved. The work also has a strong
emancipatory approach, seeking to understand hegemonic behaviours that constrain regional
performance for the explicit purpose of emboldening change.
This thesis has three interrelated research questions that determine the focus of this study.
These questions are:
How does the Wimmera Southern Mallee engage and represent itself, politically?
What are the values and behaviours which influence local representation?
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What is required for more effective representation by Wimmera Southern Mallee leaders?
The first question considers what political representation looks like for the regional centre of
Horsham and surrounding communities. This question examines the ways in which people in
the region engage politically, how leaders attract investment to the region, who is involved,
and what approaches are acceptable. The question encourages consideration of the strategies
and approaches which are sanctioned in the region, as well as why some approaches are
preferred and others are rejected. This is important for contextually understanding deeper
issues around why some are included and others are excluded in terms of leadership and
advocacy roles. This considers issues of regional engagement in a way that is a step further
than community studies, because the research seeks to understand why this behaviour occurs
and how it is reinforced over time.
The second question considers the deep ideological considerations that establish the
convictions held by regional leaders in this community. This question also explores the ways
in which values are reinforced and internalised at local level. State and federal government
expectations may reinforce a set of expected behaviours which may in fact limit local
competitiveness and stifle action. Of particular interest is how expectations and attitudes of
government policy and rhetoric permeate a community and influence values and behaviours.
It also analyses what happens in terms of change and resistance as a result of the
internalisation of these values and behaviours. As a result, shifts in the policy space may be
missed by this region due to a reliance on historical understandings of success and sanctioned
approaches to advocacy.
The third question considers whether there is potential to consider different strategies for
action and engagement in the political space which will deliver greater benefits to this
regional community. This thesis aims to provide a sense of critical hope for the Wimmera
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Southern Mallee region. Through the acknowledgement of self-limiting behaviours at
leadership level, it is intended that this work will encourage a greater level of self-awareness
about the region’s engagement at political level that will encourage the removal of selflimiting barriers. Understanding the ideology of the region and how people in leadership
engage is also valuable information for those outside the region who seek to understand
regional politics and advocacy. Issues such as a reluctance to change can be better
understood in the context of the visioning that is reinforced at leadership level.
Methodology
This thesis explores the central issues of political representation, competition and equity
using critical ethnography as a methodological approach. Critical ethnography has an appeal
for this thesis because it brings to the research an added task of “speaking to an audience on
behalf of their subjects as a means of empowering them by giving more authority to their
subjects’ voice” (Thomas, 1993: 4). In undertaking this research, I have maintained a strong
focus on wanting to provide information that is useful and adds value to the actions of those
who have funded this doctoral program. In doing so, I am cognisant that this thesis needs to
do more than just relay back ‘what is’ – it must also interpret what has been said by those in
our community to better understand the unseen pressures and obstacles that make it harder to
advocate for the region. As Lynd argues:
Analysis must also penetrate to a further level, if it is not to leave us with an
unfortunate dualism. For description and analysis on the level of institutions and
culture tempt us to accept culture as a self-contained universe (as quoted in Thomas,
1993: 5).
Critical ethnography allows the researcher to dig deeper into the complex interplay of
structures, ideas and culture in order to understand what sanctions this community places on
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those who speak for it, and how we include or exclude those who speak for us. This
ethnographic approach is supported by elements of participant observation which were
opportunistic and resulted from my access as an active member of the community.
The research approach is in many ways a reading of what occurs in our community that helps
us to understand the “broader social processes of control, taming, power imbalance and the
symbolic mechanisms that impose one set of preferred meanings or behaviours over others”
(Thomas, 1993: 9). However, equally importantly, this thesis also seeks to understand the
complex interplay between actors involved in achieving outcomes in a place-based setting. In
doing so this research argues that regional development cannot be understood in the
simplistic terms of inputs and outputs, and growth and decline that is often afforded to
regional and rural studies.
Critical ethnography is achieved by a method of direct interviewing and is supported by
further methods of participant observation and local media analysis. Ethical considerations
and issues of situating the self, including bias and potential influences on this research are
also discussed in this section as these concerns have informed the development of the
research approach.
Research method
The research approach for this doctoral study requires three methods. Methods are
understood to be the set of “activities we engage in so as to gather and analyse our data”
(Crotty, 1998: 6). The primary focus of this thesis has been semi-structured interviews of
participants in an individual setting. Secondly, data was gathered through participant
observation of public meetings and leadership activities within the Wimmera Southern
Mallee Region and thirdly, the thesis analyses local newsprint as a further source of regional
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information. These three approaches all fall within the broader methodological approach of
critical ethnography.
Semi-structured interviewing
Interviewing is the core activity for this research and makes up the majority of data collected.
Interviews are conducted using discussion points, or question prompts, which explored key
themes for consideration with the intent of eliciting ideological statements and attitudinal
responses. Questions therefore were posed in a manner which encouraged extended
responses, to allow the opportunity for significant elucidation by each participant.
To this end, I strove to encourage a conversational approach to interviewing, which was
intended to encourage each participant to feel at ease and provide an opportunity to express
personal perspectives about community, politics and engagement, ultimately allowing for the
expression of ideological perspectives and shared positions, which could then be analysed.
Interview questions were designed to investigate issues of community, power, relationships,
inclusion and role of government. The interview approach could be classified as conceptual
in nature. This approach explores “conceptions of phenomena which works to uncover
respondents discourse models, that is, their taken-for-granted assumptions about what is
typical, normal or appropriate” (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009: 151).
Interviews commenced with some discussion about whether the participant was born here or
moved to the Wimmera Southern Mallee from outside the region. This provided an
opportunity for the participant to start with the provision of some background to inform their
perspective on politics and community participation. Subsequent questions invited the
participant to discuss issues of politics, power, competition, and the way in which advocacy
occurs. Towards the conclusion of the interview I also asked participants to name key
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projects or activities that they felt had led to significant change in the region within the last
five years, with the intent of obtaining an understanding about critical points of change.
Questions were generally interchangeable, so I could lead on from the participant’s
conversation rather than appear to formally require a change in direction, which would then
reinforce to the participant that the interview was structured. I felt this approach diminished
the risk of a participant feeling the need to provide a response that was compliant, and instead
gave the opportunity to provide a more thoughtful response based on internalised values
(Skinner, 2012).
Interviews were conducted in a semi-formal setting. Most were negotiated to be conducted
either at the participant’s workplace or at a meeting room or unused classroom at the
University in Horsham. Additionally, I conducted four interviews in the interview
participants’ homes, and three in public café settings. All interviews were tape recorded and
transcribed, and permission was explicitly sought to do this, there were no covert
arrangements in place with regard to the collection of data.
Participant observation
Data collection was supported by participant observation in a range of leadership settings for
regional activity in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region. These were limited to areas in
which I was able to gain access as a participant, which included a range of meetings in my
professional capacity with the university or as a community member and local advocate.
Participant observation would have been almost impossible to avoid as a resident of the
community to be studied. Indeed it has been argued that “all social research is a form of
participant observation, because we cannot study the social world without being part of it”
(Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994: 249). This has certainly been true in my case, where I
have deliberately adopted elements of Wild’s (1974) community studies approach and have
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engaged more actively with leadership groups in order to understand their more nuanced
internalised behaviours. Throughout the research participant observation activity was largely
opportunistic, and always considered secondary, or supporting to ethnographic interviewing.
In these settings I was particularly interested in the transference of tacit knowledge in these
groups, which Spradley (1980) explains is determined by “listening carefully to what they
say, by observing their behaviour and by studying the artefacts in their use” (p 11). This
observation was largely used to assist in terms of interpretation of cultural values and hidden
behavioural expectations.
Observation activity took the form of field notes and general observations made in public
settings or regional meetings. I was understood within group settings to have a joint role as a
researcher and usually a professional or community participant to the discussion. As I am
known in the community, my role as a researcher was generally recognised, and in settings
where I engaged with new people, I was explicit about my professional role. I did not note
any concern from others about the potential for me to have a dual role in such settings, it was
either expected or ignored. I did not tape record any conversations undertaken during
participant observation activities as I am resolutely opposed to covert research in my own
community, and any field notes taken were hand notes completed during the meeting or
subsequent to it.
I was able to be fairly unobtrusive in most settings, which I owe to my status as a white
female with a similar ancestry to many community leaders. I was able to blend in rather well,
and provided I did not seek to make radical suggestions or engage in violent disapproval with
the will of a meeting, I was largely accepted as a low status entrant to discussions. I was
aware that in some settings, despite my inclusion in the group I was not able to obtain an
‘insider’ status to informal leadership decision-making. As a result, the participatory
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observation action component of this work could be considered opportunistic and selective,
in terms of the events and activities I chose to engage with - or was able to access (Spradley,
1980).
Media analysis
Local print media is a structural component of the community that transmits and expresses
ideas for resident consumption. Which persons’ ideas and statements are translated and
communicated, and for what purpose is of significant interest to this thesis (Fiske, 1994).
Print media has been used as additional material to track cultural norms, behaviours and
attitudes in public settings as well as individual’s decision-making behaviour. This approach
provides support in terms of identifying themes of community interest and providing public
record comments for leaders with regard to issues which align with activity of this thesis.
This approach seeks to utilise public comment on issues in an evidentiary way to assist with
discovery and explanation of the communication of ideology. This approach acknowledges
local media as a powerful tool to translate ideological values and reinforce perspectives
(Spoonley, 2016).
As a result, local print media has been used in an evidentiary way rather than as an analytical
tool, providing supporting primary source evidence to themes established during the
interviews and in local observations. Therefore, this inclusion does not bring a quantitative
approach into the work, but rather it provides a stronger evidentiary perspective to issues of
power and ideology.
Research methodology
Sitting within the epistemological approach of social constructivism and critical theory, this
thesis adopts a critical ethnographic research methodology. Ethnographic inquiry is often
discussed in terms of getting to ‘cultural understanding’ (Wolcott, 2008). Indeed, according
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to Wolcott (2008), “one of the unsung features of ethnographic research is its embrace of
multiple techniques. The very idea that one might depend solely on one source of data … is
anathema to anyone genuinely committed to the ethnographer’s ‘multi-instrument’ approach”
(Wolcott, 2008: 46).
Critical ethnography provides an approach which is reflective and engages in a process of
“choosing between conceptual alternatives and making value-laden judgements of meaning
and method to challenge research policy, and other forms of human activity” (Thomas, 1993:
4). For this research, establishing and acknowledging the work’s emancipatory purpose is
essential, and this methodology is appropriate for achieving that aim.
The purpose of this thesis is emancipatory in nature. The intent is to find a way to re-frame
conversations of inclusion, exclusion and rural disadvantage that enable some practical way
forward for the Wimmera Southern Mallee region that is within the control of the people who
live in the region. As a result, the research needed to move beyond an acknowledgement of
the status quo. This is enabled by a critical ethnographic approach. For this thesis critical is
not merely an approach of drawing out what ails the community in the sense of making a
complaint. It is also about bringing those issues forward in a way that allows us to recognise
and act on the systematic issues that create and reinforce rural disadvantage (Thomas: 1993).
The methodological approach adopted by this study seeks to understand the Wimmera
community in terms of political representation, equity and competition. In doing so, it
examines what forces are at play, and how they influence outcomes for the people who live
here. Of particular interest is the interplay between ideology, social capital and the broader
global influences created by free market economics and liberalism. At the same time, the
intent is to deliver a localised analysis of the ideological values, attitudes and behaviours
reinforced in the Wimmera Southern Mallee community in order to understand if issues of
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population, economics, competition and equity may be negatively influenced by our own
actions. Ultimately, the aim is to gain an understanding of the hidden influences that exist, so
the community will be better placed to act within what becomes a known system, rather than
continuing the approach of seeking to respond to an ill-defined range of local and external
pressures.
Achieving beneficial community outcomes requires moving beyond this simplistic
methodological understanding, towards one that recognises the value of a more organic,
holistic approach. This is akin to bricolage which is defined as “making do by applying
combinations of the resources at hand to new problems and opportunities” (Baker and
Nelson, 2005: 333).
Initially engaging with a range of texts on the subject of methodology with the intent of
understanding the steps required it is necessary to acknowledge that methodology can be a
constraint or a freedom, depending on the perspective of the researcher (see for instance
Maxwell, 2013; Czarniawska, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Marshall and Rossman, 2016;
Sarantakos, 1998). As this thesis has progressed, it became clear that there are two clear
schools of thought on methodology, one that seeks to proscribe and constrain method to
desired parameters, and another that seeks to free the research approach. Only by engaging in
a deep immersion in the academic literature surrounding qualitative research has it been
possible to move away from a proscriptive methodological approach. This resulted in a
deeper, more committed philosophical approach to method.
It has been a revelation to consider the approach of Denzin and Lincoln (2003) who view
qualitative research as:
[an] activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive,
material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world.
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They turn the world into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews,
conversations, photographs, recordings and memos to the self (p 4-5).
Denzin and Lincoln (2003) explain qualitative method in the context of securing rich
descriptions from the community being studied. They argue that “qualitative research is
inherently multimethod in focus” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 8) but that the purpose of this is
to ‘triangulate’ information with the intention of securing “an in-depth understanding of the
phenomenon in question” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 8). Similarly, Ely (1991) reinforces
this view, arguing that researchers need to immerse themselves in the research setting, as
“events can be understood adequately only if they are seen in context” (p 4). The view of
qualitative research taken here is that the method should fit the need to “attend to the
experience as a whole, not as separate variables” (Ely, 1991: 4).
The intention with this approach is to achieve a deeper understanding of individual and
community circumstances. It is also to progress a broader philosophical desire for social
emancipation. In developing this thesis, I have also been particularly influenced by academics
such as Hammersley (2011) who argued strongly to allow room within research design for
iterative development so that the course of inquiry is not hampered by a restrictive design.
Critical Ethnography
This thesis employs the research method of critical ethnography to examine issues which
impact on the way in which people in the Wimmera Southern Mallee advocate and engage in
issues of representation. This approach is necessary for this thesis, because critical
ethnography has at its core a focus on understanding the “complex of social customs, values
and expectations that affect our ways of working” (Frow and Morris, 2003: 489) for the
purposes of emancipation.
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Ethnography as cultural interpretation resonates in this theoretical setting which
acknowledges the possibility of multiple perspectives and is cognisant of the role of ideology
and ideological positioning in driving rural political outcomes. After all, ideological values,
like any other values, are not an ultimate and unassailable truth. Even if it is possible such
values may be accepted as an almost universal within the social community being studied.
This leaves room to consider ways in which the community may be emancipated from such
constraints. This thesis adopts the critical ethnographic approach of Thomas (1993) who
argued:
the ways that the symbols of culture create asymmetrical power relations, constraining
ideology, beliefs, norms, and other forces that unequally distribute social rewards,
keep some people disadvantaged to the advantage of others and block fuller
participation (p 43).
This approach, which involves observation to complement interviewing actions, is intended
to achieve a fuller understanding of the motivations and behaviours of the community
through a close reading of the beliefs and motivations that are held by leaders in this region
(Tedlock, 2000). This thesis is focussed on understanding how these values and behaviours,
many of which are somewhat hidden, influence decision making and affects regional
outcomes. As Thomas (1993) explains, this research method requires that “we understand
our subjects, our culture and above all ourselves as a way of dispelling myths and
misconceptions that format social structures and behaviour” (p 71).
Critical Ethnography and Power
The thesis will, therefore, consider that while reality is constructed through social interaction
and consensus, understanding the reality also requires the consideration of power, privilege
and identity (Creswell, 2013). For my work as a researcher, a critical ethnographic approach
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is best placed to allow me to simultaneously acknowledge the cultural forces at play within
the community to be studied, as well as to consider those forces with a critical eye. In order to
truly understand the community, as far as it is possible to do so, a critical approach will help
to understand how power is exercised by “identifying and tracing interrelated elements and
fitting parts together” (Wolcott, 2008: 85).
Power should nevertheless be considered from the perspective of the researcher and the
researched. In particular, Denzin and Lincoln (2003) argue:
evidence is never morally or ethically neutral … it is rather a question of who has the
power to control the definition of evidence, who defines the kinds of materials that
count as evidence, who determines what methods best produce the best forms of
evidence, whose criteria and standards are used to evaluate quality evidence (p 647).
This draws power inexorably into any discussion about research methodology, reinforcing the
requirement for power and positioning (both for the researcher and the researched) to be
considered.
Others, such as Kincheloe, McLaren and Steinberg (2011) have also stated the unavoidable
link between truth and power. They argue that:
claims to the truth are always discursively situated and implicated in relations of
power. We do not suggest that because we cannot know truth absolutely truth can be
simply equated with an effect of power. We say this because truth involves regulative
rules that must be met for some statements to be more meaningful than others (p 172).
Perhaps the most profound insight into truth is that purported by Jackson (1989) who claims
that “truth is on the margins. It is lost when it is claimed. It makes its appearance fleetingly
when systems collapse and dogmas are exploded” (p 187).
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The intent of this thesis is to use critical ethnography as the central part of the process in
order to better understand the way in which the community, and in particular, decisionmakers engage. As Wolcott (2008) writes, this brings together the two critical expectations
for ethnography “first that ethnography is a field-orientated activity, and second that
ethnography has traditionally taken cultural interpretation as its central purpose” (p 83).
Taking a partisan view
How then, does a critical approach bring enlightenment to a constructivist position where
there is no ultimate truth? For me, I find the value in this approach to be about providing a
range of alternative perspectives, to challenge socially constructed norms and values. Such an
approach requires a partisan view, to give strength and legitimacy to marginalised
understandings and to facilitate a pathway towards engagement for the disengaged.
Research has revealed that, by and large, social researchers appear to be less conflicted about
the partisan nature of their work than I had anticipated at the outset of this doctoral study. In
fact, many, including Christians (2011) and Thomas (1993) argue that this is a responsibility
for researchers. Root (1993) argues “the standards of explanation common to the liberal
sciences oppose the very idea of the autonomous individual. The standards take away what
neutrality aims to protect: a community of free and equal rational beings legislating their own
principles of conduct” (p 198) leaving the idea that the researcher’s choices with respect to
the information gathered “are not deserving of respect” (Root, 1993: 198). Root (1993)
extends this matter further, explaining that a coherent approach to the social sciences “would
either not include value-neutrality as a regulative ideal or not include the many devices for
limiting the active presence of the subject in the social sciences” (p 198).
With a background in public policy, this shift away from value neutrality and the idea of an
objective truth is somewhat liberating. The idea that data can provide objective information
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to inform a situation has been central to my experience in public policy. It is undeniable that
data driven research has been the gold standard in public policy circles, which is I think a
legacy of positivist research, where data and numbers are afforded higher status than feelings
and intuition (Morse: 2006).
Experience has made me highly critical of data driven research. Firstly, it drives the rich
complexity of community underground, narrowing the focus to subsets of experience, which
can be measured and controlled. Some, such as Christians (2003) have argued that value-free
social science itself can be “a regime of power that helps maintain social order by
normalising subjects into categories designed by political authorities. Liberalism of equality
is not neutral but represents only one range of ideals, and is itself incompatible with other
goods” (p 222-223).
Root (1993) takes this further, arguing that:
social scientists, in pursuing the liberal ideal of value-neutrality, seek a form of social
research and educational practice that is acceptable to constituents with different and
competing commitments. Value neutrality is possible, they think, because science
abstracts from the values that people attach to objects and events, including their own
actions and institutions, to reveal facts about their underlying nature or character; and
neutrality is desirable because, on the liberal view, questions of value are not
rationally resolvable, the interests of social science are better served by avoiding
values, and neutrality contributes to political and personal autonomy (Root, 1993:
229).
If this is understood, value-neutral social science is little more than a base political
negotiation. Morse (2006) argues, “logic and common sense can produce powerful forms of
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evidence and that sometimes we cannot afford … the costs of quantitative inquiry” (p 403).
This too is the position I have reached, but not without a great deal of reflection.
Kincheloe, McLaren and Steinberg (2011) also seek to explain the value of a partisan
approach, stating that:
critical research can be understood best in the context of the empowerment of
individuals. Inquiry that aspires to the name ‘critical’ must be connected to an attempt
to confront the injustice of a particular society or public sphere within the society.
Research becomes a transformative endeavour, unembarrassed by the label ‘political’
and unafraid to consummate a relationship with emancipatory consciousness.
Whereas traditional researchers cling to the guardrail of neutrality, critical researchers
frequently announce their partisanship in the struggle for a better world (p 164).
Partisan research has its place, and it is time to acknowledge that place is with a rural
researcher working in their own community. Wolcott (2008) optimistically argues that time
has moved on and “today, we no longer have to pretend a level of objectivity that was once
fashionable; it is sufficient to recognise and reveal our subjectivity as best we can, thus to
maximise the potential of fieldwork as personal experience rather than to deny it” (Wolcott,
2008: 49). While I admire his perspective, his view that social science has that freedom is
untenable. Instead the desire for data-driven research is stronger than it has ever been, but
social scientists need to push back, allowing community voices, with lived experiences and
associated frustrations back into research in order to complement data driven research.
My methodological approach follows the sentiments of Root (1993), who explains that “the
aim of critical science … is to show what is wrong with the world as it is and to help improve
it” (p 232). He further argues that “critical theories are always critical for a particular
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community, and the values they seek to advance are the values of that community” (Root,
1993: 233). This forms the key foundation of my doctoral research programme.
Clearly, for the purposes of this doctoral research, new approaches are required to address the
issues of the present day in Horsham. A generation of rural researchers such as Beer, Maude
and Pritchard (2003) as well as McManus and Pritchard (2000) produced the seminal works
in rural studies at the beginning of a new century. They attempted to quantify the loss of
infrastructure and services from rural communities with a sympathetic eye. Government
investment flowed from this work to dampen the political tension caused by rural decline.
However, a critical reflection reveals public investment has not been a panacea in regions like
the Wimmera Southern Mallee, and there is still something missing which is impacting on
this region’s ability to embrace change.
This thesis adopts the central tenets of critical ethnography as stated by Thomas (1993) to
produce a work that “is not just criticism … it is conventional ethnography with a political
purpose” (p 4). The political purpose for this thesis is to draw attention to the internal drivers
within the Wimmera Southern Mallee region and articulate a response that draws the political
perspective and external challenges together with those that are more personal and
experienced internally by those in leadership in the region.
Ethical considerations
There are some significant additional ethical considerations for researchers who undertake
research in the community in which they live as, in this situation, the researcher cannot be an
impartial bystander observing the community from the outside. Understanding the placement
of the researcher within the research is more critical. Personal placement has been
fundamental in determining the research approach, my engagement with the community and
the way in which the results are disseminated. In this section I discuss the role of self – and
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the concept of insider and outsider status as well as the ethical considerations that have
framed this research.
The discussion here relates to ontological and epistemological positioning of this work and
the construction of reality that is achieved as a result of the interaction of the relationship
between the researcher and the researched (Hammersley and Atkinson: 2007). This thesis
embraces arguments made by a number of academics including Ellefsen (2017), Hammersley
(2008) and Root (1993) who contend that the values and personal bias of the researcher are
important considerations in the development of the work as well as the interpretation of it and
therefore should be acknowledged within the work.
Personal values and situating the self
Completing this doctoral thesis in the community in which I live has imbued me with a sense
of responsibility to do work that adds value to those who provide leadership in the region,
and those who engage with the Wimmera Southern Mallee. This was further reinforced in
my general responsibility to the funding agencies for this thesis: Regional Development
Australia and Regional Development Victoria. These organisations have, I believe a double
imperative in their investment. This is to deliver regional research for a regional community
in a regional location, as well as a more subtle outcome, which is to build skills and capacity
in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region. As the research questions were developed from a
broad base of possibilities – I gravitated towards what I understood to be the overarching
issue for our community which is population dispersal, and how that affects our
representation in political settings. This is the big issue for the Wimmera Southern Mallee,
and was understood to be significant as a result of my own experience, having worked early
in my career as a lobbyist with the Victorian Farmers Federation, followed by periods in
policy with the Department of Primary Industries and as a researcher with the Parliament of
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Victoria where I was a researcher for the 2006 Inquiry into Retaining Young People in Rural
Towns and Communities (Parliament of Victoria: 2006). This employment experience gave
me an insight into the opportunities and challenges that exist in terms of attracting investment
and human capital to regional areas.
Since living in the Wimmera Southern Mallee I have had a somewhat privileged access to
those in leadership within the community (albeit within the constraints afforded by my
institutional positioning) having worked as an Electorate Officer for the local State Member
of Parliament. It is this positioning which afforded me closer access to some of the challenges
that exist within the Wimmera Southern Mallee that may be otherwise hidden from view, and
I became deeply aware of the gap between the ideological positioning often expressed by
those in leadership and the reality of individual experience.
Despite having returned to the Wimmera over a decade ago, the majority of my local
relationships within the community are professional and based on my own personal values,
which is to be an active participant engaged in community development – a sentiment I now
also understand is likely related to my status in the community as middle class professional.
(Dempsey: 1990). The skills and insight I proffer to the organisations and groups I volunteer
my time to is based on my own experience, and, while this is unique, the values and
perspectives I hold are not necessarily shared by others.
Nevertheless, my personal values are professionally oriented and include an acceptance of
rural ideology and may be defined by some as middle class and aspirational (Dempsey:
1990). These values are always where I start the research conversation, and it is impossible to
truly separate this from my research, although, as this doctoral study has progressed, I have
become much more critical of rural ideology and its influence over attitudes and behaviours,
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including my own. What this process has revealed is that no researcher can ever fully
separate their values from their research.
Situating the self in the research is something I have given long and thoughtful consideration
to. However, as Reinharz (2011) argues, it is also sometimes more telling when you consider
the significance of “who I was not in the field.” (p 205). In this research, I am not
institutionally positioned, I am not in a senior paid position of leadership within the
community. I am not a farmer or affiliated closely with agricultural industries in any way. I
am not male. I am not Indigenous. I am not a migrant to this community, and, while I am a
student, my age and previous work activity means that I am not poor. I am not young, but I
am also not yet old. All these things influence the research in subtle ways and invariably
inform the research outcomes, because like Reinharz (2011), it “probably affected what I
understood and how people related to me” (p 205).
With this delineation, I hope to avoid the criticisms made by Hammersley (2008) regarding
the role of values influencing ethnographic research. He argues that:
At present most ethnographic research does not make explicit the values, purposes
and relevances on which it is based; and even where it does, supporting argument is
rarely provided. One reason for this, I suggest, is ethnographers’ commitment to the
confused goal of producing theoretical descriptions. Not only does the resulting lack
of explicitness make it difficult to assess the validity and value of ethnographic
studies, but it also has the potential to turn ethnographic description into an
ideological device in which an account is shaped by particular values is presented as if
it were the only description or explanation possible (Hammersley: 2008, 14).
In undertaking this research, I was particularly conscious that my history working for a
National Party Member of Parliament may influence the perspective that research participants
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may provide. It is possible that participants are either reluctant to criticise the National Party
due to my historical employment connection with it, or alternatively may feel emboldened to
be more critical as a result of my experience. As I have not made any (as far as I am aware)
direct statements to define my position one way or the other, where I’m ideologically aligned
is probably ambiguous to others. If I am still connected, being outspoken in opposition to the
prevailing power structure could be perceived by an interview participant to be a risk. But,
because I no longer have a formal position within that structure, my positioning could
reasonably be considered to be non-influential. (Mills: 1958).
I was acutely aware of this as a risk during the interview process, but ultimately, I feel that it
probably had less bearing on the discussion than I initially thought, as most people
interviewed were in positions of power that were either lateral to, or exceeded my own as a
doctoral candidate and community member. Ultimately, I believe my positioning has given
me a level of autonomy and independence in terms of the research undertaken, as I am not
required to present a perspective that protects my employment or my social status.
By situating myself in the research, and being clear about the methodological intent, I hope to
avoid such criticism, and reduce the likelihood of theoretical simplification of the deep
intersectionality of experience, both for the researcher and the researched which ultimately
informs the work.
The researcher as insider and outsider
Related to this discussion, is my positioning as an insider and an outsider within the area of
study. In preparing for my confirmation of candidature, I was fiercely proud of the
opportunity I had to do something different, to actually do in-depth social research in my own
community with the intent of making a difference. As a rural person, I, like many others, find
it deeply frustrating that much of the research about our communities is done to or done for
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us rather than done by us (Freire: 2009). Sometimes it seems like a never-ending flock of
‘seagull researchers’ assail us, swooping down on rural communities to take a superficial
look, take the money regional leaders had to abase themselves to attain, drop a few
recommendations and then leave everyone in the region to carry on much as before. Such
experiences provide us at best with a few extra resources, but more often than not leave us
with the frustration and distress of yet another system or structure from which to contemplate
our oppression from within (Friere: 2009).
Despite this initial rush of prideful enthusiasm with which I embarked on this research, I have
grown to realise that there is a deeply uncomfortable role required when doing social research
in my own community. I had rather naively hoped that my insider status as a researcher
within my own community would give me a level of trust and credibility that would enable
me a privileged access to profound insights that would be warmly welcomed by those around
me. I had hoped that others too, would find local research action a refreshing change from the
onslaught of external researchers who did not really know the region, and limited the level of
care to their financial remit. But, I think this is rather too lofty an aim. Being an insider
researcher affords a different set of challenges, no less demanding and no less difficult to
surmount.
The insider is afforded access to a particular community, but guarding the work against
complacency and a simple reinforcement of the norm has been important. As Collins (1986)
cautions it is important to understand the natural positioning of the insider which is to
reinforce rather than reject what they see from within. He argues that “insiders have
undergone similar experiences, possess a common history, and share taken-for-granted
knowledge that characterises ‘thinking as usual’” (Collins, 1986: S25-S26). A critical
understanding of my own community has required me to guard against the familiarity of
accepted ways.
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I am comforted to know that this conflict is one that is shared by many practicing social
researchers and the critical debate around unimpeachable method has not been resolved.
Kerstetter (2012) puts forward the case for both insider and outsider doctrines, claiming that
outsider researchers “will never truly understand a culture or situation if they have not
experienced it” (p 100) while “outsider researchers are frequently valued for their objectivity
and emotional distance from a situation” (Kerstetter, 2012 p 100-101). I can acknowledge the
value in both of these approaches.
Mullings (1999) extends on this understanding, however, arguing that:
The binary implied in the ‘insider/outsider’ debates, however, is less than real because
it seeks to freeze positionalities in place, and assumes that being an insider or outsider
is a fixed attribute. The ‘insider/outsider’ binary in reality is a boundary that is not
only highly unstable but also one that ignores the dynamism of positionalities in time
and through space (p 340).
This is a challenge which is also acknowledged by Deutsch (1981) who considers that the
lines between insider and outsider can be very blurred, as the researcher seeks enough insider
knowledge to understand the situation, but not be unduly influenced by it, particularly when
engaging critically.
I have had to constantly challenge myself to consider whether my position as a member of
this community causes me to look less objectively at the situation I encountered and whether
my lack of emotional distance causes concern. This was particularly the case given my stated
desire to use critical ethnography whilst also being resolutely protective of this community’s
place in the world. As Burke (1935) wrote “a way of seeing is, indeed, also a way of not
seeing” (p 70) and my lack of objectivity and distance is simultaneously an asset and a
liability.
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In order to achieve an emancipatory intent from a positionality within my own community, I
have ultimately embraced the methodological approach of critical ethnography as a
methodological tool to address ethical considerations created by my position as an insider.
This has allowed me to embrace a partisan approach from which to study the oppression of
my community with the noble goal of liberation. I am not alone in this desire. (See also: Katz
(1994); Gilbert (1994) and Perryman (2011)). As it was for these academics who have gone
before, elements of my experience were no less fraught, as I note that my desire for
emancipation contradicts the comfortable and safe space that others enjoy.
As Gilbert (1994) noted, her research “was supposed to have a consciousness raising
component and to have a positive impact on the subjects” (p 90) but in the end Gilbert
comprehended that her efforts to bring her research participants together to support each
other was a failure as “many of the women did not want to be involved, raising the issue of
just for whom was I doing this?” (p 94). This is a question I am constantly asking myself in
this doctoral research, particularly when considering the values, attitudes and expected
behaviours in political leadership and advocacy. Those attributes which I consider to be
restricting inclusion and preventing innovation in terms of advocacy also provide a sense of
security and status for the participants, which is valued highly and mutually reinforced. In
challenging such approaches, I am not assured of kind regard in my own community.
Further, as a researcher working in my own community, I found the convention of anonymity
particularly around the issue of place rather farcical. As Christians (2003) argues, one of the
great limitations of critical ethnography as method is that:
despite the signature status of privacy protection, watertight confidentiality has
proved to be impossible. Pseudonyms and disguised locations are often recognized by
insiders. What researchers consider innocent is perceived by participants as
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misleading or even betrayal. What appears neutral on paper is often conflictual in
practice… and who is blameworthy if aggressive media carry the research further?
Encoding privacy protection is meaningless when ‘there is no consensus or unanimity
on what is public and private (p 218-219).
I note how easily I was able to reverse engineer a longitudinal community study during my
early research, recognising elements that made it feel like a community nearby, and start to
locate the businesses, and names and places, despite the researcher’s valiant attempts to code
these to keep them private. The ease with which I did this has made me reticent to go through
this process of ‘fictionalisation’ of place. If a problem cannot be acknowledged openly,
without an attribution of blame, are we really changing anything at all?
However, I feel quite differently about protecting the anonymity of the individual participants
to the research. I am very cognisant of the need to protect individual research participants as
much as possible to protect their right to speak freely and to bring voice to both their power
and their subjugation. This has led me to consider a research design that supported
anonymity even in a known location. As a result, the sample size was designed necessarily
large and over a range of leadership sectors to ensure engagement was broad and inclusive,
making individuals harder to identify (Wolcott, 2008).
The other important research consideration as a researcher operating in my home community
is that of power – my own and that of the research participants. Mullings (1999) has explored
the limitations of studies around power, stating that “the debates regarding the positionalities
of researchers and their subjects and the consequent power relationships that develop between
them, have tended to focus on situations where the researcher is in a more powerful position
than the participant” (p 338). Her argument is that this may be in part, the result of many
research studies where the researcher is studying down and investigating marginalised groups
or individuals without access to power structures that can deliver change.
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Mullings (1999) urges reflexivity, claiming that “researchers can situate their knowledge
through reflexive consideration of the relations of power that operate during fieldwork
process. Reflexivity then becomes an important process for making clear the landscape of
power within which much research is conducted” (p 348). An instinctive understanding of the
situation provides perspective about where to situate self and to view others from.
As an insider, a researcher is also an outsider, regardless of intent. Oriola and Haggerty
(2012) acknowledge the ultimate fluidity of the state, acknowledging that “researchers, like
everyone else, are ‘multiple insiders and outsiders’ – such distinctions are fluid, and open to
negotiation and occasional challenge” (p 546). They also acknowledge a pragmatic utility in
being able to invoke insider status to a community, but recognise that this belonging can
actually be a fiction, “with the lived reality of how one is positioned being inherently fluid,
negotiated and sometimes contested” (Oriola and Haggerty, 2012: 547). This aligns with the
perspective of others, including Perryman (2011) who agrees that “most qualitative
researchers have to negotiate multiple perspectives” (p 862).
Perryman’s experience as a ‘returning native’ as she refers to herself is particularly
interesting, as she relates her positioning as that of an insider/outsider which is best
understood as “a continuum rather than a dichotomy” (Perryman, 2011: 861). She argues that
her position is not unique and that “most qualitative researchers have to negotiate multiple
perspectives” (p 862). For her, the blurring of boundaries proved a challenge. Perryman also
acknowledges insights that could only be possible as a result of living in the situation.
Despite this, she also acknowledged her insider status could not ever possibly afford her
neutrality as a researcher. Reflecting on her own research practice she acknowledged “you
and your views are known and it would be artificial to act out an objectivity that everyone
knows does not exist” (Perryman, 2011: 870).
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Corbin Dwyer and Buckle (2009) are able to find an intellectual middle ground on this vexed
issue, and assert that:
being a member of the group under investigation does not unduly influence the
process in a negative way. Disciplined bracketing and detailed reflection on the
subjective research process, with a close awareness of one’s own personal biases and
perspectives, might well reduce the potential concerns associated with insider
membership. Furthermore, one does not have to be a member of the group being
studied to appreciate and adequately represent the experience of the participants.
Instead, we posit that the core ingredient is not insider or outsider status but an ability
to be open, authentic, honest, deeply interested in the experience of one’s research
participants, and committed to accurately and adequately representing their
experience (p 59).
Ultimately my role as an insider/outsider researcher in the Wimmera Southern Mallee must
be understood in terms of positionality. In order to “acquire information that faithfully
represents the real world, researchers must often seek … positional spaces, that is, areas
where the situated knowledges of both parties in the interview encounter, engender a level of
trust and cooperation” (Mullings, 1999: 340). In order to fulfil my role as a doctoral
researcher, I have embraced the dichotomy of being sometimes an insider and sometimes an
outsider with the intent to seek the truth from participants by “developing an empathetic
understanding of the situatedness of those from whom I sought answers” (Mullings, 1999:
341). Here I sympathise with Mullings, as my research gathering was “fraught with political
and ethical dilemmas” (Mullings, 1999: 341). For this thesis, the anxiety was further
compounded by the fact that I was often engaging with elite participants in my home
community, those with the power to accept or reject my work.
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Ultimately, this thesis is “one person’s view, at one point in time, based on one set of
experiences, enhanced by a purposeful but serendipitous selection of experiences related by
others” (Wolcott, 2008: 80). It is necessary to step back from the complexity of the situation
and remember critical ethnography for its intended purpose, which is to understand the
general nature of culture, by exploring the specifics (Wolcott: 2008).
A critical ethnographic approach can support a theoretical understanding of social capital.
After all, as Wolcott (2008) writes in his methodological approach to ethnography:
Two questions I could address in virtually any setting were, ‘What do people in this
setting have to know and do to make this system work?’ and ‘if culture, sometimes
defined as simply sharing knowledge, is mostly caught rather than taught, how do
those being inducted into the group find their ‘way in’ so that an adequate level of
sharing is achieved?’” (p 74).
Therefore, this doctoral study emphasises attitudes and ideas of value regarding regional
leadership and expected behaviours in advocacy. As a result, for my research, I have not
sought to define the networks, but rather to acknowledge what exists and why, so that they
can be considered from both a practical and a critical understanding.
The Significance of this study
This research is important because it extends previous research in the field. In doing so, it
provides a more contemporary understanding that builds on the work done by Dempsey
(1990; 1992). Dempsey provided a community-based studies approach to explore a range of
social issues affecting a rural Wimmera community. He was able to document a range of
behaviours relating to the ways in which the community engaged on issues, participated in
decision making, developed and supported youth aspiration, and included and excluded
individuals from various roles and activities. This thesis is important because it also explains
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what occurs in rural communities, in terms of participation and engagement. Many of the
issues that were noted by Dempsey are still relevant for this doctoral study.
This doctoral thesis extends the analysis of actions, motivations and behaviours by previous
researchers (see Dempsey, 1990 and 1993). A core component of this work is in considering
who gains value from such approaches it also seeks a broader understanding of engaging in
such actions for regional advocacy and regional development. In doing so, the thesis brings
new understanding to issues of regional development, acknowledging that in order to
encourage regional growth and development, cultural change is required. The persistency of
certain values and behaviours intergenerationally in rural areas is often misdiagnosed as
conservatism but in fact has deeper connotations based on ideology and belonging. This new
understanding will support the Wimmera Southern Mallee to acknowledge self-limiting
behaviours.
Recent research has re-assessed the power implications of rural idylls internationally
(Shucksmith, 2018), and historic Australian based work has engaged in exploring
relationships between ideology and politics (Wear 2008 and 2009), but there remains no clear
locally infused understanding of how ideology influences and controls the representative
approach of community and its responses to external pressures. As previously stated, the
closest work to this thesis from a Victorian perspective can be found in Dempsey’s
community study of Smalltown (1990 and 1992). I believe this is a significant gap in our
understanding of rural communities and the effectiveness of responses to the challenges of
rurality.
Recent work by Sotarauta (2016) and Sotarauta and Beer (2017) draw attention to the need I
have also identified in the regional development space. Hidden forms of influence and
control over leadership practices need to be identified in order to better understand agency in
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regional development practice. Sotarauta (2016) notes in particular that “revealing how place
leadership is enacted in different places and times would allow us to flesh out novel aspects
about the eternal questions of how and why some places are able to adapt strategically to
ever-changing social, economic and environmental circumstances while others fail to do so”
(Sotarauta, 2016: 45). This doctoral study is intended to contribute towards filling the gap
acknowledged by Sotarauta and Beer (2017) two leading academics in the regional
development space. In doing so, this thesis brings new understanding to the complex
intersection of social capital, institutions, politics and power in one rural community.
This intersection is a conceptual and intellectual key to understanding why some
communities succeed and others fail. More than anything else this explains why the
Wimmera Southern Mallee, with its historic intent to please, and one eye still looking back to
an era of historic political power, struggles to achieve change in the twenty-first century.
Leaders in this region are particularly reticent to acknowledge or accept failure which is
necessary to bring insights that might assist in achieving success. In terms of research to
practice, the thesis aims to provide fresh insight for public policy and agenda setting in the
Wimmera Southern Mallee.
Assumptions
There are two broad assumptions that underpin this thesis. The first of these is that the
situation of this region can be improved, and decline is not inevitable. This thesis starts with
the opposite perspective to those such as Daley (2012) and Wright (2018) who argue that the
historic and ongoing investment in regional development in the Wimmera has been a glorious
failure. This thesis contends that the Wimmera Southern Mallee has no less potential than any
other region, and perhaps a good deal more fortitude than many.
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The second assumption is that people in the Wimmera Southern Mallee are not implicitly
aware and cognisant of the ideological values they hold and how this may impede change and
development. This may be a naive perspective to take, because I can see situations where
reinforcing particular ideological views can, and does, bring significant benefits to
individuals or organisations. However, change is best achieved in a spirit of open
communication rather than judgement and blame. Ongoing issues in this community are
challenging and result from a complex interplay between history, circumstance, institutional
limitations and culture at global, national, state, local and individual levels. This means that
attitudes, behaviours and actions should be considered and understood within this broader
context.
Delimitations
There are a number of delimitations I drew around data collection, initially out of ethical
concerns for the community in which I live, but later also in order to draw limits around the
depth and breadth of data that was collected. I have sought, with this particular work to focus
my attention on people with a voice in the community, with an element of real or perceived
power, and as such, is deliberately a representative sample of the leaders in the community,
not the whole community.
Limitations
There are some ways in which the work has been limited, due to factors outside my control.
Despite acknowledging my status as an insider by virtue of making my home in this
community, there have been circles of political influence that I have not been able to
participate in and some that I have been unable to engage with. As a result there are aspects
of action and engagement in this community that remain hidden. I have also learned (prior to
this study) that time spent in this community matters, and my inclusion is still limited in some
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ways, because I was not born here. Further, there are also limitations created as a result of my
gender. At times, being female has also been a limiting factor on the level of inclusion I am
able to achieve. These limitations will be discussed in more detail within this thesis and are
relevant to the study.
Structure of Thesis
This thesis is organised into an introduction, six chapters and a conclusion. The work
commences with an introduction that seeks to contextualise the work and locate myself as a
local researcher within the area to be studied, explain the intent of the research and the
assumptions and limitations brought to the research.
Chapter one comprises a literature review which explores the background to the research area
historically, exploring academic perspectives from a range of fields of study, including
regional development, social capital and political science. The intent of this chapter is to
understand the background to the problems considered within this doctoral thesis and explore
the different directions that rural research and community research has taken.
Chapter two explores the theoretical foundations for the thesis. The theoretical perspective
articulates the framework for understanding power, ideology and the social structures within
rural communities and grounds this doctoral work within the field of sociological academic
scholarship.
Chapter three explains the process of data collection for this doctoral thesis. The chapter also
provides an evidentiary link to the analysis chapters through an explanation of key findings
within the data.
Chapter four applies the data to provide an analysis of issues of power in the Wimmera
Southern Mallee region. It also provides a case study example of the historical influence of
success on contemporary actions and engagement. The chapter also explores issues of
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conformity and compliance and the role of outsiders in driving change and accessing power.
The chapter then considers ways to take back local power, explores the politics and the reality
of political marginality.
Chapter five introduces further issues of accepted and contested ideologies including the
place of agriculture and conservatism in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region. A case study
on the Wimmera River Precinct Plan is provided, which analyses issues of community
resistance and powerbroking. Issues of ideological social worldviews are also considered in
this chapter, as part of a consideration of forms of political and ideological control. Further,
the political role of boosterism and issues of gender inclusion and exclusion are also
considered.
Chapter six expands the discussion on gender, exploring how action and approaches differ
between the genders in the region. It also analyses why this may be occurring. Issues of
competition also problematized and discussed. This is done considering internal and external
political pressures as well as the impact of these on advocacy and ultimate outcomes.
Subsequently, matters of equity are discussed and issues of equity and equality, population
and growth are considered. The chapter concludes with some discussion on prospects and
actions for community regeneration.
This thesis contends the grand designs of regional development objectives also present a grim
reality. The Wimmera Southern Mallee region has difficulty in understanding the hidden
ideological perspectives that limit competitiveness and drive an outlook that is inherently tied
to past performance. Contemporary success relies on understanding the limitations for
leadership created by close community as well as recognising the ideological constraints of
individuals and community in both strategic planning and in pivoting towards change.
Without this focus, the competitiveness of the region is almost impossible to pivot, and equity
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becomes about the paternal benevolence of Government rather than on self-actualisation and
drive from those within the region. This thesis aims to identify these limitations so that
change is possible.
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CHAPTER 1 - LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The literature review will be framed in a way that seeks to provide a contextualisation of the
issues using the theoretical structure established by Mills (2000) Sociological Imagination.
Mills’ work aims to bring an understanding of the interaction between self and society. The
work encourages critical consideration of historic, structural, and cultural (or ideological)
aspects of the society to be studied in order to bring critical understanding to the intersection
between what Mills describes as private troubles and public issues (Mills, 2000). His work on
power and agency provides a perspective that acknowledges the interplay of social constructs
in individual experience, which is a central consideration within this work.
This literature review therefore, commences with a consideration of the literature from a
historical perspective, exploring the development of public policy and personal philosophy
around rural life. The chapter then considers the structural factors which define the space that
is studied as well as structural matters which may influence or control participation or
engagement in political decision making. The third section within this chapter considers the
ideological or cultural factors that have influenced the understanding of rurality, community
values and self-belief.
The literature review has focussed on academic material from a range of sources, but
primarily English language journals and books. As this work is not intended to provide a deep
analytical review of government policy, the work has not focussed on reviewing policy
documents or statistical data, although such materials have been included where relevant at
certain points in the discussion chapters where consideration of the implications of the
research findings takes place.
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The approach to sourcing material was rather forensic in nature, involving searches on a
range of subjects deemed to be initially relevant to the research topic, including regional
development, philosophy, rurality, power, politics, social capital and leadership. There was a
deliberate decision made not to place a restriction on inclusion of literature from specific
timeframes in this review, as it was considered necessary to include work from major
historical periods in Australian rural inquiry. As a result, the work includes consideration of
the extensive political science focus on regional impacts under neoliberalism the late-1990s
and early twenty-first century, as well as some more historical work from the mid-1980s
when there was an interesting intersection between politics and rural ideology.
Externalised and internalised historical perspectives
Historical circumstances have an impact on people and their understanding of the society in
which they live. People carry historic understandings about rurality and their own experience
which influence their current actions. Historic understandings can be informed both through
the personal ideology adopted by the individuals within the community, and also through the
external political and circumstantial experiences that reinforce particular actions and
behaviours as a result of policy or action. This work starts with an analysis of the political
history of government policy in Victoria. This then leads into an analysis of more localised
historical perspectives about political advocacy and positioning from within the Wimmera
Southern Mallee, providing a sense of both the external and internal influences that have
influenced current perspectives.
For this region, and rural areas in general, issues of economic development, political
representation, social welfare, service provision and population growth of rural communities
have been of perennial political interest, and early investments into the region were made by
private individuals with the government sometimes reluctantly following suit with water and
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road infrastructure when local communities lobbied for it (van Veldhuisen, 2001). The
ingenuity of the local people to demand change has always been the driving force for
achieving it.
With specific regard to the Wimmera and Southern Mallee, the history can read a bit like
survival against all odds. Early conversations with politicians about security of water for the
Wimmera and permanent settlement were met with a sort of scepticism that is sometimes still
replicated in contemporary business cases and investment proposals to government. Of note
is Sir Robert Officer, a politician and local landowner, acting as one of the first translators of
government public policy to this rural community. He is recorded as telling local regional
development advocates in the late-1800s that it was futile to seek investment in water security
infrastructure in the Wimmera because “it is the government’s policy to remove the
struggling farmers from the arid Wimmera plains” (van Veldhuisen, 2001: 48). Almost since
the first European establishment of community in this place, the sustainability of the
Wimmera Southern Mallee for human settlement has been subject to scepticism and
negativity at state and federal political levels.
The first strategic, state level foray into policy to support rural sustainability took place one
hundred years ago in the final months of World War One, when the Victorian government
commissioned a Select Committee investigation into “the causes of the drifts of population
from country districts to the city” (Parliament of Victoria: 1918). The December 1918 report
ultimately determined that government intervention was necessary to ensure rural interests
were adequately supported. This plan for intervention was in the form of a ‘country life
policy’ which was to be “bold and progressive and framed on recognition by the government
that the country phase in our national development must receive the same attention as is
given to other phases and interests” (Parliament of Victoria, 1918: 5). With the release of this
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report, rural Victorians were to experience the first in a long line of well-intentioned public
policy interventions intended to promote rural development and growth.
Since then we have seen a range of policies intended to act upon issues of perceived rural
disadvantage, but they have rarely resolved them. Despite government investment in rural
areas for more than one hundred years, the Wimmera Southern Mallee was noted as an area
undergoing significant disadvantage in the Department of Agriculture and Rural Affairs
(1988) Study of Small Towns in Victoria. This report provided a comprehensive forensic
economic assessment of Victoria’s towns and the role of industry in regional locations. At
this time, the consultant noted “most at risk are urban centres with less than 1000 people …
in this respect, small towns in sparsely populated Northern Mallee and Wimmera regions are
currently undergoing considerable hardship” (p 11).
This is a position which has been more recently reinforced by Daley (2012) and somewhat
controversially in Wimmera Southern Mallee communities, Wright (2018) who noted that
some in policy circles view the Wimmera as a case for ‘palliative care’ due to the region’s
persistent population decline. Also of note in Wright’s (2018) article, is the commentary
from Daly, noting a shift in cultural identification away from the rural as a form of national
definition.
However, despite this sporadic framing of rural communities within a trajectory of population
decline, the economic role of rural communities has historically often been understood as an
essential component of nation building in Australia and for Victoria. This economic role is an
historical fact and arguably ongoing point of pride for rural communities. Davies and Tonts
(2007) quoting Lawrence’s earlier research (1987) note that “throughout much of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, agriculture dominated the national economy, contributing
as much as ninety percent of export earnings” (p 210). However, academic work undertaken
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in the 1990s was careful to note the changing fortunes of agriculture. Higgins (1997) notes
how the economic decline of agricultural product corresponds with declining political
influence and McManus et. al. (2012) argues that “the importance of farmers’ contributions
to rural towns can be easily overlooked when considering the relative position of agriculture
in the Australian economy and the decline in the number of farmers in Australia” (p 27).
Much has been said in academic circles about this decline. However, agricultural exports
constituted fifteen per-cent of total Australian exports in 2016-17 (ABARES, 2017) a figure
that is continuing to increase and is surpassed only by the education sector and mining
(another rural industry). It is possible that our understanding of the economic decline within
the rural sector is still being influenced by research done in the 1990s and early 2000s, and
some re-framing of our thinking is required. Academically and politically, it is now inherent
to think of “the potential for slow burn threats that will result in a decline in Australia’s
regional and remote communities. These are widely recognised in the academic literature: a
comparatively low economic growth rate, combined with an ageing population, difficulties in
attracting and retaining skilled staff, climate change and the potential reduction in terms of
trade for dominant industries such as agriculture and mining have all been identified as
potential risks to the long-term sustainability of communities” (Hastings, Wortley, Ryan, and
Grant, 2016: 159).
It should also be noted that Australia’s economic and efficiency focussed policies on
agriculture are not shared by other developed countries. Australia’s “focus on providing
support for productivity improvement and efficiency with support for farm incomes tightly
circumscribed and linked to exit programmes rather than focussed on sustaining farmers in
the industry” (Botterill, 2004: 206). Botterill also notes that this is a shift in policy that has
developed during the twentieth century and can be linked to the “rise of neoliberal economics
as the preferred approach of policy making” (Botterill, 2004: 208). This has been reflected in
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international trade forums such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO) where economic
efficiency is ‘highly regarded’ whilst other goals such as “food security, environmental
protection or the preservation of rural landscapes are not so easily accepted” (Botterill, 2004:
215)
For the Wimmera Southern Mallee region history has been one of both challenge through
adversity and stoic acceptance of tidal economic shifts, which I would argue, continues to the
present day. Weber and Kalberg (2005) and their historic analysis of the origins of the
modern western work ethic is also important in terms of contextualising the experience of this
community. Exploring Protestant ethics and particularly Lutheranism (of which there is a
significant population in the region) he argues that “the placement of people in given status
groups and occupations (which followed out of the objective historical order) [was viewed]
as a direct manifestation of God’s will”. Thus, a person’s abiding persistence in the position
and circumscribed situation assigned to him by God constituted a religious duty” (Weber and
Kalberg, 2005: 89, emphasis in the original). Persistence is an important individual and
community trait in the Wimmera Southern Mallee. Weber argues further that Lutherans in
particular had philosophically maintained some doctrines of early Christianity including a
focus on thrift and an enduring “indifference to the world” (Weber and Kalberg, 2005: 89)
which ultimately requires people to “take the world simply as it was” (p 89) creating a sense
of stoic acceptance of individual and community hardships. The challenge is to explore
whether issues experienced in rural areas are in fact ‘un-resolvable’ or whether this is a
situation that endures due to an ideology of stoic acceptance.
Structural considerations for rural engagement
There are a number of structural considerations which apply to the understanding of this
regional community. This includes building an understanding of what rurality means,
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identifying the influences of subtle behavioural controls such as risk management, market
based principles and matters relating to political representation. Structures define the
boundaries of action, and can have significant influence in terms of limiting types of
behaviour and participation.
What is a rural community?
Rurality in an Australian context often takes on an assumed definition. Halfacree (1993)
argues that most methods define the rural focus around “what we already intuitively consider
to be rural” (Halfacree 1993: 24) and are often linked to low population densities or relate to
the economic activity taking place within the locale, which is usually agriculture. In
considering the literature, it does appear that “in contemporary political and media
discourses, it [the rural] is often defined by what it is not; that is – not metropolitan Australia”
(McManus and Pritchard, 2000: 383). This is supported by others who engage in
contemporary political discourse around the rural, such as Brett (2011) and Pemberton et. al.
(2010) who argue that “the notion of what constitutes the ‘rural’ will be constructed in a
particular form, as more (or less) amenable to certain types of state strategies, and orientated
towards certain policy combinations” (p 276).
Wilkinson (1991) is particularly critical of the idea of ‘rural,’ arguing that “a territorial
conception of the essential nature of rural identifies a variable that has no usefulness in
modern sociology. Rural describes nothing but a geographic setting for social life”
(Wilkinson: 1991: 57). Indeed, as Wilkinson argues, many of the problems experienced by
rural people are not intrinsically different to urban populations, and by defining rural as a
singular community may in fact be a disservice to the diversity that exists in rural areas. He
argues that the idea of community as a homogenous territorial location should no longer be a
contemporary focus, instead locational points such as residence, work location and social
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fields, which Wilkinson (1991) defines as “an interactional field” rather than a ‘concrete
collectivity’ may serve to give a more accurate picture of what is rural (Wilkinson, 1991).
Verral, Ward and Hay (1985) agree that there is a “tendency to view the community in
monolithic terms, that is as having only one set of interests and values … as one happy,
harmonious family” and this is far too simplistic in terms of understanding people and place
(Verral, Ward and Hay: 1985: 21).
Murdoch and Pratt (1993) argue that “to impose a definitive rural domain in itself is an
exercise of power, privileging one definition of society, and thus one set of social values over
another” (Murdoch and Pratt: 1993:423). To define an area as rural is to bring with the
definition a set of ‘labels’ that determine the level of disadvantage and exclusion. Indeed the
rural remote and metropolitan area (RRMA) classifications used by the Australian
government focus on population density and distance from a major urban centre as a
determinant of urban scale and classification. (Australian Government, 2017). This approach
is used for determining policy for healthcare responses, but the arbitrariness of these decision
lines have impacts for service access and funding.
Questions of power can come into play with regard to the definition of rural, as it is possible
to use such a model to justify exclusion or limited service delivery outcomes and make social
‘trade-offs’ using economic and population data to determine investment. It is also possible to
use classifications to encourage individuals or sections within a community to lower their
own expectations about what they should expect or desire (Freire, 2009). Indeed Everingham
(1998) documented the role of the word ‘community’ in political circles, being used as a
“residual category, a convenient location to allocate those aspects of social life that the newly
emerging rhetoric of economic rationalism claimed was outside the reach of government
action” (p 5). Reddel (2004) agrees, making the point that ‘community association’ is an
important part of social policy but according to the Commonwealth Government was “best
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left alone without unwanted interference from governments, their bureaucracies or indeed
their resources” (p 132).
It is politically expedient and often reductionist to consider rural communities as homogenous
entities with aligned social and economic drivers. Crucially for this doctoral study
Wilkinson’s (1991) understanding of ‘rural’ encourages an ‘interactional’ exploration that
explores the different degrees of interaction take place among individuals and organisations”
(p 32) and how those relationships continually shape and re-define our understanding of
‘rural.’
The other element to consider here is the work of Collits (2001) who also explores
reductionism in political and media definitions of the rural. Collits (2001) argued that:
There are sometimes a very glib approach in the media to the question of the city
versus country divide. There are, broadly, two views – the regional Australia is dying
view, and the regional Australia is doing well view. There is often a lack of
recognition of the complexity of regional development. Governments of course, want
to accentuate the positive. The media tends to focus on ‘dying’ rural towns. The truth
lies somewhere in between (Collits, 2001: 32).
This is often a simplification that occurs in establishing rural and defining the divide between
city and country, which ignores the nuances that exist within these spaces. This thesis will
explore elements of this ideological positioning and likely effects for the Wimmera Southern
Mallee and those with whom regional leaders seek to engage.
Risk and rural control
In considering the intersection between ideology and action in this rural community it is
necessary to consider the influence of risk management on policy and action. Wilkinson
(2010) argues that understanding the social role of risk management leads to an
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understanding of “the ways in which it might sensitise us to the ideological use of language in
current policy debates surrounding individual responsibilities to the State and how modern
states are seeking to redefine notions of citizenship” (Wilkinson, 2010: 43). This has
particular implications when considering political approaches to regional development, such
as the current emphasis on ‘place-based’ responses, which encourage the development of
local institutional structures to coordinate advocacy approaches. It arguably forces people to
“develop new ways of thinking about the dominant modes of cultural consciousness, political
affiliation and social belonging that distinguish our times... a thorough reappraisal of
traditional notions of 'citizenship rights' and 'civic virtue'” (Wilkinson, 2010: 6).
In considering risk, it is necessary to consider the role that risk plays in decision making both
at local level, and within broader political circles. I consider risk management to have a
highly structural, limiting component that reinforces certain perspectives and controls the
nature of advocacy and action. Wilkinson argues “the language of risk is imbued with
philosophical conviction, moral preference and ideological commitment” (p 15). Further,
discussions around risk “can be framed as part of a cultural arsenal by which efforts are made
to discipline social perceptions and behaviours so that these more readily conform to
preferred renditions of what is ‘reasonable’ and ‘proportional’ in the face of a particular
worry or concern” (Wilkinson, 2010: 25). Of particular interest to this study is how risk may
be used to guide a set of actions, or conversely prevent a response.
Economics and neoliberalism as a structural control
In a similar way, economics and a market-based set of principles bounded in neoliberalism
also can create significant structural controls to define behaviour and limit expectations,
particularly around equity (Connell and Dados, 2014). The focus on economics and
liberalism has certainly done rural communities few favours at local level. Much of the
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political angst felt by rural communities in recent decades has been the result of the
dominance of economics and free-market values over social supports. (Etzioni, 1988). Others
such as Beer, Clower, Haughtow and Maude (2005) have also noted that “neoliberalism has
discouraged large scale direct intervention in the wellbeing of regions” (p 56) and has led to
the “subordination of social policy to economic policy” (Beer, Clower, Haughtow and
Maude, 2005: 50). Further, Pritchard (2005) argues that “‘social efficiency’ and ‘market
efficiency’ are conflated too readily, with insufficient recognition of the vital political
ramifications assumed therein” (p 107).
Neoliberalism is often characterised as a homogenous concept focussed on solely on free
market economics. However, in practice there are significant variations in the cultural
understanding of this approach, the systems required to support the implementation of these
ideals and substantial variations in the way in which governments intervene or resist
intervention where market failure occurs. (Hilgers, 2011). Hilgers’ (2011) anthropological
perspective provides a much more nuanced way of understanding the spectrum of neoliberal
interpretations within communities, bureaucracy and political leadership. Bourdieu and Nice
(1998) acknowledge neoliberalism as an ideology that reinforces dominance of a particular
set of political values, but the way in which this occurs and the expectations of government
investment in market intervention can be highly variable. This is especially the case when
considering the Wimmera Southern Mallee.
The breadth of academic literature exploring the decline of rural communities in the 1990s
may have produced an understanding of the limitations of a ‘market-based solution’ for the
problems faced by rural communities. However, the prevailing view in Australian
implementation of neoliberalism appears to have been to focus on national economic growth
at the expense of individual regions.
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Many state governments have been very selective in addressing the problems of their
less developed regions. Instead of endorsing large-scale and comprehensive programs
of development for specific regions, they have subsumed the economic growth of
these places within a wider framework for the development of the state as a whole.
These regions, it is assumed, will grow as the state economy grows and this policy
setting is adhered to regardless of evidence to the contrary (Beer, Clower, Haughtow
and Maude, 2005: 50).
Neoliberal approaches focussed on free markets support “a vision of regional policy that
normalises and exonerates the spatially uneven outcomes of market forces” (Pritchard, 2005:
103) with the focus on achieving economic efficiency rather than equity. The argument is that
“rural economies are inefficient, and that capital is appropriately flowing from less efficient
rural locations to more efficient urban economies where returns on investment are higher”
(Brown and Schafft, 2011: 226). This ideology, which has held dominance for the last three
decades is reinforced by others such as Daley (2012) arguing that “improving regional
services … imposes costs on the rest of the Australian community [and] the historical forces
that encouraged governments to pay for these costs may be weakening” (p 11).
What prevailing economic policy has overlooked is that economic efficiency is a value like
any other and the moral neutrality of this approach is highly questionable. Ayers (1981)
argues that “indeed, efficiency often conflicts with other highly valued social norms—goals
such as equity, or fairness, and the desire to promote ‘altruistic’ or unselfish behaviour. The
marketplace is the realm of inequality and self-interest, where those with wealth can gratify
their desires at the expense of those less well off” (Ayers 1981: viii). Regional development
bodies, and rural communities themselves have been caught in the middle of the
government’s desire for rational economic development, when social support to assist
communities to ‘manage through’ a period of change was desperately needed (Beer, Clower,
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Haughtow and Maude, 2005). While we are now perhaps starting to see a shift in this, there is
still an emphasis on ‘business knows best’ and these are the groups engaged in order to
facilitate change (Beer, Clower, Haughtow and Maude, 2005).
Collits (2004) argues that there has been significant confusion and conflict in regional
development policy and action, as individual regions perform differently and “often these
perceptions reflect the different perceptions of the role of government in regional
development” (p 86). Most importantly, as Beer, Clower, Haughtow and Maude argue,
regional development in an Australian context has faced a range of ideological pressures,
which range from less intervention to let market forces address outcomes, whilst
simultaneously responding to “local demands for ‘more’ assistance for the regions” (p 54).
This is reinforced by others such as Hastings, Wortley, Ryan, and Grant (2016) who found
that rural communities had a strong desire for government assistance, arguing that “nonmetropolitan citizens in Australia have an interventionist view of the role of government:
government ought to intervene in instances of market failure; it also ought to do more than
this, specifically take a hand in promoting economic development” (p 175-176). They further
argue that rural communities desire local government in non-metropolitan areas to be
maximalist. The flow of public money into rural communities to fund service industries and
support is an expression of this conflicting approach. The implication of this is that there can
be a disconnect between what rural communities think government support should look like,
versus what government itself is prepared to contribute. It is my contention in this work that
the gap between the two is, in part, a difference in ideological perspective.
Government, community, connectors and control
Ultimately, the role of local government becomes conflicted also, as this institution is
required to transcend its many roles as a service deliverer of government policy, a regional
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development entity, a provider of services and infrastructure, a planning agency and an
advocate for community development. This is a lot to ask of one institution, in an
environment further complicated by competition. Collinge and Gibney (2010) argue “the
ultimate purpose of local government should not be solely to manage a collection of public
services that take place within an area, but rather to take responsibility for the well-being of
an area and the people who live there, and to promote their interests and their future” (p 476).
This multidimensional role comes as a result of many of the ‘slow burn threats felt by rural
communities – unlike their metropolitan counterparts, growth is not assured, and a lack of
diversity in terms of industry means that market failure can have wide repercussions across
the community (Hastings et. al, 2016).
Wilkinson (1991) argues:
to be effective, the community’s organisation must be able to meet the daily needs of
residents and adapt to changes in the environment. This… requires two kinds of
collective action, namely, the co-action of like forms (commensalism) and the coaction of unlike forms (symbiosis). Where either is deficient, the ability of the
community organisation to meet local needs and adapt to environmental changes is
impaired (p 62).
Such an approach is reinforced by others such as Van Agtmael and Bakker (2016) exploring
how change and renewal occur in communities. They found that in order to deliver
innovative change a ‘connector’ must exist. This is “usually an individual, but sometimes an
organisation – with vision, relationships, determination, clout, diplomatic skills, convincing
power and energy who is largely responsible for catalysing the sharing of brainpower among
multiple entities” (Van Agtmael and Bakker, 2016: 29).
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Linked to this is an understanding of insider and outsider politics and the considerations of
Beer (2014) are particularly interesting. Beer explored regional leadership in two South
Australian rural communities, and considered the current approaches of many rural leaders
(and their networks) to negotiate with government, with a prevailing view that communities
needed to remain ‘on-side’ with government, negotiating their way forward, rather than
actively opposing government policy (Beer, 2014).
Counter to this though, was that the work provided one studied case of successful change,
involving an ‘outsider’ organisation that played a valuable part in negotiating change, by
pushing the ‘insider’ community decision-makers to take a stronger position with government
and achieve a better result. While the outsider organisation failed to achieve legitimacy as a
negotiator, Beer (2014) argued that “less would have been achieved by the leaders involved
in the taskforce [insider negotiator community group] if the WDDC [outsider community
group] had not existed. This implies both a dual role for the leadership of communities,
where one set of leaders sit outside of and in opposition to, the process of government and the
other sits within” (p 261). This is an important consideration and requires consideration of
how to employ a strategy that allows for ‘outsider groups’ to form and “exercise political
power on behalf of communities” (Diamond, 2004: 170).
The distance that separates regional communities from political decision makers and centres
of power is also of importance, and those who are able to connect, may in turn reinforce
hegemonic attitudes:
“Population dispersion encourages contacts to be predominantly in primary
relationships, not because of a rural cultural preference, but because contacts are
missing in other kinds of important relationships. This is a deficit and not a strength of
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rural social life. Adaptive capacity is impaired by a lack of diversity in community
structure, and local well-being is depressed as a consequence” (Wilkinson, 1991: 62).
A dispersed community relies on fewer political and community representatives to engage
and advocate for change or support on a large number of issues and as a result, highlights the
need for a “rich leadership environment where a sufficient number of talented individuals
[exist] to take on diverse positions” (Beer, 2014: p 261). This is a particular issue in the
Wimmera Southern Mallee, which has a high rate of population dispersal and an identified
lack of diversity in leadership, which I contend occurs as a result of an inadvertent focus on
selecting leaders who support a prestige leadership approach.
Beer (2014) further argues that population dispersal gives scope for political decision-makers
to ignore or engage superficially with rural communities relying on them “being not well
informed and not very active in advocating for change” (Beer, 2014: 260). The cost of
isolation is often poorly understood. Not only does it lead to limited social interaction and
cohesion, but it also fosters the ‘outside manipulation of resources’ available to a community
through political means. “This combination… produces an unstable economic base and a
dearth of local services and facilities in small remote localities. These problems contribute to
intergroup hostilities and other barriers to local cooperation. The result is an inability to
conduct cooperative community projects” (Wilkinson, 1991: 64-65).
This is reinforced by others such as Hastings, Wortley, Ryan and Grant (2016) who argue
“slow burns tend to erode regional unity. If the impact of an ageing population and reduced
economic wellbeing increases, this may have a negative impact upon the level of social
engagement and connectedness in these communities. In addition, physical and mental health
outcomes are poorer in regional and remote areas than major cities, with lower life
expectancy, reduced rates of physical activity and a higher incidence of suicide” (p 162). The
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idyll promoted in agrarian ideology of a community as homogenous, connected, integrated
and supportive, which was promoted in early rural sociology is now debunked. Wilkinson
(1991) states:
[In] a nutshell, rural is a barrier to emergence of community. Community… requires a
locality where people can meet their daily needs together and a local society where
social contacts can produce a holistic structure. As rural dispersion increases,
prospects recede for meeting these requirements. Rural life works against the
community field by restricting the probability that a complete local society will
develop and persist (p 65).
This community-level struggle is exacerbated by macro-level shifts in political ideology such
as the rise of individualism (Hallebone, Townsend and Haoney, 2000). Wilkinson (2001)
notes that “almost all social theorists have recognised a process of individualisation as one of
the most distinctive characteristics of social life under the conditions of modernity (p 26).
Where we have a “high degree of personal intimacy, emotional depth, moral commitment,
social cohesion and continuity in time” (Nisbet, 1966: 47), these relationships help protect us
from isolation and give us a clear self-identity. It is when our sense of community is lost that
we lose proper context for sharing emotions and are less able to cope with the stresses and
dangers around us (Wilkinson, 2001).
The place of rural communities is therefore fraught. Such ‘communities’ are imperilled by
macro-economic forces and ideology. Geography reinforces isolation and limits connectivity.
And politics reinforce powerful hegemonic attitudes that support the ongoing disadvantage of
others. In the words of Wild (1978), “I was brought up to accept the social structure with its
inherent inequalities as being right and given, and to believe one must do one’s best to rise
within this system. In other words, it is possible to be almost totally unaware of gross social
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inequities because they are accepted as the natural order of things” (Wild, 1978: 184). I am
confident this is also a contributing factor in the level of acceptance shown towards what are
in some cases serious inequities in living standards experienced by people in the Wimmera
Southern Mallee. Research by Hallebone, Townsend and Haoney (2000) into two towns in
Western Victoria, one in the Mallee and one in the Western District, just south of the area for
this study, showed a loss of community identity and rising individualism which led to a rise
in disenfranchisement and sense of decline.
Representative structures for political inequity
The era of neoliberalism has changed the face of community and reinforced a commitment to
a structural focus on political representation that is based on population, and not geography.
While this has been the case in Victoria for quite some time, (Costar, 1985) such a shift
occurred much more recently in Queensland and Western Australia. Davies and Tonts (2007)
who looked at political representation in Western Australia and noted:
As the rural economy diminished in importance and as the ideological support for
libertarian values rose… the demise of vote weighting was not based simply on
ideology and structural change, but also on political expediency as urban political
interests sought to enhance their electoral fortunes (Davies and Tonts, 2007: 210).
The concept of malapportionment came to be seen as paternalistic and ‘preferential’ and at
odds with neo-liberal ideas of equality (Davies and Tonts, 2007).
What is undisputed with this model is that there are now large representative areas for state
and federal politicians in rural areas where populations are dispersed, and very ‘walkable’
electorates in some urban areas where populations are concentrated. The challenge for
political representation under this model is not only the large geographical area to cover, but
the limitations of community interaction. Wilkinson (1991) states that:
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conditions are less favourable for community interaction as the size of territory
increases, which it must do in many cases to support a complete local society… [for
some areas] the size of the territory required for local society has increased beyond
the point where the community as a holistic field of local social interaction is likely to
persist, much less to flourish in effective community actions (p 65- 66).
The problem of political representation based on population rather than geography, is that the
scale of issues for a political representative can be vastly different in these different settings.
For example the loss of a doctor out of a Wimmera community like Edenhope for example,
can have significant implications for medical services, and is likely to be brought to the
attention of the Member of Parliament, as the next nearest doctor may well be in the next
State. However, in a highly urbanised federal electorate like Maribyrnong in Melbourne, the
loss of one doctor may well go completely un-noticed. This has implications for rural
representatives, as they are working with colleagues and opposition members in Parliament
for whom effective service provision occurs naturally, due to economies of scale.
However, as Davies and Tonts (2007) acknowledge, if there is a case for population-based
voting equity, there is also a case for “broader socio-spatial equity, ensuring that rural people
had similar levels of access to health, education, justice and social services” (p 224).
Similarly, Brett (2011) shares this sentiment and is one of the few to acknowledge that “it
will always be more expensive to deliver services to many parts of Australia than to the city
… we do all live in a big country with a difficult geography and we do all need to share the
cost” (p 56). This is a sentiment much more strongly supported in European nations where
food security and political sovereignty may feel more tenuous (Moyer and Josling, 1990).
Maude (2004) has completed an exhaustive review of Australian regional development
approaches in the decade between 1990 and 2002, noting conflicting ideologies and rivalries
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between state and Federal leaders and local agencies. He concludes that “depending on your
viewpoint, regional policy could be seen as a realistic, cost effective, region driven
programme that recognises the limited ability of governments to influence the economy, or as
a tokenistic, ineffective and uncoordinated programme that fails to provide regions with the
resources and support they need to have any impact” (p 19). Fence sitting indeed.
Nevertheless, he notes that political interference in the process of regional development has
led to resistance from state and local regional representatives towards a national approach.
Despite this, political leadership at state and national levels is required in order to address
rural disadvantage and avoid decline, when problems are beyond the scale and scope of a
local community to address (Smailes et. al. 2016). Further, Wilkinson (1991) states:
without national leadership, the forces that have contributed to pressing rural
problems will continue to restrict progress in solving these problems. State and local
efforts are vital to the process of rural development, but these must be organized
within a context of resolve and action at the national level. One of the most obvious
facts of rural life in an essentially urban society is that many problems have their roots
not in local areas but in the structure and functioning of the larger society. Rural
employment, for example, is intimately connected to the national economic structure
(p 117).
Alston (2002) agrees, stating “a need for strong centralised government to build social
capital” (p 96). She argues that the National Competition Policy and associated
purchaser/provider models for government services approach adopted in the 1990s had a
number of negative outcomes for rural communities. Such a model “encouraged competition,
encouraged for-profit organisations over non-profit, favoured larger organisations, increased
bureaucratisation, failed to improve service delivery and disempowered service users”
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(Alston, 2002: 98). Walsh (2001) exploring the issue of place based management, notes there
are “inherent power imbalances between the capacity of different communities, different
sectors and different groups to influence resource allocation” (p 6) which is further evidence
that regional development approaches need to be cognisant of individual circumstances rather
than create an environment which fosters competition and inequity. Alston (2002) argues
strongly for a move towards bigger government and partnership models for funding
community outcomes.
However, for others, such as Tattersall (2015), who recognise the importance of community
advocacy, partnership models are also a risk. She notes “a shift from membership advocacybased organisations to service-based organisations, whose activity is restricted by
government contracts that fund service provision but often limit or prohibit advocacy” (p
386). The respective roles of the State and community are perhaps best defined by Wirth et.
al. (2016) who contend state policy needs to deliver:
a fair distribution of welfare via fiscal equalisation schemes, development programs
for lagging regions and the maintenance of acceptable standards in basic
infrastructures. But it cannot replace local or regional responsibility for building local
capacities and forming strategies… this means that a good combination of both can
provide acceptable living conditions for people in small towns in the periphery (p 73).
Contemporary literature is shifting to focus strongly on the importance of regions in driving
change. It is perhaps a new iteration of place-based development. The current focus is on
leadership rather than incentives however, recognising that leadership capacity is held in a
range of sectors and institutional settings, and diversity may be required for growth.
Kolehmainen et. al (2016) considers regional development to occur via something like a
‘black box’ which contains a hidden network to support change. The authors write that
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“usually the temporal journey between these two status quos [current and future] is not
straightforward and easy at all. In fact, the actual processes and dynamics of regional
development have remained surprisingly veiled” (p 27). Sotarauta (2016) concurs, arguing
that regional agency via leadership is hidden, and it may in fact represent the ‘missing piece’
for understanding and delivering effective regional development. Hirschi (2010) also alludes
to hidden network structures and argues that effective change may require an ability to be
flexible, allowing for fragmentation and realignment of networks.
This contemporary work is perhaps a fresh turn on the idea of social capital promulgated by
Putnam (2000) where he tracked the decline of social capital in American communities.
Social capital as a concept and a theory for understanding community effectiveness has
relevance for this work and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2 which explores the
theoretical foundations for this thesis. Despite this changing locus of interest for regional
development and academic inquiry, in economic and political circles, where neoliberal ideals
still hold sway, rhetoric continues to support the idea of sustained growth as a panacea. As
acknowledged by Wirth et.al. (2016) growth is not universally assured, even in developed
countries. Nor does it automatically lead to community development. Wilkinson (1991)
argues that “growth alone, however, no matter how much it is needed and no matter how
successful the efforts to promote it might be, gives little assurance that community
development will occur in rural areas” (p 104).
Cultural and ideological considerations
It can be difficult to separate accepted ideology from our understanding of rurality, and
indeed this connection has an important part to play in understanding power, political rhetoric
and disadvantage. Rural ideology is often recognised as an agrarian myth centred on an
understanding that “agriculture is fundamental to a prosperous and healthy society” (Wear,
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2009: 82). This ideology is much older than the European settlement of the Australian nation,
and in fact can be seen in much earlier ‘western’ cultures such as Ancient Greece and Rome
(Wear, 2009). In Australia, the idea of agriculture as part of our cultural identity was likely
transported to the nation with European settlement, finding its way into public policy
literature, (and subsequently political rhetoric) in the early 1900s as country-mindedness,
which is similar to the idea of agrarianism in the United States, Canada and Europe, but also
has some elements of commonality with the countryside alliance in the United Kingdom
which is focussed on attributing cultural value to traditional country pursuits such as shooting
and hunting (Marsh et. al., 2009). With agrarianism “family farming connotes a moral
superiority or purity not associated with other lines of work” (Molnar and Wu, 1989: 228).
However the Australian version – country-mindedness – has evolved slightly different
characteristics, including a firm political ideology which is expressed through a range of
country-focussed political parties, most notably the National Party, and more recently in
Victoria through the political agenda of the Shooters, Fishers and Farmers Party. Historically
these political parties and their associated movements have an unabashed core business,
which is to promote and maintain rural interests (Costar, 1985).
Country-mindedness and the rural idyll
As an ideology, country-mindedness is “physiocratic, populist and decentralist” (Aitken,
1985: 36). In his seminal work on rural ideology Aitken (1985) provided a set of principles
which are inexorably associated with the Australian concept of ‘country-mindedness’ and
have stood unchallenged. These are:
“(i) Australia depends on its primary producers for its high standard of living, for only
those who produce physical good add to a country’s wealth.
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(ii) Therefore, all Australians, from city and country alike, should in their own interest
support policies aimed at improving the position of the primary industries.
(iii) Farming and grazing, and rural pursuits generally, are virtuous, ennobling and cooperative; they bring out the best in people.
(iv) in contrast city life is competitive and nasty, as well as parasitical.
(v) The characteristic Australian is a countryman, and the core elements of national
character come from the struggles of country people to tame their environment and
make it productive. City people are much the same the world over.
(vi) For all these reasons, and others like defence, people should be encouraged to
settle in the country, not the city.
(vii) But power resides in the city, where politics is trapped in a sterile debate about
classes. There has to be a separate political party for country people to articulate the
truce voice of the nation” (Aitken, 1985: 35).
The National Party is often credited with the development of this ideology (Wear, 2009;
Botterill, 2006; Cockfield, 2009), however, the chronology of Victorian politics suggests that
the concept of a country life policy emerged first, establishing bold ideas about the
importance of country life to our national development and the National Party followed some
decades later (Parliament of Victoria, 1918; Costar, 1985). This aligns with the research of
Craig and Phillips (1983) who argued that closer settlement in the late nineteenth century
when farming became more economically secure for smaller operators, was the time when
Australia’s country mindedness version of agrarian sentiment became firmly established in
politics and in the ideology of rural communities.
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Throughout Australia’s development as a nation it has been argued that “rural people have
often felt forgotten and have organised themselves politically around resistance to what they
have seen as urban governments, which have not understood both the unique needs of rural
Australia and its centrality to national economic and social well-being” (Lockie 2000: 17).
The early attempts by the Victorian Parliament to recognise the unique challenges
experienced by rural communities provided the origins for the myriad of regional
development policies and investments progressively developed and removed by subsequent
governments (Parliament of Victoria 1918).
Molnar and Wu argue that “social theory tends to underemphasise the role of farming and
agriculture in shaping the fundamental character of society and in providing a buffer for
social change” (Molnar and Wu, 1989: 228). A generation of clean, reliable food and fibre
has perhaps reduced the social imperative to protect the once valued attributes of rural
communities, and “the notion of an interdependency between the city and the country seems
to have passed altogether” (Aitken 2005: 11.6).
A perennial concern for rural communities is that these values may be slipping, as our nation
becomes urbanised, and agriculture is no longer a strong economic export driver for the
nation (Duncan and Epps, 1992). Even Aitken, referring back to the principles he established
two decades earlier to define country-mindedness acknowledges the reality of country life is
different to the values of country-mindedness he purported. Of farmers, Aitken (2005)
argued, “they are not held in the same respect they once were. For we no longer depend on
the farmer and the grazier and they know it. They don’t know quite what to do about it and it
makes them testy” (p 11.5).
This perceived decline in support for country-mindedness has relatively recently been
assessed. Academic research suggests that change is considered to be, at least partially the
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result of an in-migration of people to rural areas, who do not have this intergenerational
understanding of rural ideological values. Further, a reduced level of intergenerational
transfer of farming enterprises is also said to have had a impact on the transfer of these values
between generations (Duncan and Epps 1992; Davies and Tonts 2007). Perhaps
unsurprisingly, these same trends of in-migration have also been attributed to the relative
decline in support for National Party representation in formerly strong rural seats, given the
close ties of the political ideology of the National Party to that of the rural idyll (Wear 2009;
Duncan and Epps 1992). Notably, in-migration and demographic change is less of an issue
for the Wimmera Southern Mallee and this is reflected in the intransigence of state and
Federal political representation.
In-migration is also linked to a drop in appreciation for the rural idyll in a European study
conducted by Rye (2006) which explored the attitudes and feelings held by rural youth about
their community. This research found that
“those who grew up in a city hold far more negative images of the rural than those
raised in the region or in another rural area. The same applies with regard to their
parents: those reporting that neither of their parents were raised in the region similarly
evaluate the rural in more negative terms, for them the countryside being less idyllic
and more dull” (Rye 2006: 419).
This observation also aligns with the assertion by Duncan and Epps (1992) that newcomers to
country areas tend to hold on to urban values.
However, there does remain a level of debate about whether this perceived decline in the
values of country mindedness is a genuine shift. Lawrence and Gray (2000) argue that while
farmers have historically been viewed as the carers and custodians of the land, this image is
challenged as many farming practices have been questioned for their sustainability (Lawrence
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and Gray 2000). Further, Lawrence and Gray (2000) argue that “in an era of ecologically
sustainable development, the status rural producers once had as ‘stewards’ of the land has
been replaced by an image of greed, rapaciousness and disregard for the environment”
(Lawrence and Gray 2000: 48).
Botterill (2006) argues that farmers have a perception that they are perceived in a negative
way by the urban population, which differs from the reality. Botterill (2006) undertook
analysis of urban media coverage of rural communities and then subsequently undertook
survey work (Cockfield and Botterill 2012) to test this theory and found that rural concerns
are not foremost in the minds of urban populations. The conclusion was that while rural
interests are at times in the urban public domain, they are not the consuming focus that rural
people may believe (See in particular Botterill 2006: 29). In particular, survey results of
urban people revealed “they are no less approving of agricultural practices… and consider
that farming and rural areas are important to the future and need more assistance … [but are
becoming] slightly more concerned about production practices” (Cockfield and Botterill
2012: 618).
This gradual shift is not shown to be replicated internationally, with an earlier US-based
study by Molnar and Wu (1989) noting that support for agrarianism “increased directly with
age, decreased with education, and decreased with income. The well-educated and upperincome groups were the least agrarian sentiments of the sample” (Molnar and Wu, 1989:
238). Generational change may also play a part as younger people were less likely to support
agrarian values. Further Molnar and Wu were able to demonstrate that in urban populations
“education was negatively related to support for government involvement in agriculture.
Income was also negatively related to favourability for government intervention” (p 238).
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Molnar and Wu (1989) concluded that “traditional beliefs about farming as an occupation and
its consequences for family life and individual development are giving way to more realistic
perceptions of food production as an activity conducted by individual entrepreneurs, business
firms, and corporations” (p 242). While the age of the study should be taken into account, it is
important to note that Molnar and Wu flagged that support for government investment in
rural and regional development activities is declining, and these sentiments have certainly
been supported by neo-liberal public policy approaches in both the United States and
Australia over the last two and a half decades. Further, in comparing this study with the far
more recent work completed by Cockfield and Botterill in 2012, we could in fact be seeing a
softening of the approach to rural communities by urban populations, as a reaction to the
economic rationalism and tough climatic conditions experienced by rural communities over
the last two decades. But given the paucity of work in this area, it is impossible to make
conclusive remarks.
However, prevailing attitudes to rural communities do matter, because, for rural people, such
ideology may influence our understanding of ‘place’ and is part of how we subjectively see
ourselves and our position within a broader social context (Malpas, 1999). When regional
people define ourselves according to the ideological principles of country-mindedness we
also commit to a range of internalised attitudes about the way in which public policy should
respond. A disconnect occurs when these ideological values are not necessarily held in wide
esteem by others outside our community and such internalised values may in fact prevent us
from seeing the reality of our situation as others may see it.
Botterill regards country mindedness as acting “as a silent censor of public debate on rural
policy” (Botterill 2006: 33). She argues that the values of country mindedness actually
reinforce inequality in rural areas between those who own agricultural property, and those
who do not. Verral, Ward and Hay (1985) make a similar argument, stating that when
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agrarian ideology is embedded in the political, it is phenomenally difficult to make headway
“against the ideological hegemony of ‘country- mindedness’ precisely because it is seen as
the electoral vehicle of the enemies of country-mindedness” (p 21-22).
Ideology can be a strong vehicle with which to reinforce cultural hegemony. Because
ideology is internalised, and accepted as a natural and normal way of interpreting the world,
it can be used to reinforce the importance of existing communities of power, entrench
disadvantage and control impulses towards change and renewal (Taylor, 2010). Individuals
within a hegemonic community can also self-regulate behaviour to reinforce their own
disadvantage (or indeed, advantage, depending on where they are positioned) when certain
ideological values are accepted (Orlowski, 2011). This understanding of the remit of ideology
can be related to the work of Lukes (2005) in defining radical power, which too is explained
in the sense that people may unwittingly reinforce their own disadvantage and act in ways
that provide negative consequences for themselves.
Power and class in rural communities
In preparing the literature review for this doctoral study I explored a number of community
studies focussed on rural life. The extant literature tended to focus on anthropological
analysis in a particular rural locale, explore the structures and networks that exist and
consider where power is concentrated and how communities work. Seminal studies in the
field include Vidich and Bensman (1960); Wild (1974); and most meticulously in a
Wimmera/Western Victorian context by Dempsey (1990) and (1992).
These studies are extremely effective in debunking the idea that sometimes permeates
academic circles that rural communities do not exhibit the same level of class differentiation
as urban societies. I share the view of these community engaged academics and argue in this
thesis that issues of class and inclusion while complicated are salient to understanding true
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indicators of value and success as well as the future of rural communities. While the
egalitarian focussed work of Duncan and Epps (1992) who argue that “rather than regarding
society as a hierarchical class-based entity, farmers and graziers categorized individuals
according to their occupational/productive roles (p 434), is admirable, I think it fails to
understand the deeply nuanced hierarchy of relationships that exist in rural areas. Similarly, it
has been argued, not without merit, that community organisations which are prevalent in rural
communities may assist with transcending class, gender and race-based segregation (Skocpol,
2003). In the Wimmera Southern Mallee region, the focus of participation may be more about
how useful an individual is to the progression of the values of the powerful involved, a point
both Dempsey (1992) and Vidich and Bensman (1960) and (1964) in particular give some
consideration to.
Community studies do give a real insight into the reinforcing hegemonic behaviours of
community. Bell and Newby (1971) reviewed a number of such studies and found:
the culture of the community is relatively homogeneous, for it must be so if roles are
not to conflict or human relations to lose their intimacy… There will be community
sentiments involving close and enduring loyalties to the place and people. So
community encourages immobility and makes it difficult for men to achieve status
and wealth on the basis of their merits. Community makes for traditionalistic ways
and at the very core of the community concept is the sentimental attachment to the
conventions and mores of a beloved place. Community will reinforce and encapsulate
a moral code, raising moral tensions and rendering heterodoxy a serious crime, for in
a community everyone is known and can be placed in the social structure. This results
in a personalising of issues, events and explanations, because familiar names and
characters inevitably become associated with everything that happens (p 24).
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Wilkinson (1991) further reinforces this understanding from a class-focussed perspective:
Solidarity on a locality basis suppresses the expression of real interests of classes
other than the local elite. By this argument, community mobilisation tends to be class
action, and localism as an ideology serves only the interest of those in the community
who control key resources such as land and housing…Thus class hegemony can
create a false appearance of community cohesion (p 21).
Both of these statements are central to understanding community and the reinforcing nature
of the status quo. However, it is important to recognise that in exploring issues of power “we
[also] need to understand how particular identities, cultures and communities come into being
and how certain of these are going to impose themselves on others” (Murdoch and Pratt,
1993: 422).
Key limitation of locally focused community studies is that they tend to examine their subject
destination in isolation from the wider community interactions particularly community
leaders have origins elsewhere. Community studies are limited by their scope, and the
physical impossibility of mapping and assessing all community interactions within and
outside. They also tend to make value judgements about the behaviour of individuals without
giving appropriate recognition to the external and internal forces at play. Courvisanos and
Martin (2005) note the dilemma and argue a need to strike a balance between “the
community studies approach [which] lacks a strong policy perspective … and the
sustainability studies approach which has an explicit policy orientation … but lacks a deep
behavioural context” (p 9).
If we are serious about change, it then becomes necessary to consider change in such a way
that empowers rather than disempowers all within rural communities, because whilst
structures reinforce privilege locally, such communities are also subject to external pressures
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that reinforce the privilege of those in more powerful positions outside the local community.
As Murdoch and Pratt (1993) make clear, “simply ‘giving voice’ to ‘others’ by no means
guarantees that we will uncover the relations which lead to marginalisation or neglect” (p
422).
It is similarly important to recognise that each individual engaged in policy and agenda
setting brings with them their own history and experience, and this informs the way in which
engagement occurs (or fails to occur) (Considine, 1994). The history of individual
experience, and whether engagement was positive or negative informs the way in which a
person will participate, whilst similarly, the structures that exist within a place or situation,
and an individual’s previous experience with those will also direct the style of participation
(Considine, 1994). We need to be cognisant that this is the experience for all players in
decision-making and agenda setting, but their experiences will all be different based on
individual circumstances.
Etzioni (1988) argues that “structural changes, especially toward a more responsive
community often entail mobilisation of power by those who are keen on change, to overcome
the opposition of those committed to the status quo” (p 245). This work, therefore, must
concern itself "not only with those who influence decisions, but also with those who decide
what issues are to be raised, and who effectively prevent some issues from becoming public
issues, and those who decide what formal rules are to be laid down which determine how the
issue should be fought" (Bell and Newby, 1971: 239). However, I think the most important
question for this work is stated by Krips (2010) who asks rhetorically “how is real political
change possible, change that on the one hand does not descend into mere anarchic violence
but on the other hand does more than merely change the bums that occupy the seats of
power?” (p 343).
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I am very cognisant of the words of Encel (1978) who said “people refrain from ‘studying up
…’ because it might lead to retribution, demotion or subtle ostracism” (p 41). However others
argue “inequality, a most formidable barrier to social interaction in many small communities,
must be reduced to allow a true form of local solidarity to grow and to generate effective
community actions” (Wilkinson, 1991: 116). For a genuine community conversation about
seeking opportunities for a truly liveable and supportive community, then it is necessary to
extend our thinking beyond what is currently accepted as the status quo, and instead consider
what could be.
The rhetoric of community development – ideology and practice
Community development is understood as “a process where community members are
supported by agencies to identify and take collective action on issues which are important to
them” (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2019). For the purposes of this thesis,
community development is understood to share this interpretation, with a core focus on
priority setting regarding advocacy and achieving economic development outcomes.
There are many and varied perspectives about what is needed to ensure rural communities are
empowered and engaged, and many of these perspectives traverse a thin line between reality
and rhetoric. Monaghan (2012) considers that the outcomes of empowerment can be wide
ranging. He considers:
community cohesion, an increased sense of belonging to neighbourhoods and equality
of civic participation, to regular and valued volunteering and a thriving third sector. In
practice this may simply mean cleaner streets, lower crime or higher property values
for some. For others, it is about ever increasing aspirational goals such as reversing
democratic disengagement and the disconnection of citizens from the state. And thus,
appropriate solutions are contemplated for the perceived schism between
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'representative' and 'participatory' democracy, a failure to transfer power in a
meaningful way and a lack of clarity and transparency in the accountability of
decision-making (p 38-39).
These words bely a mountainous challenge for any rural community. As stated by Etzioni
(1988) “changes in the course of action often require not merely changing the ‘hearts and
minds’ of individuals, but also changing the economic, social and political structures” (p
244). In order to achieve this, economic development in rural areas must first focus on
promoting ‘rural well-being’ and must “seek to increase the base of resources for rural people
to meet their needs” (Wilkinson, 1991: 107).
It is critical to upskill those who are unable to engage, and give them the confidence to
“break… the flow of communications, interrupting them so that one might instil a question
that has transformative (i.e. revolutionary) potential” (Bell, 2010: 165). Experimentation must
be encouraged and supported. The process of trial and error is important – it allows for
creativity that is “nonetheless just what makes possible the creativity that can transform a city
[or rural community] into an economically vibrant place. Which experiments will work is not
predetermined, but discouraging experimentation altogether is… bound to lead to economic
ruin” (Bell, 2010: 165). Unfortunately, the realities of economic pressure and a pressure for
conformity may make opportunities for experimentation in rural communities few and far
between.
Wilkinson (1991) considers the field of community development to be the place for
experimentation. He argues that community development is about the “purposive efforts to
build the generalised structure that characterises a community field. People try to build the
community field, and the process of trying constitutes community development” (Wilkinson,
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1991: 91). Wilkinson is optimistic about the value of effort. He understands community
development as a process rather than a goal. He states:
A most important qualification is that community development as a purposive and
positive process exists in the efforts of people and not necessarily in goal
achievement. Trying is enough to qualify as community development by this concept.
To require ‘success’ as a condition would be to ignore the complex forces other than
purpose that contribute to community change, and such a requirement would miss the
point that development is a process rather than an outcome of social interaction
(Wilkinson, 1991: 94).
Perhaps what Wilkinson is alluding to here, is the importance of participation in creating a
sense that individuals within a community have some control. Murkowski and Ross (1986)
state that “of all the beliefs about self and society that might affect an individual’s distress,
belief in control over one’s own life may be the most important” (p 26). This is a view shared
with Mills, (2000). Indeed, Wilkinson is able to make an argument for both the self and the
community in terms of participation. He states:
the argument here is not simply that community development is positive because
people ‘think’ it will improve their lives; the argument is that community
development is positive because it in fact contributes to social well-being. The
purposive action in community development can be judged to be positive not only on
the basis of subjective values but also on the basis of objective conditions and
consequences (Wilkinson, 1991: 94).
Community participation for the purposes of making people feel more empowered about their
own disadvantage, whilst it gives a sense of social-wellbeing to the participants involved is
the argument here. It creates the question of whether or not rural communities are encouraged
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to participate in regional development for the purpose of creating a sense of value for
otherwise disempowered communities.
This literature review provided a contextual overview of the breadth of research undertaken
for this thesis. This chapter has spanned an understanding of the historical antecedents to the
current situation of regional development, revealing a longitudinal pervasive attitude of
survival and stoicism. The second part of the literature review considered external structural
influences which influence rural outcomes including political structures, and dominant social
expectations, including a focus on economics and risk management. The final section of the
literature review considered the cultural or ideological influences which pervade the rural
experience. Country-mindedness and agrarianism were explored along with the broader value
set surrounding community and regional development. The literature review shows the
different layering of ideas that exist around the philosophy of regional development and
provides an introduction to some of the deeper ideological ties that exist to influence action
and behaviour in this space.
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CHAPTER 2 - THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Introduction
This chapter explores the theoretical foundations of this thesis, establishing the primary
themes for consideration. The aim of this thesis is to understand the ideological perspectives
of leaders in the region and how this influences behaviour and outcomes. From this we are
able to bring an understanding to the nuanced structures of power and influence that work to
support or to silence activity. Once this is understood, change may be possible.
The theoretical approach for this work is underpinned by a social constructionist
epistemology and a critical theoretical perspective. A social constructionist epistemology
considers that “meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world
they are interpreting” (Crotty, 1998: 43) effectively establishing both individual perspective
and social norms (How, 2003). Society provides the means by which reality is understood
and interpreted.
Constructionism as an approach argues that what is known to be true is constructed by
society, and those ‘truths’ require ongoing validation and acceptance at a social level to
remain so. Individuals interpret and internalise these truths, and thus reinforce their validity
to others in social contexts. With this approach, it is possible to negotiate meaning and
establish a reality, which results in an alignment of this epistemological approach with
ontological realism (Crotty, 1998). Therefore this thesis subscribes to the idea of an objective
reality, but the intent of this research is to understand how such reality is constructed.
A critical theoretical perspective within a social constructionist epistemology provides for a
critical consideration of these ‘truths’ and the methods by which they are achieved. As
Dahms (2011) argues, “social scientists… must embrace the responsibility for making the
most determined and sustained efforts to discern and reveal the truly awesome force
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alienation has over our lives and existence – as a constitutional feature of modern reality.” (p
278). Critical social research therefore has an emancipatory intent to explore the ways in
which people are prevented from achieving their goals, including the structures and social
limitations those people may themselves reinforce.
This doctoral research study has a layered interpretive research framework that is
progressively revealed through critical analysis. At the first layer is an understanding of ‘what
is’ – the situation that is present from an individual perspective and acknowledging that this
might not be a preferred set of outcomes for the region. This then leads into a secondary
discussion around the ideologies and values that people in this community hold as well as
those which are somewhat imposed from external sources. The third layer then brings an
understanding of how these ideological values influence behaviour and practice, and may
lead to the exercise of normative behaviours that support outcomes which are contradictory to
achieving change. Within this framework, this chapter will also explore a number of central
critical interpretive approaches and their relevance for this research.
Social constructionism
Social constructionism forms one of the three alternative epistemological approaches
described by Crotty (1998). He discusses positivism, constructionism and interpretivism as
alternative approaches to research inquiry. Positivism is the traditional approach of scientific
inquiry which postulates that an objective truth can be found through academic inquiry. At
the other end of the scale sits interpretivism, which presumes that the experience of the
individual is all defining, and shared meaning is not possible. Interpretivism is a resistance to
the positivist approach, arguing that social science should provide a strong counterpoint to the
natural sciences (Crotty, 1998).
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The constructionist position is therefore one of middle ground. Crotty argues that “from the
constructionist viewpoint, therefore, meaning (or truth) cannot be described simply as
'objective'. By the same token, it cannot be described simply as 'subjective'” (p 43). Truth is
created by social interaction and consensus, and without this social interaction, truth cannot
exist. Gergen (1985) provides a sense of perspective, arguing that the transformative role of
research requires first an understanding of what is, but then argues the importance of
constructivism in reasserting a moral consideration to research. He writes:
because of the inherent dependency of knowledge systems on communities of shared
intelligibility, scientific activity will always be governed in large measure by
normative rules. However, constructionism does invite the practitioners to view these
rules as historically and culturally situated – thus subject to critique and
transformation. There is stability of understanding without the stultification of
foundationalism (p 273).
We ground the work in what is and then move forward to critically consider the potential for
transformative action. Many of the central understandings of our social experience which we
accept and take for granted are actually “created and perpetuated by human beings who share
meanings through being members of the same society or culture” (Burr, 2003: 32). Unlike the
natural sciences, this epistemological approach has a confidence that knowledge is not
‘found’ or ‘discovered,’ it is ultimately a shifting concept, that requires people to continually
re-evaluate their understandings based on experience (Schwandt, 2007).
In particular, I am mindful of the caution given by Hammersley (2011) who argues strongly
that:
there can be no absolute givens in enquiry, and that any knowledge we produce is
necessarily a product of construction work, both conscious and subconscious.
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Moreover, that work will reflect the cultural resources available to us, and our own
position in the world. However this model retains the idea that, at best, what is
produced is a representation, albeit only of some part of reality from a particular
perspective (that framed by our questions). At the same time, it is argued that any
notion of a representation which implies capturing reality as it is, in its entirety, is
misconceived. Reality is an inexhaustible fund of truths, because truths are always
answers to questions; and the scope for questions, even about any small part of reality
is always endless (p 136-137).
It has been conceptually challenging to consider whether it is even possible to get to a ‘truth’
in terms of understanding the community, as individual perspectives are different and shaped
by individual understandings and experiences. How important is my own knowledge, and
where do I place that understanding within the broader interplay of other experiences and
perspectives within this community? As evidenced by Hammersley (2011) above, and
Kincheloe, McLaren and Steinberg (2011), achieving an objective truth is not possible. This
understanding has been important in terms of bringing the work towards a social
constructionist epistemology. They argue that:
because all observers view an object of inquiry from their own vantage points in the
web of reality, no portrait of a social phenomenon is ever exactly the same as another.
Because all physical, social, cultural, psychological and educational dynamics are
connected in a larger fabric, researchers will produce different descriptions of an
object of inquiry depending on what part of the fabric they have focussed on – what
part of the river they have seen (p 170).
This is simultaneously a freedom and a constraint. It is freedom in terms of allowing the
researcher to acknowledge the individual value of this research despite the fact that it will be
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limited by personal perspective and experience. It is a constraint because the desire for an
unassailable ‘truth’ about this community, and the hope for the future this entails, may be
ultimately unachievable. As Denzin and Lincoln (2003) make clear, “objective reality can
never be captured” (p 8) and social reality is constructed by the people who control it (Mills,
2000). It is therefore the work of this thesis to understand the construction of social reality
and the power that reinforces it.
An important part of using this theoretical approach is the recognition of the validity of
multiple views. Thus the cogency of a range of ideas can be considered, and in stark
differentiation to a political science research approach, there are multiple ways of ‘seeing’ an
issue (Okley, 2012). The value in constructionism is that it does not permit a certain
perspective to prevent other interpretations from being considered and accepted. This is
complemented by the critical interpretive framework, which can be expected to give voice to
a greater diversity of values (Creswell, 2013). As Hammersley (2000) considers, a
perspective that is both critical and open to multiple interpretations is best able to emphasise
a “diversity of perspectives” (p 5).
There are, however, a number of criticisms that can be levelled at social constructionism. In
particular, the issue of individual agency is one that is considered by some academics to be
largely overlooked. The argument is that because this approach focusses attention at societal
or community level, the role of the individual in achieving personal change is not a focus
(Burr, 2003). This can be construed as a rather reductionist consideration, as the purpose of
social constructionism is to acknowledge the ‘un-freedom’ of individuals and to explore how
this is perpetuated and reinforced in social settings through the establishment of cultural and
behavioural norms (Crotty, 1998). Further, when combined with a critical theoretical
approach, the focus is to bring new understanding to the “historic and cultural norms that
operate in individual’s lives” (Creswell, 2013) which has the potential to be transformative.
105

The other key point is less a criticism and more a limitation. Within a social constructionist
approach, it is necessary to acknowledge that there is great potential for diverse ways of
knowing and achieving an objective ‘truth’ that can be applied to all within a society or a
community is likely a flawed goal. This requires the research approach to look for a
“complexity of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas”
(Creswell, 2013: 24) and the background of the researcher is also critically involved in
shaping interpretation. It cannot be otherwise. Crotty (1998) argues that within this approach
“a certain relativism is in order” (p 64) and we must keep a firm focus on the cultural,
historical and structural influences that have informed the position. The ‘truths’ posited by
the research are necessarily subject to change as social perspectives shift.
Critical theory
Critical theory has its origins in the Institute for Social Research, commonly known as the
Frankfurt School, based at Goethe University, Frankfurt. Founded in the interwar period, it
developed with a strong sense of a need to develop social theory that allowed a more radical
critique of existing dominant political forms such as capitalism, communism and fascism
(Giroux, 1988). Bronner (2011) explains that the impetus for this new theoretical approach
developed in response to what was seen as significant decline in human emancipation.
Instead, “a bureaucratically administered mass society was apparently integrating all forms of
resistance, obliterating genuine individuality, and generating personality structures with
authoritarian predilections. Conformity was undermining autonomy” (Bronner, 2011: 20).
The Frankfurt school drew on the established theoretical approaches of Weber,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Kafka, Proust, and Beckett, and members such as Marcuse,
Adorno, Habermaus and Horkheimer increased the theoretical contribution significantly
(Bronner, 2011; Crotty, 1998).
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The approach has a “distinctive political orientation” (Lakomski, 1988: 54) and continues to
challenge the idea of constructed meanings that people inherit and may consider to be ‘valuefree.’ Crotty (1998) provides a succinct explanation of the approach:
The critical tradition, encountered today most markedly in what we know as critical
theory, is even more suspicious of the constructed meanings that culture bequeaths to
us. It emphasises that particular sets of meanings, because they have come into being
in and out of the give-and-take of social existence, exist to serve hegemonic interests.
Each set of meanings supports particular power structures, resists moves towards
greater equity, and harbours oppression, manipulation and other modes of injustice
and un-freedom (p 59-60).
With critical theory, the cogency of a range of ideas can be considered, and in stark
differentiation to a political science research approach, there are multiple ways of ‘seeing’ an
issue (Okley, 2012; Creswell, 2013). As Hammersley (2000) considers, a perspective that is
both critical and open to multiple interpretations is best able to emphasise a “diversity of
perspectives” (p 5). It is however, possible, through the exploration of power and oppression
to understand normative ideology within an identified community, or subset of a community
and the impact it has on action. Through this we can understand what oppresses and propose
a vision for change.
Such an approach represents an important academic shift in terms of understanding culture
and power. With this approach, it is necessary to re-evaluate the role of culture and ideology
within social reckoning. Culture becomes an area that may harbour resistance to ideas and
opportunities for change within a community. This is a significant shift from the long held
enlightened view that imbues culture with a ‘value-free’ status. Crotty (1998) argues that this
is a significant shift in academic inquiry as “for most of our civilised past … culture has

107

tended to be canonised” (p 97) and ideology considered a necessary part of the foundational
underpinning of civil society.
The most important aspect of critical theory for this thesis is that of power. In critical theory
power is the centralising theme, which is given agency by culture and ideology. As a result,
critical researchers are primarily focussed on its deeply embedded relationship within social
configurations, and ultimately how it is exercised for the purposes of control. From this
perspective, it is not possible to separate ‘facts’ from the ideological values that have ascribed
them (Kincheloe and McLaren, 1994). Further, this theoretical approach requires the
researcher to acknowledge that privilege exists in every society and alongside this occurs
conscious and unconscious oppression (Crotty, 1998).
Critical theory aims to bring an understanding to the causes of oppression, acknowledging the
power structures and ideological controls that restrict change. Through the research, which
provides an authoritative critique of social structures, ideology and conformity, it is possible
to bring a desire for emancipation and a sense of empowerment to the community that change
is possible (Thomas, 1993).
Crotty argues that for critical theorists the issue of power is necessarily complex and
interwoven. In terms of power, he argues that it “is most forceful when subordinates accept
their social status as natural, necessary or inevitable; that oppression has many faces, and
concern for only one form of oppression at the expense of others can be counterproductive
because of the connections between them” (p 97).
The critical theorist Freire (2009) also centralises the theme of power in his work,
acknowledging the deeply internalising nature of oppression and the monumental role
required from the oppressed in order to change it:
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the oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they are
immersed, and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the struggle for
freedom so long as they feel incapable of running the risks it requires. Moreover their
struggle for freedom threatens not only the oppressor, but also their own oppressed
comrades who are fearful of still greater repression. When they discover within
themselves the yearning to be free, they perceive that this yearning can be
transformed into reality only when the same earning is aroused in their comrades. But
while dominated by the fear of freedom they refuse to appeal to others, or to listen to
the appeals of others, or even to the appeals of their own conscience (p 48).
A primary concern for critical theorists then is the damaging impacts of mainstream research
practices that fail to acknowledge power structures or critique imbalances. A mere
description of ‘what is’ can be further oppressing, rather than emancipating. Despite noble
intentions, mainstream research approaches tend to reproduce existing systems and structures
and repress personal bias for the sake of neutrality (Thomas, 1993). In contrast, critical theory
allows a researcher to embrace their normative positioning and use it “as a means of invoking
social consciousness and societal change” (Thomas, 1993: 4). The issue of bias and personal
positioning has been discussed in the context of this thesis in the introduction.
In summary, social constructionism focuses on society and considers the community to be
studied as the locus for the work, rather than the individual, or the object. This approach
acknowledges there is no value neutrality in any aspect of social relationships and critical
theory provides a lens for re-evaluating ideology and culture as potentially repressive, and
may even limit or ultimately prevent effective action by individuals to achieve change.
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Placing the theoretical perspective in the research
This research begins from the intellectual premise that outcomes in this region can be
improved. Political representation, equity and competition are key themes for this work.
Ultimately, the work seeks to understand the causes of oppression that may exist in this
region to limit activity and repress the desire for change. This work will therefore critically
examine this region’s approach to political representation, considering the ideological values
and hegemonic behaviours that may influence positioning and action. The work will also
consider issues of power, both local and external, exploring how these reinforce ideological
internalisation and ultimately action.
It is the central premise of this thesis that efforts to grow the population and expand the
region’s economic base have not delivered a vibrant, optimistic community that feels in
control of our future. Because of this, it is necessary to critically examine how our efforts
may in fact be limiting positive change.
Mills and the Sociological Imagination
This thesis is informed by a number of critical theorists including C Wright Mills (2000) who
analysed elite power and made a further significant contribution to sociological theory by
defining the intersection between private problems and public issues, which was briefly
discussed in the introduction. The intersection between public and private is foundational to
the work of this thesis as regional challenges are often public issues, masquerading as private
problems as a result of geography, economics or population.
Mills (2000), like other critical theorists acknowledges the significant constraints that exist
with regard to individual agency. Mills (2000) writes that “the individual ‘does the best he
can.’ He gears his aspirations and his work to the situation he is in, and from which he can
find no way out. In due course he does not seek a way out: he adapts” (p 170). This is
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strikingly similar to Freire (2009) making comment on the internalised values of the
oppressed, which is quoted earlier in this chapter.
Mills provides a solid foundation for the orientation of this thesis because the intersection of
private troubles and public issues is of direct interest to this work. The issues of rural
population decline, regional competitiveness, and how communities act in response are issues
that intersect and can be understood at a range of interpretive points. This extends from an
issue which affects an individual, to issues which are identified by several individuals to
indicate a broader social issue within a community or region, through to trends impacting the
nation, and similar situations internationally. While this thesis is resolutely about the
Wimmera Southern Mallee region, it explores issues identified by individuals and considers
the broader intersection of these issues shared by multiple individuals to understand issues at
a regional scale. It also establishes alignment of these issues identified by other academics in
other regions and nations. The deliberative approach of Mills provides a framework for the
sometimes-complex intersection between individual experience and the broader historical,
structural and cultural issues that contextualise and support critical consideration of
multifaceted issues.
Also of relevance for this work is the fundamental human contradiction Mills (2000)
identifies, which creates a ‘moral dilemma’ for any agent of change. He argues that there is a
significant “difference between what men are interested in, and what is to men’s interest” (p
193). The former, which is hard to unseat, is often established via accidental or deliberate
vested interests. In driving change, transformation to the latter often requires an approach that
may need to transcend what individuals are interested in and move on to explore what is in
the broader regional interest. This conflict is present in the findings of this doctoral thesis
and is necessary to consider when considering barriers to change.
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Lukes’ Theory of Power
The second supporting theoretical approach for this work is Lukes (2005). The issue of power
is central to the work, and Lukes provides an unrivalled academic consideration of hidden
‘radical’ power. Therefore, whilst Mills orientates the work by providing a socially focused
framework, Lukes provides a structure that enables the research to achieve critical analytical
depth.
Lukes (2005) describes power as having three ‘views.’ One dimensional power is the most
obvious layer, which describes superficially understood interactions between two parties.
Within this model, issues are overt, conflict is observable and outcomes are based on
authority with a clear decision-making process. This is the model that positivist theorists like
Parsons (1967) use. Parsons explains power in this way:
Power then is a generalized capacity to secure the performance of binding obligations
by units in a system of collective organisation when the obligations are legitimised
with reference to their bearing on collective goals and where in the case of
recalcitrance there is a presumption of enforcement by negative situational
sanctions—whatever the actual agency of that enforcement (Parsons, 1967: 308).
This one dimensional view of power shares a similarity with the enlightenment or positivist
epistemological positioning in that only that which is visible is understood to contribute to
outcomes. There is no need for deeper analysis, because power is transacted legitimately
between informed players. Ways of persuading and inducing action are also legitimated by
the established process and therefore should not be viewed with suspicion (Parsons, 1967).
Everyone of sound cognitive function has an equal opportunity to participate, and according
to Parsons, a focus on competence in leadership, which appears to be meritocratic in style is
all that is necessary to ensure the “equalisation of franchise” (p 330) within this system.
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Lukes considers this approach flawed as “the one dimensional view of power cannot reveal
the less visible ways in which a pluralist system may be biased in favour of certain groups
and against others” (Lukes, 2005: 39).
The second, two-dimensional view of power described by Lukes (2005) presents a “qualified
critique of behavioural focus” (p 29). This perspective acknowledges the potential for ‘nondecision making’ to be a hidden exercise of power and conflict between the parties may be
overt or covert in nature. This position also acknowledges that some policy preferences may
be considered more valuable than others and that negotiations over decisions are not
necessarily conducted by equally informed and engaged participants.
Academics such as Etzioni (1988) share some alignment with this approach. He argued that
there is such a thing as ‘generalised power’ which gives some individuals advantage in
situations where power is exercised. Etzioni further argues that people in this situation “will
enjoy an advantage over the less powerful actor even in sectors where there is formal
equality” (p 316). Ultimately, he argues “it explains submission even when there is no actual
exercise of power” (Etzioni: 1988, 316).
Lukes considers the main limitation of the two-dimensional view to be the focus on the
decision making of individuals in a process, ignoring the impacts created by institutions, and
inactivity of leaders as a group. He argues that a true understanding of power needs to move
away from a mere focus on personal and individual demands and how these may be
prevented from resolution or debate in political settings (Lukes, 2005). It is precisely this
issue of hidden influence of social forces over institutional processes which necessitates a
further, third consideration of power.
The three-dimensional view of power, or assessment of ‘radical’ power critically involves an
assessment of subjective as well as real interests of individuals and groups involved in
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decision-making. It also includes consideration of latent conflict that may be present and has
a focus on issues of control (overt and covert) over the political agenda (Lukes, 2005).
Lukes’ explanation of radical power and its hidden presence provides the framework for
Encel’s (1970) work on power and hierarchy in an Australian context. This research was an
early influence for this thesis, as Encel’s work was focussed on exploring hidden power and
networks in elite circles that reached above the status of the researcher. Encel’s work also
shares similarities with Mills (1958) treatise on the power elite but does so from an
Australian perspective. As a result Encel has a stronger focus on the overt and covert
influence of bureaucracy on matters of power, which is also an important consideration for
this thesis.
Returning to Lukes (2005) concept of ‘radical’ power, this theoretical approach
acknowledges the difficulty in providing a methodological response that is able to draw out
this deeply hidden form of power as an objective truth. He argues the importance of
continuing to investigate to this depth, despite the challenges. He argues “it does not follow
that, just because it is difficult or even impossible to show that power has been exercised in a
given situation, we can conclude that it has not” (Lukes, 2005: 41). He further argues the
fundamental importance of ensuring that the exercise of unconscious power is also
understood.
This form of analysis into the broader epistemological framework of social constructivism
allows for the exploration of the complexity of ideas, an attempt at interpretation of some of
the hidden elements of radical power may be possible in this thesis.
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Oliga’s Power, Ideology and Control
Having established the centrality of power as a focus, it is necessary to consider the relative
importance of the other lever requiring similar consideration, which is ideology. While
Lukes’ (2005) argues that ideology influences the exercise of power, Oliga (1996) considers
power and ideology, when utilised together, form a medium to achieve an ultimate outcome,
which is control. When control is achieved, the effect is social domination. He takes a
Weberian approach to this discussion, arguing that the exercise of power results in a “loss of
freedom” and utilisation of negative ideology leads to a “loss of meaning” (Oliga, 1996: 291).
This relationship is displayed in the following conceptual diagram:

Figure: 3 – From domination to Emancipation (Oliga, 1996).
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Oliga also brings a deeper understanding to a number of points where influence of ideology
and power occur. He considers the primary stratification variables to be money, which
influences the economic sphere, and bureaucracy which influences the political sphere. Both
act as significant influencers of power and ideology, and result in a pincer-like move to
control the social system. Encel (1970) makes a similar point but argues there are
three stratification variables: economic power, status ascription and political power.
Economic power may be dissected into income, wealth, access to credit, control of
employment, the control of wages and prices; political power into formal
governmental authority, informal control and influence in the political process and
influence over public opinion; social status into a variety of segmental status
judgements arising from a variety of social roles, which can be combined into a
general social status description (Encel: 1970, 37).
Oliga’s discussion around class is somewhat obtuse, as while he does focus on matters of
complementarity and egalitarianism, I am not convinced he fully reconciles these approaches
as ideologies. Encel (1970), however argues that egalitarianism is an ideology of its own, and
adherence to it masks the significant status distinctions which exist in Australia. Reinforcing
egalitarian ideology at a national level also has a cost, which he identifies as a paradox: “the
search for equality of the redistributive kind breeds bureaucracy; bureaucracy breeds
authority; and the authority undermines the equality which bred it” (Encel: 1970, 57). The
issue of class is relevant to this work and provides a further area for discernment in terms of
structural considerations around access to power and relative disadvantage.
I have considered multiple models in an attempt to contextualise the social construction that I
find in my community as a result of the research conducted. Oliga (1996) argues that the
“notion of social order in an attempt to… [capture] what is perceived as the essential,
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underlying stable pattern of ongoing social activities” (p 37). The problem that I have found
is that no single model effectively captures the way in which this community operates. There
is a strong sense of individualism, but also elements of community solidarity and deep
altruism. There are structures and systems which create order and seek to manage risk. There
is inclusion and exclusion of individuals, groups and ideas. What is the way of describing
community that acknowledges and supports an approach that appears to be contradictory?
While researchers do acknowledge the limitations of single models, the place of conflict in
ideological positioning is not one rural researchers have extensively considered in an
Australian context. This thesis is interested in the potential interconnectedness of multiple,
competing social structures and the way in which these different ‘ideological’ approaches vie
for dominance in one community, as this creates the conditions for intra-community conflict
as well as conflict between the ‘community’ and regional, state and national level power
structures.
Oliga (1996) brings an understanding of three competing social orders together in a way that
I believe assists with explaining some of the conflict experienced at community level in terms
direction. Oliga (1996) argues that there are three models of social order which dominate in
western thinking:
first, the market model, in which order is maintained on the basis of free market
competition; second, the community model, in which it is through spontaneous
solidarity and conformity to agreed social norms that order is maintained, and third,
the state (including the associative model), in which order is maintained through
hierarchical control (Emphasis in original) (Oliga: 1996, 37).
Further, Oliga (1996) draws down into the key relational aspects of these three models and
where conflict and cooperation exist. This consideration of multiple models and the points at
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which they intersect is a key part of understanding the operating approach for the Horsham
and surrounding hinterland community, and the conflicts that occur over leadership, direction
and intent. Oliga (1996) produced the following table to discuss the defining features of each
social model:
Form of Social
Order
Guiding
principles
Relationship
Between
Dominant
rationality
Decisions
reached
through
Major source of
cleavage

Community

Market

State

Spontaneous
solidarity
Interdependent

Dispersed
competition
Interdependent

Hierarchical
control
Dependent

Satisfying
identity
Unanimous
consent

Maximising
advantage
Consumer
preference

Minimising risk

Insider versus
Outsider

Buyers versus
sellers

Rulers versus
ruled

Authoritative
adjudication

Figure 4 - Typology of forms of social order (Taken from Oliga,1996: p 38).
Ultimately, I came to consider the interconnectedness of this tripartite approach to
understanding social order, which goes some way to acknowledging the complexity and
contradiction in people’s values, beliefs and behaviours in the Wimmera Southern Mallee
region, as individuals in positions of leadership have established their position on issues
through the ideological filter of one or more of these social order constructs. The dominance
of aspects of each of these three ideological ‘models’ undergoes a constant iterative process
at the local level as community members accept and reject concepts, values and approaches
in order to assume a collective capacity within a broader social context (Cumbers and
MacKinnon: 2011).
These three forms of social order provide an interesting perspective on how different leaders
in this region consider and respond to ideas and issues. Those with a belief in and focus on
market ideology tend to look for economic solutions to local problems and may reject an idea
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if it is sub-economic or cannot demonstrate a financial return. In contrast, those with a focus
on community ideology tend to consider collaborative events as an important action. A
specific end goal or strategic economic return is often not a priority, although such
community events are often couched around fundraising. This region also has a significant
number of leaders in institutional settings such as local government, and the health and
community services sectors which deliver outcomes based largely on public sector
investment. As a result, these leaders have a strong focus on grants and government
investment and in conforming to institutional hierarchies to achieve results.
Interestingly, Oliga places the fourth model of social order, originally defined by Streeck and
Schmitter (1985) – the associative model within the realm of the state, presumably because of
the hierarchical nature of associative structures. The associative model refers to industry and
community associations, which Putnam (2000) considered a central vehicle for civic
participation, community connection and the development of social capital.
I think, for this region, the idea of associations could tie equally well to any of the three
models. Grower associations for farmers which have ties that extend outside the region are
focussed on achieving market access, and economic returns. Community associations focus
on building connections and fundraising for worthy causes, and other associations like the
Wimmera Development Association are auspiced by the institution of local government and
the State. Therefore, I reject the idea of associations as an ideology in any category, because I
think, in this region at least, associations exist as a vehicle for pursuing higher order agendas
in each of the three ideological perspectives, market, community and/or state.
The ideas of Oliga (1996) contribute significantly to this thesis, in terms of bringing clarity
and conviction to the relationship between power and ideology, and its ultimate effect on
social function, power and leadership. The theoretical focus used here helps to provide clarity
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to the thinking around ideology, as we can now consider some ideologies to be ‘higher order’
in terms of acting at societal level. Other ideologies identified by this research, such as
country-mindedness are historic and political, and can create a sense of conflict at local level
as newer ideologies like market ideology result in different needs and desires.
Sowell’s Vision of the Anointed – How Insiders and Outsiders Engage
Sowell (1995) provides a theoretical approach that explores decision making and power in a
vein that shares some similarities to Mills’ (1958) discussion of elite power. Sowell (1995)
considers people to have one of two perspectives, which he defines as either the ‘vision of the
anointed’ or the ‘tragic vision’. These are models which establish the process of human
reasoning. Sowell (1995) states “the two visions differ in their respective conceptions of the
nature of man, the nature of the world and the nature of causation, knowledge, power and
justice” (p 104).
Sowell presents the differences in the two visions as follows:

Human Capability

The Tragic Vision

The Vision of the Anointed

Severely and inherently

Vast for the anointed

limited for all
Social possibilities

Trade-offs that leave many

Solutions to problems

‘unmet needs’
Social causation

Systemic

Deliberate

Freedom

Exemption from the power

Ability to achieve goals

of others
Justice

Process rules with just

Just (equalised) chances or

characteristics

results
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Knowledge

Consists largely of the

Consists largely of the

unarticulated experiences of

articulated intelligence of the

the many

more educated few

Specialisation

Highly desirable

Highly questionable

Motivation

Incentives

Dispositions

Process costs

Crucial

Incidental

Decision-making

Systemic processes that

Deliberate plans that utilise the

mechanism preferred

convey the experiences and

special talents and more

revealed preferences of the

advanced views of the few

many
Kinds of decisions

incremental

Categorical

preferred

Figure: 5 Sowell’s typification of vision (Taken from Sowell 1993: 105).
Sowell, argues that these differences in vision are profound and are established at the
foundation of human experience where different assumptions are made about the way in
which human beings act, think and feel, and what range of possibilities they envision are
available to them (Sowell, 1993: 105).
This distinction is relevant to this thesis as I think it helps to bring an understanding to the
gap that can exist in a community between the vision and intent of community leaders, which
can be usually characterised as the vision of the anointed and those who are not included in
leadership circles, who harbour the tragic vision. According to Sowell (1993), there can be
major differences in the way in which the two groups approach an issue and respond to it.
When the anointed group fails to understand the perspective of the tragic group, there can be
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significant frustration between the parties and a strong resistance to the changes deemed
necessary by regional leaders by the broader community they are acting for. For a
community outside the hallowed grounds of change-making changes can be seen as too far
too fast, too expensive, too far removed from practical experience, self-aggrandising for those
in leadership and ultimately repressive. Unsurprisingly, the result in this situation is often
resistance to change.
Sowell (1993) largely looks at this arrangement in political and institutional circles, such as
universities, but I think this work has equally strong relevance for understanding a rural
community also. Those in leadership are often tasked with trying to make change intended to
resolve complex, wicked problems such as population decline, and as a result knowledge
about what might be effective in this place necessarily has to come from external experts who
may have experience in this field elsewhere. Also, necessarily, this requirement often ignores
the experiences and knowledge of those with an intricate understanding of this one particular
community, reinforcing a divide between change and continuity.
Sowell’s work also brings a deeper consideration of how values and behaviours can differ
between insiders and outsiders. Sowell (1993) provides an important critique of the assumed
value of social capital, exploring the fallacies that can exist in reinforcing ‘objective truths’
through leadership networks when a more nuanced understanding might be warranted.
The perspective of Sowell (1993) and his ‘vision of the anointed’ adds significant value for
the critical interpretation of decision making and leadership approaches within this
community. It helps to explain where points of conflict are likely to occur and why there is at
times, such a significant gap between the values and opinions of those in leadership and those
who are not. It also provides a different perspective on the attitudes and behaviours that may
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be exhibited by insiders and outsiders within a community and how these are based on
differing ideological foundations.
Prestige leadership and popularity over performance
At the commencement of this doctoral study leadership was an area explored only
peripherally as part of the research. I was much more focussed on exploring ideology and its
impacts on decision making and power. However, in order to understand some of the issues
around non-decision making and why that might be occurring, it became necessary to
consider some aspects of this broad field of study. A significant influence in this field came
from a psychology perspective.
Case, Bae and Maner (2018) provided a significantly insightful piece of research which
explored the idea of prestige leadership which explains a hidden set of ideological attributes
that exists within leadership circles to encourage conformity and compliance. I think this
work is particularly relevant in rural research, as Dempsey (1990) noted issues of social
sanctioning appear to be quite strong, and sometimes extending to self-regulation of
behaviour. This is, I believe, a significant part of the explanation as to why individuals can
be deeply critical of their own community and its own progress, but then exhibit almost
opposite behaviour when those same people are active in leadership activities.
Case, Bae and Maner (2018) attribute this to prestige leadership. They consider that
“sometimes the desire to please their group looms large in the minds of leaders and that this
desire can drive them to make poor decisions that undermine group goals” (p 657). I believe
this is a particular issue in rural communities because of the arrangement of social networks
that exist in rural areas, where people are known to each other in a range of social settings.
Case, Bae and Maner argue that there are two types of leaders, dominance-oriented and
prestige-based leaders. Dominance orientated leaders’ gain their legitimacy by structural
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placement in a position of power or having a high social rank. In contrast, prestige leaders are
constantly beholden to the members of the group they participate in, and “because the
acquisition of prestige is based on the freely conferred deference of group members, people
employing this strategy should be especially motivated to maintain positive social
relationships with other group members” (p 658).
I think the way in which relationships in rural areas are developed necessitates a much
stronger focus on leaders with this ‘prestige’ focus over dominance even if that is not a
natural setting for an individual. This can result in decisions that are weaker and less
effective. A recent longitudinal anthropological study of a small community completed by
Von Rueden, Redhead, O’Gorman, Kaplan and Gurven (2019) argues that prestige is a social
currency which allows individuals to accrue status, and status is ultimately important as it
provides more “cooperation partners” and ultimately more opportunities to achieve personal
goals.
Prestige leadership also provides further insight into matters of risk management which were
noted in the literature review. Within this framework, risk management for a prestige leader
becomes about maintenance of status and ongoing support and cooperation from others. In
this way, when the processes of achieving ‘prestige’ are deeply hidden and ultimately
intuitive, decision making or even completing an agreed action can become a risk for group
members. I think that has significant potential to result in individual, and potentially
collective anxiety, particularly in groups where performance expectations and compliance
obligations are not well defined.
The outcome for leadership in a community with a predominance of prestige leaders can only
be conformity. As a number of academics focussed on regional development have argued,
“difference, not conformity generates a more vibrant, socially just and democratic society”
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(Cuervo, 2014: 235). Rural communities are often criticised for their homogeneity, and in
turn this lack of difference impacts on creativity and even on the ability of individual leaders
(who may well be very critical in private discussions) to challenge an established position
(Dempsey, 1992).
Prestige leadership therefore provides a way of understanding some of the hidden challenges
for diverse leadership in a rural community. It provides an interesting insight into the covert
constraints that exist to encourage individuals to regulate performance and participation in
matters of leadership. It brings a broader perspective to the understanding of risk
management and also the hidden intent of social sanctions. Aspects of prestige leadership and
even the development of social capital may be counterproductive to stated desires for growth
and inclusion. This has implications for this region, affecting the process of decision-making
and potentially the stated desires of the community.
Social capital – robust theory or repressive reductionism?
Social capital is a theoretical approach that considers the importance of “assets in networks”
(Lin, 2001: 3). This structural approach to understanding communities of action argues that a
range of ‘returns’ are achieved when people access networks and work together in order to
achieve a result. Social capital is highly contested in terms of definitional understanding
(Engbers, et al., 2017) and shares significant similarities with theoretical understandings of
community (Colclough and Sitaraman, 2005). It is currently incurring political interest as a
model for improving transactions in place-based settings (Winterton, Hulme, Chambers,
Farmer and Munoz, 2014).
Social capital has relevance to this thesis because of the interest taken in a regional
community and the way in which leaders interact, the values they hold and ultimately how
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change occurs. Social capital shares many similarities with ideas of ‘community’ and tends to
evolve naturally as a result of interaction. Maskell (2000) describes the process as follows:
social capital is accumulated within the community through processes of interaction
and learning. But social capital is not a commodity for which trade is technically
possible or even meaningful. Social capital is at the same time in part accumulated as
an unintended and even unanticipated consequence of economic activity as people
often spend more of their waking hours ‘bowling’ with their workplace colleagues
than with their family and friends. Norms, codes, trust, solidarity and other vital
elements of social capital are built and reinforced when sharing a common goal or a
mutual fate even in the most hierarchical economic structures imaginable, like the
globally operating multidivisional corporation (p 111).
Social capital is considered to be of importance for development and action in rural networks
as improvements in networks between rural agents is known to significantly reduce the
opportunity for “opportunistic behaviour by individuals” (Sorenson, 2000: 2). It is also linked
to transformative performance and arguably creates the potential for innovation (van Agtmael
and Bakker, 2016).
I find it to be a highly theorised approach to explain the relatively simple practice of
conversation and mutually reinforcing action that rural communities have long ascribed to.
Further, as an approach it has largely been considered to be a “benign benefactor to
communities where more of it is good” (Brooks, 2009: 79). The contention is that if rural
communities can simply be encouraged to strengthen relationships, positive change is
possible. However, most work ignores the effect of political and economic structures on the
development of these relationships (Brooks, 2009). Rarely is the approach considered
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critically, and it is seldom questioned as an appropriate method for understanding community
relationships and promoting positive change.
Undeniably, many of the key understandings of social capital are positively viewed. Hodgkin
(2013) argues that “social exchanges between members of a community provide evidence of
levels of trust and mutual co-operation. People are more likely to help each other out if they
believe and trust the service will be repaid at some point” (p 189). Trust is important, but this
reciprocity may also imply a range of hidden expectations. I think this is the intersection that
should be a concern for critical theorists.
I initially considered the idea of social capital as a lens through which to view community
activity – a somewhat controversial “alternative to an economic purpose for social action”
(Overcamp-Martini, 2007: p 197). This theoretical approach places social relationships in the
‘front and centre’ of research consideration and allows the concept of ‘worth’ to be
considered from a perspective that is not purely aligned with economics. However, the
blinkered approach of social capital focussing on the structure of social connections is
limiting for this thesis.
For Maskell (2000) social capital is “economically superior to build trust as it increases
flexibility while reducing investments” (p 112). It is an interesting concept as it can span
organisations and communities, locations and places. But, for Maskell (2000) the real value is
that it can “signify a growing awareness and recognition of non-monetary factors’
significance for economic growth” (p 120). While I tend to agree that economics is a narrow
way to assess ‘worth,’ I think that the positivist approach taken is a real concern.
Like Brooks (2009), I find the idea of social capital development as a value neutral and selforiented driver for individual communities to develop to address marginality and inequity to
be a concern. Instead I subscribe to the more comprehensive understanding, which is
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articulated as “a diversity of outcomes is created by the presence or lack of homogenous,
heterogeneous, horizontal and vertical relationship networks” (Brooks, 2009: p 80). Such an
approach also requires individual bonding relationships, civic bonding and bridging
relationships and government and community linkages for change to be fully realisable
(Brooks, 2009). Despite this, I think social capital theory and its structural emphasis has a
poor alignment with critical theory. This thesis intends to bring understanding to “those who
construct the social worlds” (Pole and Morrison, 2003: 5) in a critically reflective way, rather
than a structural, functionalist way, which appears to be the central tenet of social capital.
Of particular interest is the idea that social capital can have “externalities that affect the wider
community, so that not all the costs and benefit of social connections accrue to the person
making the contact” (Putnam, 2000: 20). Where this work will engage with social capital is at
the points of emerging critical engagement. Some of the more recent critical thinking around
social capital theory considers “the neglected negative effects of social capital” (Hauberer,
2011: 86) and also “how social capital can be used to fight equality.” (Hauberer, 2011: 86).
Of key interest is how social capital works to reinforce established approaches to rural
political leadership and may limit diversity of opinion.
The networks established by social capital are also of interest. Diverse social capital develops
intra-community links, which are stronger for some people than for others (MirallesLombardo, Miralles and Goulding, 2008). I have considered whether, for this community,
stronger inter-community linkages are needed to further political interests, or whether these
may be held by a few individuals rather than widely shared. Consideration has also been
given to whether or not intra-community links are largely controlled by institutional
structures in this community.
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The other issue to explore is the matter of vertical and horizontal social capital and whether
this community has a preference for the vertical. Lyons (2001) argues “the former [vertical]
tends toward maintenance of the status quo, while the latter [horizontal] perpetuates diversity
and innovation. It is, of course, horizontal capital that is sought in enterprise development.”
(Lyons, 2001: 97). This distinction was initially made by Flora (1998) and is important for
critical consideration, as it acknowledges that not all social capital adds value to regional
development. Highlighting the difference between vertical and horizontal social capital may
also be important for understanding some of the limitations which exist in this region.
In summary I think the theory of social capital is severely limited by the theory’s largely
positivist approach which resolutely appears to assume all relationships are equal and
valuable. It is also very structural in nature as if it is attempting to emulate an enlightenment
natural science approach to the concept of social relationships. It does, however, bring some
understanding to the different types of links that can exist in the social realm, between
communities and between hierarchies. Of particular interest for this doctoral study is a critical
understanding of the point where network repression and exclusion may be preventing a
community from effective action.
This chapter has explained the theoretical foundation for this thesis, defining an
epistemological approach of social constructionism, a position which considers ‘truth’ to be a
social construct developed through negotiation and consensus at societal level. According to
this approach, knowledge is a concept which is liable to shift as social attitudes and values
change. Meaning is construed in a way that enmeshes the subjective experiences of
individuals with the impermanent objective realities created by social structures and
sensibilities. This ties directly to the thesis as this work is firmly grounded in understanding
the social drivers, values, attitudes and ideologies of the Wimmera Southern Mallee region.
The intent of this is to understand how political representation, engagement and even
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attitudes towards competition may be influenced by internalised values, behaviours and
ideologies.
In order to achieve this understanding, the analysis must engage critically, starting from an
assumed basis that things can be improved. In order to do so, the work applies a critical
theoretical perspective, an approach which has a strong emancipatory intent. Critical theory
encourages the researcher to harbour strong suspicions regarding constructed meanings
within the community of study, as they are likely to serve hegemonic interests and reinforce
behaviours that repress and resist change.
With this approach, it is also acknowledged that culture is not ‘value-free’ and indeed aspects
of culture may in fact be integral in preventing emancipatory action. Within the culture of the
Horsham community there are attitudes which support the privilege of certain individuals,
ultimately resulting in ideology and behaviour which leads to conscious and unconscious
oppression. Therefore, this work seeks to critique culture, social structures, and the historical
values of the region in order to understand drivers towards conformity and control.
Alongside this critical approach are a number of interpretive frameworks that orientate the
theoretical perspective within the research and provide further foundation for elucidation and
analysis of research material. This work has a particular focus on sociological interpretation
of issues of ideology and power. In order to achieve this the interpretive framework of Mills
(2000) has been utilised. Mills considers issues of culture, history and structure in order to
understand the nexus between ‘personal problems and public issues.’ This is further deepened
with the structural analysis approach of Oliga (1996) who explores the issues of power and
ideology and the way in which these come together in a critical systems approach to achieve
control.
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For a deeper analysis and understanding of the layered approach to critical interpretation, the
work of Lukes (2005) has been utilised. Luke’s theory of ‘radical power’ provides a level of
interpretive depth that provides an explanation for aspects of community behaviours and
ideological perspectives identified in this research, and in previous community studies
including Dempsey (1990 and 1992), Wild (1974) and Vidich and Bensman (1960). Lukes
provides an opportunity for a critical interpretation that attempts to explain why this
community may engage in ways that are contrary to their own needs.
Beyond this, the understanding of relationships and interaction between individuals within a
community is also relevant, and Sowell (1995) provided an analysis of the foundational
ideological differences that can exist between ‘anointed leaders’ and the populace. Case, Bae
and Maner (2018) also provided perspective into this space with analysis of the attitudinal
requirements of prestige leadership which I think may be disproportionately applied in
regional areas like the Wimmera Southern Mallee.
The final aspect of this discussion has been a consideration of the issue of social capital
theory. This I consider to be of limited value to this research, due to its highly structural
nature and its attempts to emulate natural sciences and provide a value-neutral approach to
the social space. However, there is some value in the deeper analytical considerations, and in
particular Flora (1998) who articulated the necessity of horizontal and vertical capital for
achieving change, which effectively expresses the necessity of obtaining the support of not
just the anointed (who are positioned at the top-end of vertical capital structures), but also
those with Sowell’s ‘tragic vision’ who I think are placed in horizontal spaces with social
capital structures. Further, Miralles-Lombardo, Miralles and Goulding (2008) make an
interesting observation about the necessity for intra and inter community networks. This is an
interesting consideration as it may be possible that these relationships may be largely
restricted to those who Sowell (1998) articulates as anointed representatives for the region,
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given the structures and ideology that exist. It is an interesting consideration, which will be
explored more deeply in subsequent chapters.
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CHAPTER 3 - RESULTS
Introduction
This chapter has three distinct sections. The first section will provide an overview of the
process of data collection. It will include an explanation of the data collection process, the
profile of participants and recruitment approach, as well as the engagement that occurred to
achieve supporting data collection through participant observation and media analysis. The
second section of this chapter will provide an explanation of the data analysis approach, the
management of data and will provide information regarding the approach undertaken to
deliver a thematic analysis of the data.
The final section of this chapter will drill down into the layered interpretation of the thematic
data and will provide an overview of the themes that were identified as a result of the
research interviews, participant observation and media analysis activities undertaken. This
section concludes with a short structural analysis of the social order perspective of each of the
participants in the only quantitative aspect to the work, in order to provide some high level
evidentiary consideration of the ideological conflict that can exist in this region with regard to
advocacy and investment approaches.
This Chapter is intended to provide the foundation for the discussion chapters which will
seek to provide a critical interpretation of these themes in order to understand the elements of
social construction which reinforce ideologies and drive outcomes.
Data Collection
The method for data collection involved three key parts, with a primary emphasis on
individual semi-structured interviews. Additional data was obtained through participant
observation and media analysis. The interactive nature of these three critical ethnographic
methods can be summarised as follows:
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1. Participant interviews, the majority of which took place between September and
December 2018. These interviews were intended to be conversational, and
covered key themes of politics, advocacy, engagement, ideology and power.
Discussions took place in the context of local topical issues and political relevance
was heightened as a result of the proximity of many of these interviews to the
2018 Victorian State election.
2. Local media monitoring of public and political discussions, with a particular
emphasis on print media during the course of the research. This provides some
additional understanding of the ‘messaging’ the community receives (and
potentially challenges) and how public discourse is shaped around political issues
and advocacy.
3. Participant observation which was informal and largely opportunistic. Only ever
meant to be supplementary to the key focus of interviewing, personal observations
were noted in public settings, particularly at events where political activity was
visible, such as Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnerships Program
Community Forums, public meetings and community events. My participation in
such events was limited to my level of access and engagement and use of these
observations was primarily to improve my level of understanding of the nuances
of community interactions. Engagement in local activities that had a political or
advocacy element were of value in understanding the processes that people
engaged in to progress an issue (or prevent it from progressing). As Zhao and Ji
(2014) note, participant observation allows the extraction of “contextually rich
data that are not able to be fully elicited from self-reported strategies” (p 6). When
participating as an observer, I would identify as a researcher working on a
doctoral thesis involving political and community representation during
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introductory discussions at the commencement of meetings. I did not consider it
necessary to self-identify at public meetings unless other attendees were required
to identify positions or affiliations.
The purpose of this approach is to maintain consistency with the convention of critical
ethnography, which Thomas (1993) describes as ‘ethnographic emancipation’ where the
focus of the work is on “the act of cultural liberation, [which] loosens the unrecognised
symbolic constraints that restrict our perception, interpretation, discourse and action” (p 5). In
order to achieve this, it is necessary to be aware of the ‘constraints’ that exist which reinforce
‘social domination’ both within the community and externally to it.
Selection of interview participants
A total of forty interview participants were selected for this research. They were identified in
a range of ways using interpersonal knowledge, social connections and local experience. The
value of insider knowledge played a part in this selection. As a researcher with an
employment background in a political setting I had an element of insider knowledge about
local people who were connected politically. Secondly, as an active community member in
the community development space myself as the Chairperson of Leadership Wimmera I was
able to connect with people in a range of leadership settings. The third part of the selection
approach was to engage with people who I understood to have a significant ‘public profile’ –
those who were visible through local media, but whom I did not know professionally or
personally.
I sought participants from a range of sectors in the community who I perceived had a level of
influence to direct outcomes for the Wimmera Southern Mallee community. I actively sought
people who were ‘visible’ in the community in various sectors, either by virtue of their
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position or their level of activism. Broadly speaking so as not to risk the confidentiality of
participants, participants were drawn from the following areas:
● Business leadership
● Community leadership (largely volunteer)
● Institutional leadership (public and community services sector)
● Political leadership (including current and former local Government)
Interview participants were selected to provide a robust cross-section of people in the
community, with consideration of age, gender and race, but all were required to have a level
of political engagement, and therefore could comment on their experience in engaging
politically or advocating on behalf of a group.
Quite deliberately, I did not seek to include the disengaged, or politically marginalised
members of the community within the interview group. The purpose being to critically
analyse the ideology and understanding of those who are perceived to ‘hold power’ - or at
least some level of influence and explore the messaging and reinforcement that occurs within
this network. However, despite this caveat, I did interview some people who could be
considered ‘on the fringe’ of leadership in the community. These were people who had
previously been in leadership positions but were no longer acting in a role of that nature, and
people who were in a position that required engagement with local leaders on a regular basis.
These people I considered as potential ‘influencers,’ or at least knowledgeable about
community issues and representation.
The interview process
Interviews took place at various locations including the workplaces or homes of participants
and meeting rooms at Federation University’s Wimmera Campus. All interviews were
intended to be approximately forty-five minutes in length and were (when conducted) no
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more than an hour in length. Interviews commenced with some introductory remarks about
the research, provision of the plain language information statement about the research to each
participant and verbal advice of the participant’s right to withdraw from the project at any
time. After written consent was explained and obtained, permission to voice record the
interview was obtained and then each interview commenced.
The technique used for interviewing began with some questions to ground the interviewee questions about background and experience. The interview then usually moved on to some
initial questioning about ‘how we get things done’ in the community – eliciting an
understanding of the steps people see as required in order to undertake change. From this
point, the conversation diverged in a number of ways based on what was elicited in the initial
question. The intent of the interview was to explore issues of population, advocacy, ideology
and power.
There was, without question an evolution in the style of interviewing undertaken during the
work. Initially I felt very uncomfortable asking questions I saw as threatening – such as ‘who
do you think holds the power to make decisions for the community?’ and it took some time to
get to a level of comfort around asking less superficial questions and even engaging or
seeking to elicit additional information from interviewees in response to a question. The
direction provided by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) that “the research interview is not a
conversation between equal partners, because the researcher defines and controls the
situation” (p 3) is a lesson that took some time to learn, and was also possibly compounded as
this particular research work involved an element of disparate power between the researcher
and the researched when ‘studying up’ (Encel: 1978). Initially I found it quite difficult to ask
questions that could potentially be confronting to people who I interacted with, often in a
subordinate position.
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Thankfully, the ethnographic process is understood to be a cycle where the researcher learns
via engagement in the community to be studied and then reviews and deepens knowledge on
this basis, returning to the community to seek more information (Spradley: 1980). While I did
not have the benefit of a long timeframe within which to complete the interview research, I
did engage in a continuous learning process in an attempt to improve my understanding of the
work that I was doing and sought to continually identify my locus within the research.
This is particularly important when undertaking a critical ethnographic approach, as it can be
difficult to let go of the ‘ideological domestication’ and the ‘benign ignorance’ associated
with our intellectual comfort zone of describing what is, as if we are merely a sympathetic
observer and have no role in driving change (Thomas: 1993). I would argue that this can be
even more significant when the researcher is placed within a ‘home’ community, as it is
difficult to challenge accepted notions that may have unintended personal or professional
consequences.
Participant observation
Participant observation took place opportunistically during the later stages of the data
collection period. Data was collected from informal conversations, public meetings and
leadership activities conducted in the region in the form of field notes. Material collected here
primarily informed a deeper understanding of the way in which people engage with each
other and how conversations can reinforce values and behaviours. Similar to the hesitancy
expressed around conducting interviews, I was also initially quite uncomfortable in taking
formal notes regarding conversations and meetings involving community members.
I find the idea of covert research in my own community particularly repugnant and have
rejected this as an approach despite its obvious value in investigating elites (Berg, 2004). I
have therefore been quite clear about my role as a researcher, and to the best of my abilities
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about the nature of my research. Nevertheless, as I have grown into the role of researcher, I
have found myself more comfortable and confident in observing the behaviour of others, to
the point where I have been comfortable attending public meetings and taking observations
without having to declare my presence.
In general, despite the anthropological advice of Spradley (1980), who argues for broad
contextualisation in ethnographic observations, I have largely kept my observations focussed
on issues which relate to ideology, inclusion, competition and advocacy in political levels. I
undertook this research with an approach of focussing the method through background
literature and theoretical research and then being quite selectively focussed when engaging in
observation. Understanding the themes which emerged locally as a result of participant
interviews has also helped in terms of locating the space for observations to occur and
focussing the content.
Media analysis
Utilisation of local media has focussed particularly on print media from the two local
newspapers for this region, the Wimmera Mail Times and the Weekly Advertiser. Some other
sources, including the Ararat Advertiser, and the Weekly Times have also been used. Media
analysis has primarily focussed on maintaining a record of political discussions, election
commitments, and discussions around population and efforts on advocacy. Most recently this
approach has yielded some additional benefit in terms of monitoring aspects of community
resistance around the Horsham riverfront precinct project.
I have found the Weekly Advertiser in particular to be focussed on regional boosterism
through the provision of positive news stories about the region. This paper has an ‘ideas’
focus and often engages in front page news that turns out to be only a possible investment
outcome for the region. It has also been known to spruik the ‘visionary’ ideas of elite power
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players in the region (Lawson, 2019 Think Big for Lakes). While it will engage in political
criticism, this is somewhat limited, and tends to be rather superficial. This paper sits in the
ACE Radio stable, and is owned by Roly and Judy Patterson, who are significant regional
philanthropists, following in the footsteps of Judy’s parents Helen and Geoff Handbury.
Helen was the sister of Rupert Murdoch, and daughter of Dame Elisabeth Murdoch (Teenager
Will Paterson killed in shooting accident at Willaura, 2009).
The Wimmera Mail Times, in contrast appears to have a stronger focus on the publication of
data and the pursuit of local social justice. The paper provides a rather more critical leaning,
giving voice to issues of regional disadvantage, diversity, gender and inclusion. I think this
paper presently reflects the interests of the female editor. A recent change of ownership from
Fairfax to a consortium including the former editor of Domain, Anthony Catalano on 30th
April 2019 appears to have presented an opportunity for an improved focus on local content
and potentially change its political positioning, although this largely remains to be seen
(Condie, 2019). In terms of the research interviews, it was interesting to note that this
newspaper did attract critical attention from some local leaders in interviews for its
positioning and connections:
“you just get the negative and we also have problems with the Mail Times because [of
the relationship between the editor and her father]” and
“over the last 100 years Council have got – had a gentlemen’s agreement that when a
decision is made in council all councillors support that decision when they walk out.
This has been blown out of the water in the last two years because [Councillors] will
go to the media” (Identifier withheld 42:50).
It was also noted in other interview discussion and in the media analysis that the Wimmera
Mail Times does encounter relatively regular criticism for its approach of pointing out
140

inequity. A key point in time was the 2017 International Women’s Day feature, which
prompted criticism from the community with one person rebranding the paper as the
“Women’s Mail Times, saying you know all [they] do is write about women’s rights” (037:
3:17). Conversely there was no comment or criticism made regarding the Weekly Advertiser
in any of the interviews.
However, probably the strongest indication of the political perspective of both papers, was
the limited local coverage of the scandal which broke in December 2018, requiring the
resignation of local Mallee Federal MP, Andrew Broad. News coverage was somewhat
limited at local level, despite the scandal involving the local member, which made national
and international news. Local comment on the matter was rather more muted, and quickly
turned from the problem of the scandal to the solution of a new candidate (McGillivray,
2019). It should be noted that at this time the Wimmera Mail Times was still owned by the
politically conservative Fairfax.
It is, however, an indicator that the media and politics are not unrelated in this region. Like
the rest of the community, local journalists have points where they can push change, and
other points where they are required to conform to the broader expectations of the
community. This line is an interesting point for further consideration.
Factors influencing results
The research interviews took place in the lead up to the Victorian State election. Because of
this, I believe there was a heightened sense of political consideration. Political discussion in
the interviews often required little prompting. The heightened sense of political awareness
and proximity to the State election is likely to have had some influence over discussions,
particularly around issues of political marginality and the potential appeal of such a position.
Political announcements made in the nearby marginal seat of Ripon during the lead up to the
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November 2018 Victorian State election could be contrasted with the overall lack of interest
in political positioning by the Victorian Labor government in the Lowan electorate.
The research has also been influenced by my personal positioning. This has been discussed in
detail in the introduction, however, subsequent to the completion of interviews, I undertook
to engage in some additional community leadership organisations; becoming a board member
of the Wimmera Development Association and, more recently Deputy Chair of the Wimmera
Southern Mallee Regional Partnership. Participation within these regional leadership
organisations has provided some additional insight into representation, advocacy, equity and
competition from a regional perspective. In particular, the limitations of these groups has
become more obvious as an ‘insider’ and issues of conformity and prestige have also become
more noticeable. It has also helped me better understand the relative positioning of people
within the region, and the effectiveness or otherwise of community-led regional development.
I believe the results are also influenced by my gender. I think women, in particular were more
likely to see me as an equal and engage in an interview that was honest and open. Men in
general I found to be slightly more guarded in conversation, but this varied depending on how
well I was known to the individual. I think that there was a distinct difference in perspective
between men and women and women were inclined to be more ‘frustrated’ about elements of
political action and express this. By contrast I found some of the men, and particularly higher
status individuals, to be interested in trying to ‘educate’ me about community operations,
suggest others from their network to interview, and were far less self-reflective than the
women interviewed in terms of their position or the performance of the region.
The other influencing factor in the research comes from external political sources, which
occurred in the form of the May 2019 Federal election. Two issues of relevance were
triggered by this election, the first of these was a regional campaign for the election of an
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independent to the National Party held seat of Mallee, which inadvertently served to provide
a timely test-case for the appetite of Wimmera Southern Mallee voters for an independent
Member of Parliament. It provided interesting insight into the level of engagement and
understanding of the voting public with regard to the concept of political marginality. The
election also showed a distinct variance between the expressed views of those interviewed
approximately six months prior with the ultimate decision of the voting public around the
need for change. This will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.
The other issue that arose out of the Federal election campaign was a rather unexpected
election commitment from the Coalition government for Horsham to commence an upgrade
of its riverfront precinct. To a cynical person, this could be considered a moment of porkbarrelling in which a blue sky funding opportunity appeared in an effort to shore up the
election of a new Mallee National Party candidate and reduce airtime around various
campaigns urging people to make the federal electorate of Mallee marginal. The subsequent
community angst which has arisen from a proposal (and allocated funding) for significant
change to the Horsham township has provided an unexpected opportunity to observe elite
power, institutional engagement, and community resistance. This is discussed in more detail
in Chapter 5.
Data analysis
Data analysis for this thesis consisted of two parts. The first of these was to complete
interview transcription, and the second part was to undertake a thematic analysis of the
material. The thematic analysis used an approach which sought to maintain the integrity of
the data in the context within which it was collected in order to produce a more defensible
critical analysis. Critical inquiry was conducted in a layered manner, using the approach
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similar to that of Lukes (2005) to explore ‘superficial,’ ‘intermediate’ and ‘radical’
considerations.
Interview transcription
With the permission of each interviewee, all interviews were recorded on a mobile phone for
the purpose of transcription. Once interviews were transcribed, the original recording was
deleted in line with the ethical approval for the project. Transcriptions were completed using
Sonix transcription service, which uses computer software to transcribe conversations. There
is no human participation in the process, other than mine. I then reviewed each transcription
manually checking for errors. The computer software was generally between seventy percent
and eighty five percent accurate, and all transcripts required review. I considered this process
to be necessary as it helped refine themes for consideration and helped in terms of
understanding the tone of conversations and role of ‘pauses’ and corrected words in
conversation.
The transcription software allowed the textual representation of the interview to follow the
conversation, and it was possible to review sections and consider the flow of language
alongside the text obtained. This I felt added significant value to the data, as it brought an
opportunity to acknowledge moments in conversation where participants provided other cues.
Following the completion of data analysis all data was removed from the site and the contract
was concluded.
Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis was conducted manually by the researcher for this thesis. NVIVO was
considered, and ultimately rejected due to the way in which it harvests data outside of the
original data source and pulls material of relevance from the context in which it is discussed.
Because of the thematic approach and critical consideration of the data required, I did not
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find this software to be well suited for the work I conducted. As a researcher I like to stay
‘close’ to the data. I was uncomfortable with the distance this created when a program was
put “between the researcher and the actual data” (Creswell, 2013: 202).
One of the challenges when using software such as NVIVO to organise data is that it makes it
possible to measure ‘frequency of occurrence’ of a particular theme or discussion point which
can lead to quantitative emphases being placed on qualitative data (Creswell: 2015). Because
of the way in which my interviews have been conducted, which has included a consistency of
‘theme’ in terms of the questions asked, but not a consistency in ‘structure’ around each
question, it would be inappropriate to use ‘counts’ to make assessments of the relative
importance of data. I agree with Creswell’s position that “a count conveys that all codes
should be given equal emphasis, and it disregards that the passages coded may actually
represent contradictory views” (p 185).
NVIVO did however add value to this research with regard to the program’s search
functionality. I did upload transcripts onto the software and use it for search referencing,
which could more efficiently refer me to a phrase within a manual transcript when required.
In terms of a ‘method’ for data analysis, I largely followed the approach of Wolcott (1994)
who starts with an analytical process of sketching ideas, and building high level themes. He
then identifies ‘patterns’ or common points within the discussion material and contextualises
them back to the analytical framework in related literature.
Creswell (2013) acknowledges that there are a range of approaches that can be used for data
analysis and provides a ‘spiral’ in an attempt to provide the ‘general contour’ of qualitative
research.
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Figure 6: The data analysis spiral (Creswell, 2013: 183).
This non-linear approach reflects my own data analysis approach, which has involved “the
process of moving in analytical circles” (Creswell, 2013: 182). As I have moved from a
collection of individual discussions, observations and media artefacts the process has allowed
me to arrive at a position of narrative about the leadership and engagement of the region and
how this has an impact on competition and equity.
After this I diverge from Creswell somewhat. In terms of ‘coding’ I prefer to use the term
categorisation, and I completed this largely in accordance with the themes considered in the
interviews. These were developed in response to the research questions which were informed
by literature in the space of rurality, ideology, regional development and community.
Coding (or categorisation) is “essentially indexing or mapping data, to provide an overview
of disparate data that allows the researcher to make sense of them in relation to their research
questions” (Elliott, 2018: 2851). I have considered the process of data analysis to be about
‘winnowing’ the information down to key themes which link best to the research questions
for this study (Creswell, 2013). Therefore I have followed the recommendation of Creswell
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(2013) in starting with ‘lean coding’ which I have similarly developed as I have reflected on
the data through “careful reading and reflection on its core content and meaning” (Elliott,
2018: 2854).
Four high level themes were used to explore the data. The first of these was power. It was
necessary to explore the data to examine the process of decision-making within the Wimmera
Southern Mallee region, and to understand which individuals, structures or organisations
those in local leadership understood to have the ability to control regional outcomes. This is
of key importance to the research approach, because it assists with understanding the
acknowledged and the hidden leaders, as well as how power is exercised in the region. This
was discussed directly and indirectly in interview discussions, to test for what is overtly
understood or expressed regarding power, but also what may be implicitly understood.
As previously considered in the literature, power is an important part of understanding the
level of agency this region has, or is perceived to have in terms of making decisions and
engaging in representation. Within this category, sub-themes emerged in five areas. These
were in the areas of conformity and compliance, conservatism, political marginality and the
idea of a safe seat, boosterism and country-mindedness and gender, race and representation.
Each of these sub-themes has at its core an interaction with power.
Conformity and compliance are ultimately about who controls the agenda in the region, and
how this is achieved. The results in this space were particularly interesting because they
revealed a similarity in the language of individuals, which began to show a consistency in
approach towards a reinforcing set of behaviours, which were intended to compel those who
engaged in leadership to act in a way that was sanctioned or approved by the collective.
What was particularly interesting about expectations around conformity, was that this was not
an overt, publicly stated position, but one that was internalised by those who engaged in the
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leadership space. This led me to explore theoretical approaches to explain this behaviour, and
consider the similarity of this approach to prestige leadership, where decisions are made or
endorsed by the collective due to a nuanced set of values that tend to reinforce the prestige of
existing leaders rather than foster the inclusion of new people, approaches and ideas (von
Rueden et. al, 2019).
When considered in conjunction with issues of gender and race, and the exclusion that some
people experienced even when engaging in positions of leadership, it becomes clear that the
publicly stated notion of being inclusive and cohesive in regional positioning is achieved by
expecting the submission of some values and perspectives. The result is a diminished pool of
people willing to engage in leadership activities and regional advocacy, and fewer ideas and
experiences to draw upon within the Wimmera Southern Mallee Region.
I found, in analysing the data that the issue of conservatism had a dual purpose. Internally at
leadership level I found the term to be a way of dismissing dissent, particularly with regards
to efforts to introduce change. It was internally reinforced by some leaders, to explain issues
of poor performance and community ire about proposed projects. It was used to absolve
leaders of guilt and failure in terms of delivering change to a difficult community. The term
serves an important function for maintaining leadership in the region, and preventing selfreflection on regional performance. This will be discussed in more detail in subsequent
chapters.
The other aspect I found when considering the use of this terminology was in its external
application to the region by those in politics and bureaucracy. Interview participants felt this
term was externally applied to the people who live in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region,
largely based on historic and ongoing voting patterns. This particular issue is a perception
problem, which potentially results in a situation where the performance of the region can be
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dismissed or downplayed. Also, as some interview participants noted, it can be more difficult
to achieve political investment from a state Labor government due to this status.
The result is that this external perception is used internally, again, to justify less than
satisfactory outcomes in terms of advocacy and leadership in the region. Whilst in both the
internal use of the term conservatism, and the effect of external application of it to the region,
it may indeed result in lower performance, the issue for this study is how this is used, perhaps
inadvertently as a matter of power and control for those in leadership.
The external perception of conservatism links in the same way to the issue of political
marginality, with much the same result. What was initially fascinating in the data was that
leaders in the region almost universally and often unprompted expressed this as an issue for
accessing state and federal government resources, but few made the extension of this concern
to consider the need to promote cultural change amongst regional voters. If this is a
significant issue for regional outcomes, as people almost universally agreed, I was surprised
there was so little agitation to address this acknowledged problem. I think ultimately this a
more nuanced situation as there are advantages to party representation, which was expressed
by some interview participants. I also think the critical strategy of the National Party in
appointing local people to political positions, who operate within the prestige leadership
space is a factor in engaging the politics into the regional ethos of leadership.
During the course of the completion of this doctoral study, there were elections at State and
then federal level. The state election took place during the period of data collection, which
may account for some of the unprompted focus on political marginality. The federal election
took place after the interview data was collected, and interestingly did involve a number of
regional campaigns to provide independent political representation. This received some
support in the electorate but ultimately was unsuccessful.
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The other two sub-themes in the category of power are those of boosterism and countrymindedness. These both promote one or more ideological perspectives which can be used to
reinforce a particular set of values and behaviours within the region. Boosterism is used to
promote an understanding about performance and issues which is not always grounded in
reality, but also provides a sense of confidence which interview participants felt was
necessary to attract business interest to the Wimmera Southern Mallee region.
Country-mindedness provides an ideological understanding and sense of worth for rural
living, and builds a perspective that rural life is superior to city living. This ideology was
expressed by interview participants in a range of ways, including in city country comparisons
and in establishing ideals around lifestyle. While the academic literature makes a range of
claims about its ongoing credence amongst urban and country people, it was nevertheless still
apparent in interview discussion, and worked similarly to boosterism, in that it gave
confidence to people that they had made positive decisions around lifestyle, despite
privations in some services and opportunities.
The second high level theme used for data analysis purposes was that of politics and
representation. It has a level of interrelationship with the theme of power, but the focus here
is more on the process rather than the ideology. Understanding the process of representation
in the region brought a deeper understanding of the local narratives around how to advocate
and what standards and expectations are applied to this process. In terms of this theme, there
were a number of interview questions that drew out the concept of how change happens in the
region, and what is the process for advocacy. From this I was able to determine that this
region has a significant focus on historic performance to guide contemporary action. I
contend that is influencing and limiting current advocacy approaches and opportunity. A
deeper discussion of this theme is included in the following chapter, where power is
discussed.
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A third theme, which again has some relationship to those previously identified, was that of
competition. Competition is an issue I was initially strongly interested in, because of the
Wimmera Southern Mallee’s position with regard to economic returns and population
growth. It has a relevance for how leaders engage and represent the region. I was also
interested in the possibility of internal competition within the region, and how this may
influence outcomes and approaches for advocacy. Interview participants strongly correlated
that they felt that they were in competition with other regions for resourcing, investment and
population.
This was a theme which delivered somewhat less than anticipated in terms of data. Interview
participants spoke about a number of concerns in this space, but there was little that extended
beyond the issues identified in the academic literature. While regional leaders acknowledged
competition in a range of spaces, such as business, grants and attracting residents to the
region, the concern was largely acknowledged as a situation requiring adaptation to forces
beyond the control of the Wimmera Southern Mallee region. In terms of internal competition,
there was acknowledgement by a number of interview participants that the Wimmera
Southern Mallee has a broad geography and thin markets for a range of products and services.
Some participants did discuss the need for deeper consideration to lessen the impact of intraregional competition which can significantly affect the viability of service sectors in the
region. However, this was largely discussed as a problem by those with a stronger
community social worldview, whereas those with a stronger market or structural perspective
tended to consider it a more natural situation and efforts to intervene were judged
problematic. This perhaps goes some way to explain why issues of internal competition are
not receiving a great deal of attention at the regional level despite the impacts such issues can
create for provision of local services.
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The fourth high level theme for data analysis was that of equity. This is related to issues of
competition, and will be considered in more detail together in a chapter 6. However, the aim
of the interview questioning around equity was focussed on achieving some clarity around
whether regional leaders had expectations around equity and how well they thought they
might be being achieved. I also wanted to consider whether there were values and behaviours
being reinforced that were limiting expectations around equity in the Wimmera Southern
Mallee region. Such values are of importance in understanding the approach the region takes
with regard to representation and advocacy.
The data revealed that people were concerned about equity in the region, and that there were
issues around feeling entitled to a better quality of service. Some interview participants
spoke about other people in the region as having low expectations around the provision of
services in the region, and expressed a sense that people appeared to act as if they were not
deserving of equity. This became a sub-theme in this space, as a number of participants
spoke about others having this view, not that they themselves would think that way.
A further sub-theme when considering issues of equity was that of structures and systems and
how they may serve the Wimmera Southern Mallee region in terms of assisting or hampering
equity outcomes. In particular, structures around grants and funding were highlighted as a
significant concern for both equity and regional innovation as regional compliance with
grants processes often meant that some of the investment was retained outside the region, and
could not provide local benefit, despite being counted as part of the allocation to the region.
Expectations from government funding organisations around knowledge, data and
information were also highlighted as an issue in terms of local capacity.

152

The issue was also discussed from the perspective of population, policy and the prevalence of
differing social worldviews, recognising that there is no local appetite for actively responding
to issues of population decline. This will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6.
There were a number of additional points that fell outside the purview of this thesis and
require further consideration for future research. In particular issues of regulatory control, the
role and influence of sport, as well as some aspects of gender, racial inclusion and long term
planning are only able to be discussed in a cursory way here and would be worthy of further
investigation.
This approach to categorisation has, I believe, allowed for a process of interpretation that
makes the familiar strange (Mills, 2000). With this approach, the analysis is able to move
from a position of familiarity, covering the issues everyone acknowledges, to consider the
influence of ideology and power over such perspectives and ultimately acknowledge a range
of hidden considerations which are having an impact on political representation, competition
and equity.
Structural analysis of social order perspective
I have alluded at various points to the idea that leaders in this region hold differing
ideological perspectives around social order, which is sometimes also called a worldview.
While the impacts of this ideological diversity on regional development and political
representation will be discussed more comprehensively in subsequent chapters, I have used
Oliga’s (1996) model of social order to allocate the forty interviewees to one of three social
worldviews, that of market, community or institutional (government/state) based on interview
content. The intent of this was purely to see whether there was a particular dominance in
terms of social order ideology in the participants interviewed, which may then reflect a
regional dominance in terms of ideological perspective. I acknowledge this is in a way a
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mild attempt to quantify a single aspect of qualitative data research, which is a somewhat
unusual approach, but I considered it a worthwhile task for the initial analysis, as it provided
some insight into the tone of conversations, and how themes emerged in people with similar
worldviews.
Markers for a market ideology included a focus in conversation on comments like: economic
value, and not having the numbers/population to attract investment. People with a focus on
community referred to community often in conversation, and often focussed quite strongly on
perceived inequity of government investment and health, education and/or social welfare
outcomes in the region. Institutional respondents were primarily focussed on government
outcomes and government structures as well as compliance and systems. This group were
strong in expressing what they believed to be correct processes for action. The following
table provides an overview of interview participants’ alignment with one or more approaches
(please note that *** denotes a primary focus of the interview participant and * denotes a
secondary focus in the same participant):
Interview

Market

Community

Number
1

State
***

2
3

6

*
***

***

4
5

Institutional/

*
*

*

***

***
*

***
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7

*

***

8

***

*

9

***

10

*

***

11

***

*

12

***

*

13

***

14

*

*
***

15

***

16

*

17

***

*

18

***

*

19

***

*

***

20

***

21

*

***

22

*

***

23

*

24

***

25
26

***

***
***
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27

***

28

***

29
30

*
***

*

***

31

*

32

***

33

***

*

34

*

***

35

*

36

***

37

*

***

38

***

*

39

***

40

***

*

TOTAL

13

16

(primary)

(primary)

***

***

11 (primary)

Figure 7: Analysis of social worldview of interview participants, 2019.
Interview participants were not selected for their differing worldviews at the commencement
of the research interviews. Indeed, clarity around the distinct differences in ideological
perspective of interview participants was not considered until the analysis phase, and it would
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have been hard to predict which ideology an individual most strongly subscribed to prior to
the interview discussion taking place. It was not possible prior to conducting the interviews to
target an even sampling of each social order perspective. Further, it should not be inferred
that this is representative of the broader perspective of individuals in the region, as this
analysis was not a primary focus in establishing the structure of the interview questions.
However, the spread that was achieved from a basically ‘random’ sampling (in terms of
social worldview) is interesting and suggests that these three perspectives are each prevalent
in leaders within the community, providing some additional evidence for the theory that
ideological conflict in social worldviews is present in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region
and has an impact on issues, interests and outcomes.
This chapter has provided an overview of way in which data was collected, the process of
engaging participants in the research, and personal and external factors that may have had an
impact on the research and thematic analysis. The thematic approach for this research
considers the data in a non-linear way, which allows for a process of deepening consideration
as the analysis progresses, in line with the epistemological and theoretical intent of the work.
This chapter also provided a structural analysis of the ideological social worldview
perspectives identified in each interview participant as a result of the discussion. This
additional data provided some interesting insight into the differing ideological perspectives
held by leaders in this region, including the relatively even spread of the three social
worldview perspectives, market, community and within the interview sample. This provides a
foundation for the discussion chapters which follow.
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CHAPTER 4 – POWER AND REPRESENTATION
Introduction
This ethnographic study starts on the 30th August 2017, about six months into the research for
this thesis. At this early stage in proceedings I was still working my way through the bitter
reading of the politics of rural decline in the 1990s in the form of Pritchard and McManus’
(2000) book ‘Land of Discontent,’ which featured John Brack’s (1955) artwork entitled ‘the
car’ which pictures a traditional family of four out for what you could interpret as a Sunday
drive on the cover. The artwork from 1955 used in this context for this book gives a distinct
first impression of old values, gender roles, traditions and practices. It sets the tone for
Pritchard and McManus’ edited book, and influenced my initial research into rural issues.
On this particular day in August, I was facing my own land of discontent, facilitating a dinner
panel discussion on regional issues on behalf of Leadership Wimmera. The panel members
were the Nationals Federal Member for Mallee, Andrew Broad, and the Nationals State
Member for Lowan, Emma Kealy. The discontent came from the knowledge that the
Regional Incubator for Social and Economic Research team (RISER) based at Horsham had
just produced a set of regional indicator data for the recently constituted Wimmera Southern
Mallee Regional Partnership. This brought together data from a range of sources to provide
(for the first time, I believe) a set of statistics which showed regional performance. The
numbers did not reveal our region to be performing particularly well. As a region we
represented approximately 0.6 percent of the State’s population and delivered gross regional
product to the State that pretty closely mirrored our population status of less than one percent
(Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017). The data also showed significantly
lower rates of educational attainment than the state average, and domestic violence reporting
rates that were almost twice as high as the state average (Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional
Partnership, 2017).
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I had an opportunity to draw attention to these numbers. I could speak up, or I could choose
to stay silent. I had signed on to be a regional researcher, and I knew my responsibility, but
this was my community, and I was extremely concerned about risks associated with going
‘off script.’ As someone who had spent some time working with regional leaders in various
forms, I knew the script was important, and I knew the script did not involve negative public
comment on local performance issues. Speaking out was a risk. Buoyed by the attendance of
one of my students, I decided that I did need to speak. What happened next crystallised my
research focus.

I questioned how we are to get traction on issues for the region when we represent such a
small and declining population. The answer by the Federal MP effectively spun the question
around to talk about how the region ‘punches above its weight’ in terms of achievement, and
that we need to ‘harness opportunities.’ After this, I remember shying away from asking a
follow up question about the region’s economic marginality. It felt like too much too soon.
What if I was wrong? What if I came across as too antagonistic? But later in the conversation
I did query the troubling statistics on social welfare by positing a pre-prepared question. The
response acknowledged the issue, but remained resolutely positive, again around ‘doing our
best with what we have.’ I went home feeling like I had achieved very little.

But what happened afterwards was particularly interesting. The Wimmera Mail Times
published some follow up articles around population issues within the region. I received a
phone call from a kindly community member whom I respect, who told me to ‘tread
carefully,’ and I was frozen out of conversation with some community leaders, which lasted
for months. This left me with the strong, unshakeable conviction that I had done something
very, very wrong.
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It is this moment that started me on the path of considering this thesis from another
perspective. What if we as a region are holding ourselves back by refusing to ask questions of
our own performance? What if we are failing to have the courageous conversations we need
to have about our future? What if our attitudes and behaviour are reinforcing an approach that
contributes to our own disadvantage and inequity? These are the questions I wanted to answer
because these are also questions about population, equity, competition and representation,
which are the wicked problems of our region.

This chapter is the first of two chapters that will discuss issues of power and political
representation in the Wimmera Southern Mallee. This chapter will discuss the elusive nature
of power in the region, conformity and compliance in leadership and the perceived
importance of political marginality. A case study discussion about what exactly is the right
way to advocate and negotiate through the politics and how the ideology that underpins this
approach influences local participation and action also forms part of this work. The chapter
will conclude with a consideration of whether our actions bely a belief that we perceive
ourselves and our region less worthy of support and if this attitude weakens us further.

Power and this rural community

The arrangement of power within communities is a contestable thing, and is often understood
at an academic level as either a power elite model where a minority “controls community
governance, and has coercive powers that can be used to repress and exploit the majority”
(Brown and Schafft, 2011: p 48-49) or as a pluralist or communitarian model where power is
more dispersed amongst a range of competing groups and no one group is dominant (Brown
and Schafft, 2011). I commenced this work with an assumed position, which was that this
community hosts a power elite who largely controlled decision-making processes. I therefore
sought to interview people in both leadership positions as well as a number of those who sit
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on ‘the fringe’ of leadership within the community, having previously held leadership
positions or operate in role or position that can be considered politically ‘useful.’ This
assumption was based largely on research by others such as Wild’s (1974) community study
of Bradstow and Dempsey’s (1990) study of Smalltown. Dempsey argued compellingly and
with substantial evidence that his study location of Smalltown in regional Victoria is
“controlled by the upper middle classes” (p 298) despite contrary claims of egalitarianism by
the residents (Dempsey, 1990).
Within this region, I also hypothesised that a set of values and beliefs might strongly
influence the actions of people in leadership circles, and at some level, result in the
manipulation of local decision making and regional outcomes. This perspective in turn would
affect the nature of political advocacy of the region and the region’s competitiveness.
I was most interested in testing the idea that power was less about the individuals it is vested
within but rather, more subtly, held in the ideology that people hold on to. This reflects my
view as a researcher, that rural communities may in fact be beholden to larger external forces
which can influence their leadership approach and create reinforcing behaviours or ‘styles’ of
leadership.
This, of course, then leads back to consideration about where and who reinforces the
ideologies that Wimmera communities subscribe to – and steers the research to a more hidden
and carefully nuanced set of powerbrokers. This consideration is, at its core, testing the
theory of Lukes (2005), who argues that power operates in three dimensions. For this thesis, I
am most interested in the concept of radical power, which can be understood as a system of
power which “maintains that people’s wants may themselves be a product of a system which
works against their interests” (Lukes, 2005: p 38).
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Ultimately, what was revealed was a loose power elite in the region that often proved only
moderately successful in terms of outcomes. But most interestingly, the people who were in
positions that could be considered locally or regionally powerful often reinforced a set of
ideological values, particularly about the right way to engage with others. In this community
structures and individuals work in collaboration to ensure actions are achieved (or
deliberately not achieved) as necessary. Power is ultimately vested in both people and in the
hegemonic ideological values they ascribe to.
I sought to understand the power base of the community by asking two questions – the first
one blunt and direct: who holds the power in the community? I then also more subtly asked
people what were the most significant changes that had happened in the community that
made a difference over the last five years. The responses varied to an extent due to the
positioning of individuals and their access and engagement with decision making at regional
level.
Asking a straightforward question about who holds power in the community is unlikely to
elicit a considered, deep response about hidden radical power. It is a rather superficial
question, which unsurprisingly generated a set of superficial responses. Nevertheless, it was
interesting to consider the breadth of thinking within the region about where power is vested
and the way in which different occupational groups responded. According to those
interviewed, power can be understood to be held in one of four key places, with a gender and
age faction in the region, with the populace (pluralist), with bureaucracy, or with state or
federal governments and even global markets.
Therefore, in no particular order, I found that some interviewees felt that power was held in a
network of male leaders in the community, who were generally identified within a specific
age bracket above fifty years of age. Women in leadership roles were more likely to express
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this view. Interviewees often discussed that they felt this had influence over the issues that
received attention and were promoted as regional priorities.
A second group had more difficulty in identifying the locus of power and felt that power was
shared somewhat diversely across the people who make up this community, demonstrating a
belief in a pluralist model. Those in public service or highly communicative positions were
more likely to express this view and discount their own potential as a holder of power.
A third identified group articulated the strength of power in the institutional arrangements of
the community, often referring to local government bureaucracy in particular. This was
particularly expressed with regard to those employed in local government, not elected
Councillors who were supposed to represent the community but were often considered by this
group to have little power over those in institutional positions. Those operating in the private
sector or community volunteer space were more likely to express this view.
A fourth group, with the smallest number of adherents, felt that local people had no power at
all. Instead, power was vested in the state and federal political apparatus and/or global
markets. This was expressed by only a small number of individuals, and this group consisted
solely of individuals operating from within the private sector.
This range of perspectives suggests that the understanding of power in this community is
perceived differently, depending on an individual’s role, position and status. Whilst I have
previously acknowledged this type of question only provides a very superficial
understanding, it does, however, start to bring some consideration to the power ‘pressure
points’ which exist in the community – that of gender, expectations of inclusion in decisionmaking, the extent of institutional authority and the degree of external influences and
pressures on local action.
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However, while these initial views on power may be inconsistent, what did start to emerge in
conversation was a strong consistency in terms of approaches towards advocacy. In
discussions it began to emerge that there was a strongly reinforced accepted approach people
adhered to with regard to advocacy when negotiating regional outcomes. What I found
appears to be an established ideological approach to advocating for projects, action and
investment in the region, which is shared almost unanimously across all forms of high level
regional leadership. It was particularly noticeable in local government authorities, public
sector organisations and regional development organisations, which are, after all, the places
where much of the region’s advocacy work is currently done.
The correct approach for engaging in advocacy was explained by multiple interviewees in
variations on the theme which one interviewee expressed as needing to “get key people on
board right from the start” and that the process might also necessitate “cutting them [people]
out of the group” if they didn’t share the same views regarding the issue (011: 36:35).
Another participant said this slightly differently, saying that “you just ‘gotta try and pick the
people that are going to sell the broader community” (008: 30:03). Implicit here is an
understanding that people will perform in an accepted way which may involve “coaching” to
have them “perform for the stated objective” (011:36:35).
Alongside this type of discussion, was a firm belief in the necessity for uniform opinion and
agreed perspectives. Some interviewees went as far to say the region is respected by others
for this ability to bring in people from multiple sectors to work together on issues.
As a result, people who deviate from the accepted model noted methods of being sanctioned
in leadership circles:
We have historically had a lot of strong male leadership, and being a female who sat
on many boards and been shouted down or just being talked over – shouted down,
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spoken over, disrespected by old men in those situations… I don’t know why, but I
think that sort of shuts down innovation and change as well (019: 05:44).
The inter-reliance of community and institutional leaders creates a pragmatic challenge for
those who might seek to do things differently in the community. There is often a very fine
line based on the personal intuition of the wronged party between what is understood to be a
difference of opinion or debate and that of personal attack and disrespect. Advocating an
opinion too strongly can have unintended consequences as local leaders transition through
paid and unpaid positions in the same community, and often have to work with people with
whom they’ve previously disagreed. Because of the strong social ties and deep interpersonal
networks within the region and the ability of the community to sanction behaviour in a range
of ways, challenging accepted behaviour and process is fraught with danger, personally and
professionally (Dempsey, 1992).
Reasons for uniformity in perspective were varied, some considered issues of adversity
through conditions such as drought to be a significant contributing factor to this united
positioning, while others attributed some of this to the small population. As one interviewee
said, being united is important:
because we’re a small population and that’s often how things are judged we need to
work together to actually have a cohesive argument into well, whatever the issue is.
And I think the drought has actually driven that (011 19:27).
Other interviewees felt that ‘tiredness’ from existing leaders also inadvertently reinforced
uniformity, explaining that “a lot of people get tired” of having to put forward ideas for
action and development. This person felt that people in the region get to the point where they
really feel that they “don’t want to come up with any more ideas, have been there done that”
(020 37:14).
165

Alongside this, those interviewed acknowledged the need to have a high level of persistence
and determination to achieve change, which is often hard to sustain in the face of apathy or
even active resistance.
“Interviewer: … how do you deliver change in a community like this?
Respondent: Perseverance.
Interviewer: Deep perseverance?
Respondent: Lots of perseverance. I think you’ve got to just keep digging away
trying.” (027: 0:50)
A further interviewee expressed this in terms of personal sacrifice:
I think we need passionate members of the community to undertake labours of love at
personal cost and their reward is only the recognition, whether it be good or bad for what
they’re doing.
Interviewer: It sounds inviting
Respondent: It does, doesn’t it? Why is why I think we just would grind to a halt”
(019: 06:57).
This interviewee explained that the level of personal sacrifice required, and the lack of
support and recognition for effort, may indeed also contribute to limited outcomes in the
region.
This shows a distinct gap between the ideological expression of uniformity and the actual
process of achieving change, which is more in line with resistance tactics. The repeated
points made about persistence and determination also show a process that requires the deep
circulation of a new idea in the region before it gains traction as something that should be
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supported. In one interview conversation the interviewee mentioned a change that should
occur to the use of land in the township and said “I’ll keep telling enough people that and it’ll
happen. You watch” (022: 34:00). This demonstrates that sometimes a vision also needs to
permeate through the community in order to gain traction, and this takes time. An idea needs
to become comfortable and familiar and have a level of acceptance before it can be
considered an acceptable way forward, especially if a significant change is involved. This
suggests that this is a community that likes to have an agreed path, and deviating from this
takes a significant investment of time and energy for a person, even if they are able to access
the right group of people.
Case Study – The Wimmera Mallee pipeline as the accepted advocacy model for the
region
Beyond a level of necessary pragmatism which drives day-to-day activity, I think there is an
accepted and sanctioned approach to regional advocacy in the Wimmera. This has historical
foundations in what is now an iconic advocacy campaign for this region, the funding of the
Wimmera Mallee Pipeline which commenced in 1999. This project, which originated not
long after the establishment of a formalised advocacy network of the five regional local
government authorities – called the Wimmera Development Association, allowed the region
to realise the value in joint advocacy regarding issues of community and economic interest.
Although behavioural antecedents expressed in this region are due to a range of historical and
cultural factors at leadership level, this community has adopted an advocacy model that was
‘learned’ twenty years ago. In successfully advocating for government investment in this
significant regional project, the community has learned that by displaying a consistent and
agreed approach, as well as strong and effective messaging they could achieve an outcome,
which at the commencement seemed close to impossible (Darling, 2019).

167

The project involved getting key stakeholders together and sending consistent messages to all
levels of government about the importance of this project in establishing water security for
the region. Players in the environmental and water sectors came together with those who
were interested in economic development to drive the project. The benefits of this project
were projected through a range of sectors, including fire management, business development
and agriculture, articulating underlying values of social sustainability. Despite having to
counter community negativity at the time as “most people didn’t think that it would proceed”
(Darling, 2019) the importance of the project was highly visible with drought conditions and
the limits of water security were highly visible and impacting people personally.
The project represented a profound shift at the time in terms of advocacy, as it brought a
range of disparate players together and importantly brought early credibility to local
environmental action and linked it to social outcomes in terms of ‘future proofing’ the
community. As one interviewee reminisced about the project, the advocacy approach was to
reinforce the notion of “a future for our children” (011 44:31). This advocacy is approach is
considered ‘gold standard’ in the region, by which other development actions is still assessed.
Leaders still refer with pride to the region having a high level of collaboration “because
we’ve been through the pipeline” (Field notes July 2019).
In 2019 the Wimmera Mail Times wrote an article celebrating ten years since the completion
of the Wimmera Mallee Pipeline, reinforcing the importance of the project to the region, and
ensuring the community is reminded of the iconic place of this project in our development.
The piece leads with a statement saying: “Leaders say the Wimmera Mallee Pipeline project,
which is nearing its tenth anniversary is the bedrock on which aspects of the region’s fire
safety and economy are built” (Darling, 2019). The piece then harks back to some of our
region’s leaders (all of whom have since retired) noting our former Federal Member John
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Forrest as “Mr Pipeline” and well respected former leader of the Wimmera Development
Association and leader of the pipeline project, Jo Bourke.
This model, initiated two decades ago, still represents the right way to do things in this
community, although, I think people have forgotten the deeply nuanced, resource-intensive
and reactive advocacy and activist approach that was required. As one person involved in the
campaign reported:
It’s about collecting the information and then really having an objective because often
that changes – it’s not like you think ‘Oh, this is what we’re going to do.’ But once
you get into it often changes. And then building the plan. And I think being really
broad about it (Identifier withheld: 33:34).
For many in the community, regional advocacy has become a standard experience, where the
right leaders are selected and engaged, and once they are on-board a project is considered to
have local support the trajectory continues in a linear approach, and any failure at political
level is due to an underlying lack of investment interest from outside, rather than any failure
in the strategy and approach of community representatives.
In discussing the issue of advocacy, I also encountered some resistance to the term. I found
that during the interview process, I had to be careful with language as some interviewees
bridled at the idea of engaging in activism and were quite firm about defining the work they
did for the community as advocacy which they defined as more tactical and information
based:
It can’t be just – we need more money for roads. It has to be – this is why we need
more money for roads and this is the benefit to the state. If you invest more money in
roads – well this is the cost to the state of you failing to invest in roads. We don’t have
that complexity of understanding issues anymore and as such I think we have up until
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recently been more focussed on traditional activism than we have on modern day
advocacy – informed advocacy (019: 39:55).
This statement effectively represented a more nuanced understanding of engagement and
winning an argument, but in doing so we perhaps confine ourselves to an accepted model of
action, which is sanctioned, and polite.
This is, I think, a significant factor in the level of success this community is able to achieve in
terms of accessing government and industry investment. A model that was successful once is
still continually repeated two decades later with increasingly diminished returns while
community leaders unquestioningly reinforce the approach to themselves and each other:
It’s interesting, when we’ve had feedback on the performance of our [group] for
example, the impression we’re given by bureaucrats is that we’re doing it better than
others (001: 5:12).
And another: “I have this theory that we’ve got this reputation outside the region, particularly
at State government level of being ‘One’... of being united” (011: 19:25).
And a third, which also reveals elements of conforming to outside expectations:
Every time I go to a meeting down there [Melbourne] you know we have government
people tell us that we are kicking goals because we are realistic in our expectations
and were actually looking for policy change more than you know – big ticket (007:
17:38).
This external perception of uniformity was expressed as a positive, and an important
condition for accessing government support. Also of note is a focus on being realistic about
what is possible, tempering the ambition for the region in terms of change to things that are
moderate and manageable. This, I think is perhaps a misguided view, which the original
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pipeline proponents would not have subscribed to, or their project would not have been
funded. I think there is a prevailing view that government and MPs are friends who are here
to help, if you play the game. There are elements of self-sanctioning occurring to ensure that
the region is viewed as engaging and amenable to government in the hope that the good
graces of government might lead to investment.
Such an approach shows a distinct lack critical reflection on advocacy approaches, and I
think this disconnect between the region’s perception of success, and the reality is often
masked by the idea that surface-level collaboration at leadership level gets results. In
practice, I think there is limited real commitment to deep engagement at all levels of
community and investment in long term activism required for change management.
This is most clearly evidenced by the differing levels of success in the region, with
communities like Rupanyup having more strongly developed reputations for innovation. The
awareness of community members in this area is of the need to have deeply nuanced
strategies, and deep commitment from all levels of the community, not just the leaders.
every now and again you might get that big white knight to ride in and spend a lot of
money, but I don’t think you can wait for that because they’re infrequent in my
observations… it’s the people who’ve driven the whole process ourselves… we think
you have to mobilise things from the grassroots… to have them to be – to get regular
success (Identifier withheld: 22:06).
In other parts of the region, failure is often attributed to factors outside our control, allowing
community leaders to gloss over uncomfortable truths about what may be a real underlying
issue of failure to engage with the community. Failure can be easily written off due to our
political status as a ‘safe conservative seat’ (see later in this chapter), or a dearth of political
will from external politicians, with an indulgent acceptance of the lack of political power held
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by our own representatives, despite their best efforts. Similarly, local community antagonism
about a proposed project is often considered to be the result of deep conservativism or an
unwillingness to change, rather than what it might actually be – deep frustration over a
perceived lack of respect for the past by community leaders, and anger over vaguely
communicated financial implications within a proposed change.
The Wimmera Southern Mallee might not really be as inclusive and connected as community
leaders think it is, and perhaps the socially sanctioned way of doing things that those in
positions of leadership value so strongly has become part of the problem rather than the
solution, because it prevents local champions from emerging. Our commitment to
approaching advocacy in a restricted way may actually be excluding and disempowering
those with the potential to exercise innovative ways to advocate for the region.
The Wimmera Mallee pipeline was a uniquely successful project in the history of our region
which commenced without a compromised view of what might be possible. The delivery of
piped water to a system of previously open channels has been critical in improving the
liveability of the region and prospects for development. But, over time, key elements of the
unique advocacy approach that was adopted to deliver this project have been simplified, and
advocacy work in the region now often lacks the long, strategic investment of people and
resources that can operate in a nimble and creative way that is uniquely reactive to political
opportunities.
Conformity and compliance
The result of this agreed approach to advocacy is ultimately that it reinforces a culture of
conformity and compliance, which is effectively the opposite of what is needed to drive
change, particularly in a broader climate of competition. Conformity is, I think, about being
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safe. And this is an important part of maintaining credibility as a leader in a community
which likes things to be done in a certain way.
Non-decision making was a significant issue raised by people in interview discussions,
particularly those involved in small business or community cohesion activities. People
reported a sense of decisions taking a long time, and sometimes being deferred:
I think there is a distinct difference with people that you talk to that are in private
enterprise and run their own businesses. You make decisions every day based on their
knowledge, their experience, or the gut feel that we just can’t see why things don’t get
done as quickly at local government level… which quite honestly I think frustrates
everyone within the community because realistically nothing ever seems to get done
(026: 01:52).
And another referring directly to the Horsham Councillors:
You are put in there to be the governance body of your town. Because you are the
seven most experienced people you might say to be able to talk for your community.
And when you have one of the biggest projects ever being built around Horsham or
through Horsham and they decided to take no action (023: 14:36).
This is then contrasted with a member of Council’s position on the same issue, in which the
decision was made to defer the matter to another authority for a ruling:
I guess the frustration for people, and I think people get frustrated at Council because
they think we should have made the decision, but I wouldn’t be comfortable saying
this is the right track or route because I’m not an expert in that field. I openly say that
I’ll take my advice from the experts. I’m not an expert in it” (Identifier withheld:
13:21).
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The disconnect this shows between the expectation of the community for the role of a local
government councillor, and the councillor’s own need to rely on others for expert opinion. It
suggests that councillors are either being expected to make decisions without all the
necessary information to make them duly informed in their decision-making, or an avoidance
of responsibility, not necessarily deliberate, but due to anticipated risk to the decision
maker’s prestige and position in the community.
In academic circles, much of the contemporary literature considers non-decision making a
personal issue, often resulting from there being too many options available. The argument is
that when people are presented with an array of potential choices, decision making becomes
more difficult and challenging (Greifeneder, et. al., 2010; Schwartz, 2016). However, in this
particular community I believe the situation of non-decision making arises due to perceived
risk and at times, avoiding the potential for personal criticism.
Non decision making occurs when the opportunity to make a decision is diverted from an
agenda and the status quo continues. Non-decision making, or decision making deferred, can
at times prevent the community, or even leadership groups from engaging in debate and
considering options. It is a way to avoid conflict and prevent criticism. It ultimately removes
the potential risk of making mistakes. This is a very personal concern and for some leaders, it
is, I think, linked to the way in which they must navigate the social hierarchy of the region.
In the leadership space, I think this community appears to be almost solely focussed on
developing leaders with a prestige leadership style. These are leaders who demonstrate
specific skills, knowledge or traits that are valued by the group, and their power is conferred
through the perpetual maintenance of acceptance and validation from others (Case et al.
2018). It is further argued, that for these types of leaders, “because the acquisition of prestige
is based on the freely conferred deference of group members, people employing this strategy
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should be especially motivated to maintain positive social relationships with other group
members” (Case et. al., 2018: 658). It is possible to confuse prestige leadership with pluralist
leadership, which is inclusive, but prestige leadership brings with it a set of hegemonic
ideological values that must be accepted in order to achieve accesses and maintain it.
There is significant literature in the regional development space which reinforces the value of
strong social networks and institutional linkages. Brown and Schafft (2011) argue that
“inclusive communities with strong social relationships, responsive institutions and low
degrees of inequality are more sustainable than other places” (p 51). However, I contend that
this community currently has a particularly high rate of prestige style leaders over those who
lead through dominance. It is likely a necessary outcome resulting from external public
policy demands and an extremely limited number of truly powerful positions in the
community, where it is possible to lead based on dominance. Case et. al. (2018) also argue
that that “power, authority, and control allow dominance-oriented leaders to achieve and
protect their high social rank without having to worry as much as prestige-oriented leaders do
about earning respect or deference from members of their group” (p 658). There are few
leaders in the community in a powerful enough place with a mandate to lead in a dominant
way.
As a result, for most leaders in this community, even if it is not their natural style, the
necessity for interdependence in order to achieve any level of political strength in this
community, success requires this strongly deferential ‘prestige’ leadership style. This means
that “a key part of the prestige-based strategy involves building positive relationships with
group members, avoiding forms of social disapproval, and behaving in ways that elicit not
just admiration and respect, but also liking and social acceptance” (Case et. al., 2018: 659).
This results in decision making that encourages conformity and acceptance to established
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values and attitudes, and makes it much more difficult to step outside accepted boundaries
and take a risk that a new position or action will be supported.
As a result there is a significant impetus at leadership level to avoid conflict in this
community lest social acceptance be withdrawn. This is an incredibly strong motivator in this
rural community because working in a collaborative way is viewed almost unanimously by
leaders as the only way to get a positive response from the government. It is also reinforced
by government agencies and ministerial staff who have very nuanced strategies to reinforce
compliant behaviour, which can include telephoning departmental, local government or other
‘friendly’ contacts within the region to send a message that an individual in the community
has been too aggressive in their engagement (Field Notes, February 2020).
This approach of encouraging collaboration and limiting the style of expression is creating
the unintended consequence of reinforcing the importance of social ties, even weaker ties
(Granovetter, 1973) and ultimately, and perhaps unintentionally reinforces a need to operate
in highly collaborative way that reinforces the interdependent power structure of conforming
leaders.
It also importantly reinforces in our own leaders a sense that non-decision making is a safer
option than undertaking anything that could be construed as controversial or would result in a
challenge to a local person’s mandate to be in a position of leadership. At leadership level,
people operate with a desire to be liked and accepted, or they lose their political and social
currency. As a result, there is no genuine desire for the expression of a range of views in the
inner sanctum of leadership and decision making. In fact, expressing non-conforming views
could be considered dangerous in such circles, because it puts the credibility of that leader
and their social currency at risk.
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Because of this, the leaders in the community adopt what Sowell (1995) argues is an anointed
vision around the state of the world that exists, what has caused local problems and the
necessary path forward for actions required to resolve them. He argues that the question that
should be asked is “not about what kind of world they wish to create, but what kind of world
they think exists already” (p 104). A consensus understanding of the state of affairs within the
community is ideologically reinforced at leadership level and the actions that result are
informed by this understanding.
Sowell (1993) also explains why conflict arises with the community when significant
decisions are made at leadership level. The conformity of leaders to a hegemonic set of
values, and assuming to the role of directing a response and viewing an action of change as a
positive step to shift a trajectory of decline is often at odds with the wider community, who
view the options and opportunities available to the community in a much more restricted
way. Long experience has told them that positive change is rare and the constant is a slow,
steady decline in terms of population and opportunity.
There can be significant frustration and even strong hostility expressed by people within the
community when a big idea or change is proposed by some community leaders. This is
because the vision of those in the wider community is based on experience rather than hope.
Therefore, they adopt what Sowell (1993) calls a tragic vision where they subscribe to an idea
of fate and consider our ability to change trajectory in the region to be severely limited if not
impossible. They are also frustrated by what they consider to be wilful blindness or stupid
optimism at leadership level around the real needs of the community and the costs imposed
on individuals by unrealistic visions of change. (See also the subsequent case study on the
Wimmera River Precinct).
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Taking a new project or idea to the wider community is a risky activity, as the best intentions
of leaders are increasingly likely to be viewed with scepticism at best. At worst, such
proposals can be met with strong hostility and a strong campaign to discredit both the work
and the people who endorsed it. The result – leaders decide non-decision making is safer and
for leaders who live locally, it often sets up a reliance on outsiders to provide the dominant
leadership necessary to progress change.
The necessity of outsiders
The Wimmera region appears particularly focussed on encouraging people from outside to
come to the region and undertake professional leadership roles. As one interviewee put it,
people are constantly looking for “somebody to come and save us. Eventually somebody will
come and save us. [But] you don’t have to look too far around the world to realise that just
doesn’t happen. It doesn’t happen anywhere” (017: 33:34). Change requires fresh ideas.
When the local community is locked in a system of conformity and acquiescence in order to
maintain status, encouraging outsiders to bring their vision to the community is the best way
to shake things up. However, outsiders lack the nuanced understandings of the local
community, and ultimately are valued for their expendability as well as their fresh
perspective.
Outsiders are those who lack familial or historic connection to the community. They often
come to the region with the naive view that their job will afford them the necessary status to
achieve change. They believe their appointment gives them a mandate from the people to act.
As we can see in the comments made by a recently new arrival to the region in a leadership
role:
We have that regional leadership role [in my job]. And which I always knew would
be the case you know, but it’s become even more sort of that, you know, stronger for
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me as I’ve met and spoke with the people around us.” [Pause] “So they suddenly see
[organisation] taking the lead on a lot of the stuff that was an expectation that you
know they look towards [organisation] you know to take the lead which is great. Now
we do have that very strong sort of you know that relationship and there’s a trust
which obviously has been built over a number of years. You know people who have
sort of you know come here before me… so I think that it is that goodwill and trust
and people who work together which is great” (014: 2:26).
This is pretty standard practice. A new arrival is a new opportunity to drive change and
perhaps change the trajectory of the region, but things can turn quickly if a commitment is
not deemed to be genuine. Despite a welcoming attitude and a mandate to take on leadership
for as much as humanly possible, this same leader’s position was raised by a number of locals
who were clearly reserving judgement for later:
You know [names person] I’ll guarantee – He’ll be on a four-year contract probably;
he would be probably looking at two terms and then somewhere else. You know,
they’re always, they’re all looking for somewhere else (026, 45:36).
Leaders coming from the outside are already on the back foot when they start in a local role
because they rarely understand the nuanced system for acceptance, and believe their
appointment is based on merit and skill. However, in reality it is often based on a desire to
have someone in a role with the ability to make decisions the locals find unsavoury, and
when circumstances change, to be expendable.
For this region, it often relies on these outsiders to drive change, which will either be
endorsed or frustrated by local people based on a quiet, informal community consensus. If
performance is deemed unworthy the values and level of commitment of the leader to the
region will be questioned. This will then lead to that person’s competence being questioned
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and ultimately their opinions dismissed. When a leader no longer has the support of the
community and subsequent attempts at change are frustrated, they will often grow
disillusioned and eventually will leave. Because they were not really a local, the community
absolves themselves of any responsibility for the outcome and there is no damage done
because the person hadn’t really committed to the area in the first place:
Interview participant referring to a leader who has moved on:
probably five years ago the [position] here you know, rented a bedroom of one of his
[staff] and used to drive up on a Monday morning and drive home on a Friday night.
You know. No – no commitment to them here to the area” (026: 46:03).
However expedient this strategy might be in practice for the locals, it is becoming
increasingly challenging to attract people from outside the community to come and take on
leadership roles and the sustainability of this approach as a preferred method for achieving
change is questionable. Outside leaders too, have their own agenda, which is often to perform
their role without creating serious ructions, before moving on to a bigger and better job in a
more salubrious location. The desire of outsiders to protect the prestige of their role for the
purposes of leveraging their next one proves counter-productive to the desire for dominant
leadership that the community desires, and ultimately fates the ‘outsider’ to a lacklustre
performance that disappoints the hopes of the locals.
Outside leaders also struggle to survive for long because they lack that deep understanding of
latent power that exists within the strong community ties. Within these ties there is a strong
network which has the ability to censure behaviour and exclude people, frustrate activity and
deny action. This is the real power of this community. This community expresses a strong
desire for change, but only if it is done in a way that conforms to the past, nuanced
understanding of how success is achieved. The right way requires the outsider to engage and
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involve the locals, but keep them free of any mud that an unpopular but necessary decision
can deliver. It can be almost impossible for an outsider to decipher this nuanced dance of
leadership, particularly if they have a leadership style of dominance and believe their position
affords them power to act.
For locals (or aspiring locals) who transgress, the results are similar to those of an outside
leader, but it is possible to be redeemed over time, if an appropriate level of conformity and
deference is applied. There are a number of leaders in the community who have experienced
this outcome and will now act only if they can determine they have the support of enough
others so that their efforts are not frustrated. As one interviewee said: “look I’ll probably run
again in [timeframe] but I’ve told anyone that asks me I will only do it if I have other people”
(027: 15:41). Leaders from outside therefore become necessary to circumvent the conforming
power of the local community, and to act as an expendable tool to drive the change people
want but often cannot articulate.
Localised power
Beer (2014) alludes to something similar to this approach of engaging outside individuals in a
rural South Australian community. The key difference is that locals didn’t rely on outsiders to
drive change, they filled the role of insiders and outsiders by acting with connected insider
groups, and outside pressure groups. He notes a region which was effective in achieving
government investment in business development outcomes through the twinned approach of a
business development group (called the WDDC) and a government appointed regional
taskforce. The taskforce operated as a local advisory group to government and the WDDC
acted independently placing political pressure on the government and its regional taskforce
from outside.
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Beer further notes that being an outsider intent on driving change is not without cost, stating
that “There is some evidence that the alternative ‘voice’ offered by the WDDC has come at
some cost to some of its members who have found themselves no longer able to maintain
their careers in the region” (Beer, 2014: 259). However, he also found that the effectiveness
of the local leaders appointed to the taskforce was more effective because of the push from
outsiders to confront political leaders and provide pressure which forced action. Working
independently, but with the same objective of improving outcomes for the region helped
counter the inattention of government, which relied on “country people being not well
informed and not very active in advocating for change” (Beer, 2014: 260).
There is potential for a similar approach to be considered in this region, given the current
placement of the Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership as a government appointed
regional advisory committee and organisations in the region with the potential to be more
independent such as the Wimmera Development Association. In raising this point in
interview discussions, I found that people were concerned about the capacity of such groups
to do so:
You haven’t got the strength of the businesses you know to be able to do that. And
yeah, that’s a really difficult thing. It’s interesting you know when you look at the
City Council … there’s a business group and they don’t care how strong it is or what
it is as long as there is one. And we have got one. But it’s pretty weak. So to them it
all fits in. That’s the box that needed ticking and it’s ticked and they probably don’t
want it any stronger. They certainly don’t want to have to be answerable to it when
they make a decision, but that’s probably what you need to happen (026: 50:30).
And: “they’re all business owners and they’re all busy… it’s really difficult to get them doing
much more outside the monthly meetings” (010: 40:16).
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In order to achieve this the region would have to acknowledge that conformity of opinion is
actually detrimental to change. People would also need to be cognisant of the subtle ways in
which people in this community continue to reinforce a set of behaviours and actions,
particularly with regard to advocacy. Further, the region would have to be willing to invest in
the capacity and capability of groups to provide effective regional advocacy to provide a
counterpoint to government agencies and government appointed advisory groups.
Would a marginal seat make a difference?
There is no question that the politics of the Wimmera Southern Mallee are dominated by the
National Party, at both state and federal levels. Most importantly, linked to this is a very
strong perception (which was almost universally identified in the interview participants) that
the region gets less support – particularly at election time because there is no risk to the
incumbent and no opportunity for either the state or federal seat to change hands.
At state level, the seat of Lowan (and previously Wimmera) has always been conservatively
held. It has been held by the National party since 1979 with the Liberal party holding the seat
in the years prior. (Victorian Electoral Commission, 2019) The current National Party
representative Emma Kealy was able to achieve an outright majority in the first preference
vote of 54.09 percent in November 2014 (Victorian Electoral Commission, 2019) when she
first stood as a candidate, and has been further consolidated to 66.94 percent of the first
preference vote in the 2018 election (Victorian Electoral Commission, 2019).
However, the reality of the situation is a little different at Federal level. While it is true that
the Federal Seat of Mallee has not changed hands since its inception in 1949, (ABC News,
2019) voting statistics show a much more nuanced situation. At the 2019 Federal election, the
Federal incumbent Anne Webster received only 27.86 percent of first preference votes,
(Australian Electoral Commission Tally Room , 2019) which is a significant drop from the
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first preference vote outcome in 2013, when Andrew Broad was first elected on 38.76 percent
of first preference votes (Australian Electoral Commission Virtual Tally Room, 2013) Broad
also experienced headwinds that Webster was not subject to when seeking the seat for the
first time - a significant conservative campaign from Liberal Candidate Chris Crewther and
the Liberal party (Economou, 2013). Conversely, in 2019, the Liberals chose a Melbournebased candidate, and invested minimal resources in pursuing the seat, although the flow of
preferences almost delivered this absent candidate victory (Lawson, 2019 Webster off and
running after wait). Whether some of this drop of National Party first preference votes in
2019 could perhaps be attributed to the impact of the scandal which embroiled Andrew Broad
and led to his resignation in December 2018, and a distaste for some of the views of the
National Party as documented by political commentators like Chan (2018) leads ultimately a
decoupling of supporters from the party, remains to be seen.
To date, competition at State and Federal has always been a competition from conservative
peers – and therefore, as many interview participants noted, not much of a competition at all:
Now I can tell you right now that I reckon if the Labor Party ran a strong candidate
who was well known in the community that they would do a lot better than they
realize. If they had someone – but the effort doesn’t go in. So it’s a bit of a cart – it’s a
bit of the old circle cycle thing happening… there are massive swings you know to
the coalition all the time, you know. It’s because there’s usually only one person
sticking their hand up (020: 11:47).
The strong support for a new Federal National Party candidate flows from preferences, which
are mutually reinforced between the two conservative parties and ultimately other
conservative parties seeking a foothold in the electorate. However, once established, and the
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new member becomes known their political base is secured and their electoral support tends
to increase.
Given the research interviews for this thesis were conducted in the lead up to the 2018
Victorian election, the issue of political marginality was often front of mind for interview
participants, and often was mentioned without specific direction by the interviewer in
conversation. Interviewees were quite strong in their feedback that we lack political support
as a result of our safe seat status. One interviewee was quite clear, saying the politics
certainly means we’re playing with at least one, if not two hands tied behind our back
because we’re such a safe seat” (017: 6:17) and a further interviewee noted that “marginal
seats seem to get some election promises that safe seats don’t seem to get” (013:10:49).
Such views were strongly corroborated in the interviews, often unprompted. As another said:
“I think it’s pretty well established and proven that marginal seats certainly get looked after
to a greater extent particularly when it’s an election year” (004: 11:34).
And those with an insight into government processes also noted that government investment
appeared linked to re-election prospects. One interviewee noted a frustration around being
able to achieve funding for a particularly worthy project, noting:
“the current government is not going to spend any money in this area. You don’t have
to go very far and you cross over into Ripon which is a marginal seat and we’re
seeing Stawell, St Arnaud and Donald to a degree Ararat, a lot of these places are
getting really interesting allocations and then election commitments made and that
frustrates me that there’s real imbalance there. It’s really around buying votes. Even
the *** project was declined at one stage on the advice of a Minister’s advisor
because they didn’t see any value in the vote from it. So the fact that it’s a really good
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first of its kind *** project – not going to get any votes out of it, we don’t want it”
(Identifier withheld 17:55).
This last case is a very specific example of politics interfering in a project that was
deemed worthwhile for investment in the region. The nuanced point here is that a
group developing a project may have done all the work, but ultimately be rejected due
to the location of the project, politically.
Another noted the state election and acknowledged that being in a marginal seat:
“absolutely impacts. There’s no doubt it impacts on that if you – let’s use Ararat for
example. Which is a swinging seat and every year, every, every time an election
comes, you just can see the promises and the money promised to that area because
they want to win them over. I think the fact that we’re a safe seat is a massive
negative for Horsham” (010 15:19).
Most notably, an attempt to respond to this perception appeared to have been made by the
National Party in their advertising for the 2019 Federal election which sought to explain
Federal investment outcomes in the electorate and allay the concerns of the region that
Mallee voters were being overlooked:
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Figure 8: National Party Advertisement on Government spending in the Mallee. (The Weekly
Advertiser 2019, March 20 p 14).
Ultimately of key concern is the internalising of this perception as a ‘fact’ within the region.
This then has an impact on the outcomes expected by regional leaders at the commencement
of their advocacy on an issue, and also potentially on the effort they are willing to exert in
advocating for the region. Elements of this could well be about maintaining a comfort zone
and a convenient excuse for mediocre outcomes. It may also be about the subtle forms of
power that exist to reinforce the engagement of the region with the dominant political party
and the prestige elements which flow from acceptance within that network.
There is certainly a strong argument that our political stability is about the locally focussed
representative model adopted by the National Party, which is to choose likable and
inoffensive local candidates with a track record of advocating for their community in
previous roles. This was a strong point that a number of the interviewees noted:
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referring to MP: “What’s not to like? She’s out and about. She lives in the
community. She’s here. She’s not making random statements and breaking people,
she’s not hurting things, she’s just delivering – doing the job of a politician” (019
22:23).
When drilling down on why we continue to vote conservatively when we appear to know that
a marginal seat would make a difference, people were able to articulate the local performance
of the National Party MPs as a deciding factor in their voting decisions:
“They were all great representatives and they’re all people that get out amongst the
electorate and they’re passionate about who we are, what we are and what we need.
They’re great representatives… so how do you vote against those people? You know,
well, that’s the reality” (012 12:58).
There is no question, the National Party model of selecting local representatives has an
egalitarian feel, creating the perception at least that our state and federal members are just one
of us, they live here and work here and they understand the idiosyncrasies of our individual
towns in a way that could take an outsider years to accomplish. Once pre-selected, they work
actively to ensure a high level of visibility and accessibility to everyone in our electorates, no
matter who you are, or what you do. They also are careful to avoid making their
representation about “them” - avidly maintaining the focus on the electorate. This is
evidenced by new Federal National Party incumbent Dr Anne Webster’s comments after the
Victorian Electoral Commission declared her the Member for Mallee in June 2019:
“I have a view that trust is never something that is a given – it is always something
that has to be earned. That is my primary focus, to earn the trust of all of the Mallee,
to be the person who does what they say, who listens and reflects what the community
wants. Each person must feel they are being heard” (Lawson, 2019:3).
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I think this says something about the way in which people in the Wimmera Southern Mallee
view relationships. They appear more respectful and less ‘transactional’ than the State
Independent Member for Mildura, Ali Cupper claimed after the last State election. She put
forward the perspective that people are now more ‘discerning’ and called out the idea of
voting for a National Party MP on the basis of them being a “good bloke.” Cupper (2018)
argued “the image of the National party ‘good bloke’ — the genuine, salt of the earth country
gentleman – it was fast losing its credibility” (Cupper, 2018). While that may be true, her
focus on self: “the electorate decided to elect me, a progressive, a feminist…I have the skills
to get the job done – I am a lawyer, social worker, political science graduate and am well
connected” (Cupper, 2018) grates against the established approach of National
representatives, who reinforce the centrality of the community will, as opposed to personal
skill in any successful political outcome. As the former leader of the National Party Barnaby
Joyce wrote at the time about Cupper’s campaign: “if she does win, graciousness and
thanking her electorate would be a far more appropriate start to her parliamentary career”
(Hunt, 2018).
From a pragmatic point of view it might seem politically expedient to drive a strong
Independent candidate or alternatively try and side with the party in power, which in Victoria
has been a Labor government for sixteen of the last twenty years (VEC, 2019). However, the
deeper values of the community reinforce the importance of mutuality and strong social ties,
and this is as important for our political representatives as it is for our advocacy approach.
The interviews established a perspective about the role of a rural Member of Parliament what
might be different to that expected in urban areas:
“I think that there’s a lot of pressure I think – or different pressure on country MPs in
keeping engaged and connected and keeping the community informed of what’s
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[being done] and keeping it relevant as opposed to what it would be like to be a city
MP where the people who work in your electorate don’t necessarily live in your
electorate and there’s a big disconnect between your local pollie and someone you
might recognise in the street” (009 3:25).
The connection between the Member of Parliament and community right across the electorate
is considered an essential part of their role. The connections are more personal and denote a
strong focus on inclusion of the constituency in the business of their representative. This may
be a contributing factor in the level of success that National Party MPs have in these
electorates, the way of doing business is perhaps less well understood by the Upper House
MPs of other political persuasions who are based in larger regional or even metropolitan
centres. A successful MP in this region is one that appears responsive and acts strongly in the
interests of their community, regardless of outcome. People in this region value effort and if a
political representative has been able to communicate their actions well, it is possible to
accept a result that is less than desired in terms of outcome, particularly when the MP is in
opposition and people maintain a level of understanding that is what it means to live in a safe
seat. This then anchors back to the idea of marginality. The region appears to have a
preference for an advocate who is known and local over the idea of voting with a pragmatic
political focus.
In terms of leadership, the role of a Member of Parliament in rural areas is a lot more
symbiotic than most people realise, and leadership by the MP is often undertaken in a
reactive way, responding to issues of community concern. As one interviewee noted, the role
of politicians in leading community development has fundamentally changed, stating:
my view [is] that probably the political class are probably less the leaders now than
they were once – they’re more likely the followers. So that’s just the reality of
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following the opinion polls … I think it’s very - that they’re more responsive to the
views that they are hearing from the community. Therefore, as communities if we
have a view we have to get better at getting visibility of that view – sort of making
sure it is seen and heard (040 17:06).
As a community, we may still be looking to our politicians to provide ‘leadership’ and
champion change, but perhaps we need to recognise that this is no longer the case and we
perhaps have instead a responsibility to provide the vision for them to champion regardless of
political persuasion:
You should be contacting and you shouldn’t just do it once and email it once and then
expect that it’s filed forever. You need to be just as good at nagging your local MP
and send that through every three months or ask for an update or just keep it high
priority and show that this wasn’t just an idea… that you’ve got skin in the game and
you want to make it a reality and be part of the end result. And I think that’s where
some ideas fall flat as well. The strong advocacy that we need this done. But then
there’s nobody who’s willing to actually deliver it on the ground on the way through
(009 14:42).
Further to this, some people expressed a sensitivity to the role of the local Member of
Parliament at State level in advocating for regional projects. (Field Notes, November 2018).
Some believed there was rather a fine line between our local state Member of Parliament
advocating on the region’s behalf and this action offending the state Labor government who
had the power to deliver resources for a project. I find this a rather interesting perspective, as
political sensitivities should not prevent a project as a government has a responsibility to
govern for the whole state, and provide necessary resource and infrastructure upgrades where
a need can be demonstrated.
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People who have spoken in this way appear to reinforce the attitude of needing to act in a
way that prevents creating offence or discomfort for those in power. It is a very subservient
positioning in our leadership but breaking this mould is a significant risk for those who
attempt it in terms of ongoing respect and participation in decision making groups. It suggests
an awareness of the issues raised at the commencement of this chapter, that our ‘value’ to the
State in terms of economic returns and population makes us powerless to leverage their
support and we may in fact believe we are less worthy than other communities to receive the
government’s munificence.
This chapter has commenced a critical discussion of the research findings with relation to
power and representation. Attitudes and behaviour which reinforce conformity at leadership
level were explored. Further, the long shadow of the successful Wimmera Mallee pipeline
project continues to have an influence on the way in which advocacy is conducted in the
region. This is also linked to a discussion about a shared desire for ‘outsiders’ to come to the
region and ‘save us’ and how our own actions, and lack of resourcing our internal structures
may frustrate this. The belief that the region’s ‘safe political seat’ prevents effective
resourcing was also considered and it may in fact be possible that this is a way to prevent
self-reflection on our own advocacy performance.
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CHAPTER 5 – RURAL IDEOLOGY AND INCLUSION
Introduction
Ideology is a powerful thing. It can tell you who to believe and what to value. It can reinforce
that certain behaviours are a good idea and others are a dangerous transgression. Oliga (1996)
argues that when ideology comes together with power, control is achieved. This chapter
continues the discussion of issues of power and representation in the Wimmera Southern
Mallee region. This chapter will focus on the influence of rural ideology and boosterism as a
form of reinforcing power to define local attitudes and behaviours. This section will also
include a case study of the Wimmera River Precinct redevelopment, exploring the clash of
ideologies that is occurring in this space. This work will then consider issues of gender and
representation and will finish with an exploration of the power of outside influence.
Accepted ideologies, contested ideologies
The point at which we internalise or accept things as ‘true’ is the place where investigation
should occur as they are often the places where hegemonic behaviour is found and certain
interests dominate (Connell, 1977). In previous chapters I have discussed the historical
importance of ‘country-mindedness’ as a nation-building ideology designed to encourage
rural migration and acceptance of lower levels of service and support. This ideology has
proven to be hugely effective for a nation which for much of the twentieth century relied on
agriculture and rural industry to produce as much as 90 percent of export earnings for the
nation (Aitken, 1985).
However, the contribution of agriculture and rural industry, whilst still significant no longer
dominates. Ideologically too, there are a more diverse range of views, about the value of
agriculture and rural communities, which extend from continued reinforcement of the
essential role of regional communities for economic development expressed by the Rural
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Australia Institute to commentators who argue that rural communities are a significant drain
on the efficiency of economic development and enterprise (Daley, 2012; Monaghan, 2012).
Interview discussions revealed a number of things that people in the region found to be true
although these were not found to be universal. This suggests that people are willing to think
critically about accepted values and challenge these when their own experience appeared to
differ from the accepted ideology. Some widely accepted ideologies for the region identified
during fieldwork include the central importance of agriculture to the region’s economic
fortune, and the idea that Horsham and its hinterland is a conservative community. These will
be analysed further in this chapter.
Agriculture drives the region
It is perhaps a bit controversial to consider the importance of agriculture to the region as an
‘ideology’ held by the community rather than a straightforward economic fact. It is certainly
true that agriculture dominates as a business sector, with 46.6 percent of businesses in the
region. (Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017). It is also the most
significant employer in the region at 19 percent, but health and community services employ
17 percent of local workers, so the dominance of agriculture is less pronounced when you
categorise it as an ‘employer.’ (idCommunity, Wimmera Region Employment by Industry)
Agriculture is the highest contributor to gross regional product within the region, but other
areas such as tourism are increasingly significant to the regional rural economy (Wimmera
Southern Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017).
Agriculture can be seen to have ideological elements when it is given a sense of status that
prevents people from looking critically at its current and future potential. Anecdotally, I
would suggest that the importance of agriculture is a theme that is often expressed in
conversation, and people are conditioned to consider rainfall and the weather as important
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portents for the economic fortunes of the region. There were certainly a significant number of
interview participants who considered agriculture to be of key importance to the region’s
economic prosperity. This was, unsurprisingly more strongly expressed by interviewees who
worked in agricultural industries or were based in a rural location outside of Horsham:
We certainly depend on agriculture, we are highly dependent on – our whole region
is… a whole range of associated industries. Yeah. I use silo manufacturers you know,
that engineering –
Interviewer: engineering type stuff
Respondent: as an example you know, and if you have a drought and you don’t need
silos what happens to the workers that are – it’s had Sherwell Ahrens who are you
know building those silos etc., where you don’t need them. And that’s just one really
small example again. Massive, massive flow-ons. (012 20:00)
And another:
It seems to be the more challenging for businesses and they are reliant on the
prosperity of the agriculture sector. Well the services – lot of the service industries are
based around agriculture. They still – they still probably do all right even in a tough
year because people are maintaining plant and equipment rather than necessarily
buying new stuff, but it’s more – just the retail and those other that supplement
Horsham’s population. You know clearly if you – if there’s no dispersible income or
dispensable income in the community some of those non – you know – those items
you don’t necessarily need, well, they’re the first ones to get cut. (013 19:58)
This demonstrates a view that agriculture must be looked after and treated with particular
care due to its relative significance in the region. However, for those whose work focussed
them on Horsham, or took a strategic view of the region, the contribution of agriculture was
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thought to be less significant, and the comments directly contradicted what others had said: “I
think we’re not as reliant as we used to be. During the ten years of drought we had, Horsham
still sustained itself very well” (016 08:57).
This contradiction in perspectives suggests that at leadership level the focus on agriculture is
necessarily varied according to the significance of it to their role, but they are aware that
farming is an area with some power and an ability to attract government attention. As one
person said of the Victorian Farmers Federation: “their access politically is huge compared to
their – to their constituency. Could never understand it… but you’ve got to stay friends with
them because their Presidents end up in positions of power all the time” (011 40:40).
At points in time agriculture and its sense of importance (particularly from the agricultural
community themselves) causes conflict within the region. Farmers have an interesting
potential to subvert or ignore the rules the region has in place about the right way to advocate
when the mood strikes them. Most recently this was seen when farmers engaged in one of
their perennial protests over the issue of farm rates. The issue caused contention amongst
those interviewed. Quite a number of interviewees brought up the issue of rating unprompted,
or directed conversation to the issue:
“the farmers’ rates campaign you know they shouldn’t be paying – no one should be
paying high rates. I don’t ‘wanna pay higher rates but at the end of the day the
argument wasn’t about rates, it was about local government sustainability.
Interviewer: Yeah. It’s actually a different issue when you dig it open.
Respondent: Yeah, Yeah. And so if they had framed that argument and pivoted just a
little bit more. So what they’ve ended up with is both sides of government committing
to an inquiry into farm rates. So there has been I think nine inquiries and reports into
local government sustainability” (017 40:49).
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And this one, which highlighted a significant frustration felt over the unwillingness of
farmers to engage in a way deemed appropriate to the leader in question:
The VFF President had an election in two weeks’ time so you don’t come in and talk
to us and tell us, you don’t put a submission in during the consultation period. Oh no,
you don’t do that even though the CEO rings you twice to come in and talk. No. Its
far better to have 130 angry farmers… on the lawn with the two big bales of hay with
you know “councils can change rates” and him standing there with a placard. Then
you get re-elected as President of the State VFF. You know, why come in and talk
when re-election is up? (Identifier withheld 11:19)
The positioning of the National Party is revealing. They placed their focus resoundingly on
the plight of the farmers in this discussion rather than looking at the bigger picture of rural
council sustainability, particularly the rates burden placed on all rural Victorians. In a letter to
the Wimmera Mail Times, leader of the Nationals Peter Walsh, only considered the issue for
farmers, flatly ignoring the rest of rural Victoria commenting “A review of farm rates is long
overdue. But instead of listening to Victorian farmers' pleas to urgently conduct a farm rates
review, Labor has dragged its feet and refused to make this critical review a priority”. Walsh
continued in this vein suggesting “Farmers are right to question if Labor's serious about
providing genuine relief, when its Local Government Minister will only say "a review will
take place", but fails to say when it will actually be delivered” (Walsh, 2019)
Walsh’s position suggests that farmers hold a degree of political influence that others who
reside in rural Victoria do not. This manifests itself as the power to keep the attention of the
National Party and drive them to act. What this demonstrates is that, when farmers agitate the
National Party arbitrarily embrace the cause, and add their voice to the political discussion.
When advocacy is done ‘in the right way’ through the official, or established, channels where
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no-one, especially not the Victorian State government gets offended the opposition MP’s role
is rendered irrelevant. This dichotomy, I think prevents our politicians from engaging
strategically and with purpose. They can add noise, but not participate in the vision.
Farmers are better at making noise than the rest of the community, for a range of reasons.
These include the industry’s perceived value as a food and fibre provider, which harks back
to the idea of country mindedness, as well as their relative independence as business owners
where self-interest is deemed to be acceptable. As a result, they create opportunities for
opposition MPs to show purpose throughout their respective electorates, by adding their
voices to the cause. Interestingly, in the local case of farmer agitation around rates, the
farmers got a result from their action which took place outside the boundaries of accepted
behaviour. Seemingly political noise matters and this ideology of agriculture, with its latent
power presents an opportunity that could be better utilised by regional leaders.
In particular, people in interviews noted that farmers got a result that benefitted the farming
community through their reduction in the farm rate, but also that this came at the cost of other
regional property owners, who then had to have their rate burden increased to pick up the
shortfall created by this change in order to balance the Council budget. As one interviewee
said that he was hoping the rates review would produce an outcome that is equitable for all
ratepayers, because “if we take the discount off what is to come from the farmers well then
someone else has to pick it up.” (016 25:48) There was a missed opportunity to consider the
issue being raised by the farming community in a more comprehensive way that also
explored inequity in the funding model for rural councils as a whole. There was potential to
use the platform created by the farming community for a broader political debate.
Angst in one sector of the rural community can often be a symptom of a broader systemic
problem, and instead of turning inward and seeking to appease local angst, I think what is
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being missed is an opportunity to open a conversation about serious structural inequities
which impact rural communities, and cannot be resolved by local action alone.
Conservatism
The other ideological value that was commonly expressed in interviews was that of
conservatism. I sought to explore the issue of conservatism through direct questioning in
interview discussions, but some participants engaged with the theme unprompted. In
interview discussions, conservative turned out to be a word used in a surprisingly broad range
of contexts. It was used to discuss educational approaches, voting preferences, the elderly,
committee structures, and a failure to try something different. Based on interview
discussions, I am defining the understanding of conservatism for this community in terms of
being resistant to change, or of having traditional values such as a desire for family and
leisure time and also in terms of political voting patterns.
People held a range of views about whether conservatism was a genuinely held ideal, or
simply something that was applied to this region by outsiders. There were a number of people
who considered this region to be deeply conservative, and considered people here to be very
set in their ways and unwilling to change. The questions were posed gently to elicit a
response without being specifically prompted around conservative positioning, as I wanted to
understand what people thought and test whether conservatism is a label we apply or have
applied to us, or whether it is a real internalised set of behaviours. I usually prompted in this
space early in discussions, by asking questions such as what do you think Wimmera people
are like? If you were to describe a Wimmera person how would you describe them?
The responses were somewhat varied, acknowledging a level of resistance to change. As one
participant commented, people are “probably set in their ways. And we've always done things
this way, Cathy so we've always got to do them this way. They don't seem to embrace things
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(029 03:10)”. Some felt strongly that people in this region had a different focus around their
commercial interests in particular: it’s a very conservative area in lots of ways and I think the
attitude to commercial activities is tempered by interests in weekend activities, sporting,
football, netball, those sorts of things that people seem to do a lot more of and it becomes
more of a focal point for their lives (00: 3:44).
However, not all of those interviewed were in agreement about the region being conservative.
There were some who felt that this was a label applied to us by outsiders, to define the people
who live here as a cohesive unit with a particular voting preference:
I think that’s how outsiders view [us]. It could be. I mean there are no shortage of
great ideas from people coming. I mean if you’re conservative, just simply by the
term you would be sticking to the old regime – the old ways of doing things. And yet
we’re seeing innovation front and centre from people even though they might have –
might not have the financial capacity to do it (020 10:28).
And another:
so there’s a whole lot of layers to conservatism. So I’ll often have people in
Melbourne point at me and they all assume we all vote for the National Party, which
is I think an ignorant assumption, but let’s say seventy percent of us do by the looks
of the numbers – there’s this assumption that we’re some sort of way back redneck
society and my observation is that the communities out here are actually very, very
open (040 26:23).
Ultimately, I found the term of conservatism to be a catch-all kind of statement that is used
almost as a short-hand form of explanation used to explain resistance to change or even
project failure. It is important because internalising this ideology becomes, I think, a way of
managing expectations in the region. When a community is viewed as conservative, or views
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themselves in such a way, resistance to a new idea, project or proposal can be easily
dismissed, when there may well be other hidden issues which have influenced the position of
a group of people.
I am concerned that in this region, the catch-all of conservatism can be used to dismiss
legitimate complaints or concerns about a proposed action or project. It can also be used as
an excuse for inaction, particularly at political or institutional levels, where ideas or options
may not even make a community agenda, because of how leaders perceive the community is
likely to respond.
The following local case study on the Wimmera River Precinct Plan in 2019 provides a
deeper exploration of issues around conservatism and power in the region.
Case Study – Wimmera River Precinct Plan – Conservative resistance or elite powerbroking?
An interesting community consultation project is underway in the regional municipality of
Horsham in the winter of 2019. On the 13th May 2019 Horsham Rural City Council received
an election commitment by the Liberal/National coalition to provide $1.65 million dollars in
funding for a riverfront rejuvenation in the town, contingent on the successful re-election of
the coalition government at Federal level. This was an opportunistic announcement done by a
government deeply concerned about holding on to political seats, but unfortunately, at local
level the public community consultation process to justify investment in this project had not
yet been completed.
The announcement was viewed as an opportunity, but also with some scepticism by
community leaders. Local resident Andrea Cross stated: "Any investment in the region is a
great thing, but $1.65 million is really only a drop in the ocean. Knowing the cost of building
infrastructure, that amount doesn't build what we need, though it would be good seed
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funding" (Darling, 2019). The Council is now in the position of having to do the job of
convincing the community that a redevelopment project is necessary after funding has been
allocated. This is sometimes an issue in rural communities, which despite strategic planning
processes in a range of areas, are subject to opportunistic government investment which is not
necessarily fit-for-purpose. In this case, engagement with local community groups on the
proposed project had been fairly limited and the project was not in a place where the
community had embraced the idea, although the Horsham Rural City Council had worked
internally on the project for some time and considered it a priority.
The problem with this particular situation is that it now has the feel of a ‘done deal’ and an
exercise of elite power over the broader community, who are still catching up with the details
of the project and considering whether such change really adds value. In this particular case,
there are two things that matter strongly to the community in terms of the proposed change:
cost and continuity.
It is often tritely stated that we are an ageing community, but this fact matters when it comes
to regional development activity. Many community members are retired and living on
pensions or self-funded incomes. Projects to beautify the community ultimately cost the
community, if not in development (which may well be funded by the Commonwealth
Government), but later in maintenance and upkeep. When population continues to decline,
members of the community feel justified in questioning whether a streetscape and riverfront
rejuvenation project is really the best thing to be spending money on.
People are worried about who pays for the spending on streetscape and riverfront
development when their personal rates bill is already a significant part of their household
expenses. Rates issues have focussed on farmers, but there are people living and investing in
property in the town and rates impact significantly on incomes and pensions. The question of
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who pays for this project in perpetuity has not been effectively answered by a council in a
region where local government councils have significant long term financial sustainability
questions that remain unresolved.
Protagonists of local projects would do well to acknowledge the pragmatic and industrious
history of the community, and recognise that conservatism may well be less about avoiding
change and more about financial sustainability and living within our means. The historical
experience of people is important to understand. People in this community have a history of
surviving the volatility of agricultural markets and environmental conditions by making
personal sacrifices in order to survive. Despite the boosterism efforts of some community
leaders, people living in the community are quite cognisant of the fact that the region is not
experiencing significant population growth and that good economic times agriculturally
cannot be counted on. Investing in projects to “attract tourists to the city” (McCormack,
2019) is viewed with scepticism, and shows a level of disconnect between the leadership in
the region and the broader community in the way in which projects such as these are
discussed.
The other issue is continuity, and has been a significant historical issue in the region across
the generations who live here. Because public funds are not routinely available for projects,
there is a reasonably strong likelihood that when large buckets of money come into the
community, they arrive at a moment in time when circumstances are right from a political
point of view rather than because a well-considered strategic development plan and business
case which has been prepared with strong community input. Evidence suggests that a
strategic and considered approach is the preferred way to do things from a leadership and
community perspective but even the best business cases can fail to gain investment, whilst
conversely, sometimes a slightly nebulous idea can be of significant interest.
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In circumstances such as this, it falls on the elites within the community to justify the project
and ensure it is achieved and the funding commitment is not lost due to inaction. Community
members are frustrated that leadership seems to focus on grabbing what it can get,
opportunistically for the community, rather than really focussing on what it can do to change
the trajectory of outcomes. There seems to be a deep-seated feeling that such changes can
often cause change that isn’t well accepted by the community, and they worry about what is
lost in the haste to accept external funds.
Such a process also devalues the efforts of community members to engage in strategic
planning and priority setting processes and I think, helps fuel scepticism about the value of
submissions to government authorities and the likely success of these investments,
particularly amongst those members of the community not in institutional positions.
Community members speaking about this particular project also acknowledged the use of
external consultants to undertake urban design change can result in a significant disconnect
between the project and the people such a project is supposed to benefit. Leadership in the
Horsham region chose to engage external consultants to lead strategic planning projects at
significant local cost. These projects result in and outflow of funds from the region, with no
sense of responsibility for the consultants engaged to continue to work with council on
achieving the vision. It is very transactional, and does not always lead to a positive result,
which was acknowledged in interview discussions. One person, speaking more generally
about the process of consultation and engagement on projects said that they would like to
have: “those organisations to revisit or that you have to do in the hindsight review on all their
strategic processes and see where it delivered outcome (040 19:58).
With this particular project, community members spoke publicly about the consulting firm
for the project telling community members they have a vision for this community to be “like
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Copenhagen” (Field Notes July 2019). This sort of statement is borderline offensive to people
with a sense of pride about their own community. Where is the attraction in modelling your
community on a community elsewhere? The consultants have not sought to design a project
that reinforces the uniqueness of this community, and they have not understood the depth of
people’s connection to place. Part of the reticence by this community about this project is I
think, because the Consultants want to model this community on a European city, which has
zero relevance to the day to day experience of the local people who live here. The idea of
being a European city doesn’t appeal at all. This community wants to be Horsham, and it
wants to hang on to some of its historic and cultural identity and move forward in a sensible
and pragmatic way.
There has been only very limited investment in promoting the region’s history, particularly in
the Horsham area. As a regional city, there is this constant emphasis on development, and
throughout the town’s history, this can be tracked with the loss of historic houses, the pulling
down of practical verandas on shopping strips and general lack of interest in preservation. In
part, this is about the pragmatic nature of the community, living on reactive soils,
preservation of historic property can be costly. However, it also belies a regional emphasis
that has not prioritised preserving the past.
The limited engagement with local history is perhaps best understood if you take a walk
through the historical society building, which despite being the home of local relics and many
local archives which have not been preserved elsewhere, is only publicly accessible two
afternoons a week, and is run by a small group of dedicated volunteers and is funded with
public donations, memberships and the largesse of Council in providing a public building for
use at minimal cost. The idea of preservation was strongly advocated in the Horsham
community’s last major project, the town hall redevelopment, and invoked similar ire
between those intent on complete change, and those who desired a level of continuity with
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the past. While some community leaders have discussed the town hall redevelopment as one
which “tore the community apart” (Field Notes September 2018) and is supposedly now
bringing it back together, deep seated reservations about the ongoing cost and accessibility of
this site for community groups remains a latent issue.
In this region, the conversation around projects can turn toxic very quickly. When a project
like the Horsham riverfront obtains funding community leaders then think they need to buy
into the conversation and admonish the community for expressing reservations about the
development. A recent letter to the editor by the leader of a sporting network stating “what
hope does this city have of moving with the times if we continually refer to opinions based on
an obvious overt conservative belief that nothing needs to change or that we shouldn’t even
talk about change” (Berry, 2019). The real points of contention around continuity and cost are
ignored.
Community members who do not immediately leap on board and support a project are
considered to be holding the community back, and the frustration of both sides, stemming
from an inability or unwillingness of either to understand each other usually results in either
the project being forced through or arbitrated, or more often in recent experience, a nondecision being made. It is frustrating that in leadership circles people who express
reservations about a proposed change are often labelled as conservative or anti-change. The
frustrations expressed at leadership level can then impact on how our community is perceived
in wider political circles.
People who are concerned about the current riverfront precinct project are, on the whole,
quite engaged and connected to community and include past councillors and people who are
regularly active in engaging with council on community issues. In almost every aspect of
community action in this region, people make significant contributions as volunteers. It is
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partly this history of volunteering and the donation of time and resources to local clubs by
individuals that adds to resistance to change. Changing the context of club operations may
put at risk the fragile connections between individuals prepared to volunteer or participate in
an organisation that badly needs their assistance. In some cases, this leads to professionalism
and development, but for others it can mean the end of the organisation. As local resident
Neville Pope advised in his letter to the Editor of the Wimmera Mail Times on Friday July 26,
2019:
I had previously believed that our Horsham Rural City Councillors were employed –
elected – by us, the rate payers to supervise the running of this rural city in an
economic and best-for-all manner. I now seem to be in error, with these river
beautification plans that suddenly appear, without any local consultation or local
sensibility being used. These consultants seem to be nothing more than dreamers and
the majority of our Councillors can’t see through them. No thought about keeping all
ages active, when both lawn tennis and croquet lawns just disappear off the map –
gone. I’m an old man whose only active sport is croquet. It gets me out and active.
Am I now meant to sit in a chair at home, or maybe walk around the block? I hope
that isn’t what our city Councillors want (Pope, 2019).
Pope’s letter highlights a desire to see Councillors acting in a fiscally responsible manner and
supporting the needs of all residents and acknowledging their connection to place. The issues
of conflict are relatively straightforward once made obvious. But, the issue then becomes
how to reshape the vision for the community in a way that better supports continuity of place
and values economic sustainability.
As such, any development consideration around the Wimmera river precinct needs to
acknowledge and support how local people use facilities and connect to their town. I think at
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leadership level, there is often not enough value placed on the understanding and experience
of local people and a devaluing of connection to place. When this is improperly understood
as conservative resistance, it is extremely difficult to negotiate a way forward on a project.
There is also a somewhat misguided conception that a region needs big moments of change to
trigger a regional turnaround, when the experience of many community members is in
contrast to this, with the process of regional development acknowledged to be a much more
iterative process which evolves slowly over time. As one interviewee commented:
I have been to lots of regional development type meetings where it’s this sort of desire
to have the white knight ride in and spend a lot of money and employ a lot of people
and it happens occasionally… but if you look at a lot of the businesses or the
evolution if you like of business in this region over the last twenty years that we’ve
been getting driven from locals who just had a crack in the space (040 20:24).
In contrast to this perspective, of community ownership and leading the way, current
councillors appear to have limited their ownership of the Wimmera Riverfront project. This is
one point where a focus on structures create issues for Council – as the separation of power
between elected Councillors and employed bureaucrats is appearing to limit the early briefing
and engagement of Councillors on key strategic projects, as well as giving the distinct
impression that such proposals are not community led. When Councillors are the public face
of Council that is a problem as the key proponents of the project should be a well-briefed
group of Councillors.
As a result some interview participants connected in the Horsham area exhibited strong
concerns about the evolution of the role of elected councillors:
The way the council is going now - and they've put more and more and more
managers on board whom are doing all this behind the scenes. You can nearly do
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without a council or Councillors. They're only there to put their rubber stamp on now
and do it and that appalled me to think that that's how we're going. Councillors should
be there to do the best they possibly can and they can't do a damn thing the way it is
now (023 4:42).
Community people are reacting to a fundamental shift in the way in which regional projects
are developed and led, where ideas and visions are developed internally by Council staff but
are not owned by Council’s elected representatives. This creates significant issues for
Council in achieving support for a project because a well-developed and heavily invested
idea is almost dropped on an unsuspecting community. Then, when the community fails to
express the expected gratitude for this hard work and investment, they are accused of being
conservative.
One of the interviewees summed it up well, despite the fact that they were speaking more
broadly about focusing on community infrastructure when the region needs people:
“No one is really going to move to an area because you have a nice oval, but if you’ve
got a stronger business that has more people working there and there’s a bigger footy
club it will lead to a nicer oval (008 52:52).
This leads in to a consideration of one further point of contention around the Wimmera River
Precinct plan, and that is a confusion around the region’s ideological approaches. We have
people in positions of leadership arguing for a model focusses on a tidy and progressive
outward appearance with updated recreational infrastructure, whereas others in the
community feel that economics should be the driver for change.
This conflict is a perennial one in our community, as one interviewee noted when I asked
what people value: “ well I think in Horsham like … I think everyone values like the
cleanliness, and the um … the gardens and things like that in Horsham, like we always win
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the tidy towns” (002 9:14). For some, appearances matter, for others, it is about community,
and for others still, it is about economics. These different perspectives also lead to conflict,
and added difficulties for a project proposal that satisfies only one ideological perspective.
Ideology and outside influence
I have alluded earlier to the existence of three social worldviews amongst those interviewed
for this research. These worldviews either result in a dominance of market forces (economic
considerations), state (or structural, government led functions) or community (often about
liveability, inclusion and quality of life) in individual perspectives (Oliga: 1996). In this
region, people subscribe to all three, and at leadership level they are in conflict as no model
has dominance.
I think this creates a confused direction-setting process at leadership level where ideas must
satisfy the criteria of all these values in order to be worthy of consideration. This conflict is
highly prevalent in interview conversations where people have variously spoken about the
importance of demonstrating economic worth, the importance of adhering to structures and
process or the importance of being inclusive and ensuring the community is looked after.
The different perspectives influenced the discussion in individual leaders.
A person with a market-based ideology is focussed on considering the economic drivers for
the region, and tends to have a pragmatic approach about individual impacts. Numbers such
as jobs and dollars invested tend to feature highly in conversations with people who have a
market-dominant ideology. As one individual said on the issues of attracting a business to the
region:
we know it was ‘gonna cost us one of the local hardware shops, probably one and a
half, but Bunnings still employed way more people than they were ever going to and
it makes people come to Horsham. (008 42:40)
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The disregard for the impacts of change on established businesses was particularly
interesting, as it demonstrates a delineation in responsibility that some regional leaders have
established around their role as advocates for the region. For people in this space, it often
becomes about how to attract people to the region, rather than about how to maintain and
support businesses and individuals who are already here. Their focus is about driving change
that better aligns the region with the availability of services and businesses in other areas.
The impacts of this change on established regional points of difference may be briefly
considered, but leaders in this space do not consider themselves to have a sense of
responsibility in terms of maintaining services or industries if they cannot maintain an
economic competitive advantage.
The risk then, in this space is that in a region which has thin markets and often thin skill sets
across a range of diverse industries, is that services overall decline because people providing
necessary niche services or products compete against larger businesses or even individuals
who are given a range of supports to establish, then provide a generic set of products or
services that they are able to cross-subsidise as a result of their connections elsewhere. This
creates a mining-like mentality, where businesses mine the people’s financial resources, skill
sets and natural resources, to provide returns that flow out of the region. The return for this is
often some low-skilled jobs, generic training or a temporarily filled essential service skill
gap.
The issue here is what responsibility local people should take in terms of protecting
established businesses, individuals and skills, versus attracting new ventures. I think there is
some recognition that as a region we might need to do more to value our assets in all their
forms and allow the wealth creation to be shared within the region, but there needs to be a
deeper understanding of how to leverage this from new industries and businesses. As one
community leader said, when this issue was raised “just get them here first” (Field Notes,
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June 2019). The problem with that is that once a business has what it wants from the region,
they often have little motivation to compromise their profit margin for the benefit of a
community they are not personally invested in.
Therein lies the limitations of a market-based regional development model, which, as I have
stated elsewhere has been a dominant ideology since the late 1980s and was identified as a
key driver of change in regional areas through the 1990s, particularly as a result of “the
introduction of national competition policies [which] adversely affected weaker regions,
especially non-metropolitan regions” (Beer, Maude and Pritchard, 2003: p 9). A dominant
market-based ideology in a region can deliver change, but it often comes at the cost of care
and continuity.
The second ideological perspective present in leaders within the region was a structural or
state-based focus. People with this ideological focus demonstrated a strong commitment to
process and rules rather than outcomes or ideas. This was most strongly found in people
working in the government sector, but was not a universal trait. People with this focus were
most likely to be concerned about the concept of activism, and strongly identified with a need
to engage in change in a process-orientated way, and strongly reinforced that there was an
appropriate way in which to engage with government around regional needs. These
individuals tended to be less outcome focussed as well. If the process was followed, but a
positive outcome was not achieved, this was attributed to external failings like the region not
being in a marginal seat, or the whim of an external political operative, or even an issue
associated with limited resourcing and other regions being more deserving. A number of
interview participants with a structural ideological focus took issue with the farming
community’s activism around farm rates which was particularly topical at the time of
interviewing. The frustration was around the farmer’s lack of engagement with accepted
processes:
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“we'll get hysterical about an increase in rates to farmers but mind you the farmers
don't follow the process and they have the ability to be part of it and put the hand up
and say I don't think this is right but chose not to - but then chose to make a big stink
about it.
Interviewer: Yeah, interesting point.
Respondent: We’re happy to complain but we’re not happy to be part of a process”
(029 02:19)
For people with this ideological perspective, there was limited, if any acknowledgement that
there may be structural failure around an established process. People with this perspective
also strongly externalised failure, and discounted the success of activism campaigns or
approaches (like farm rates) which worked outside the established process.
This is particularly interesting when we consider the placement of some of our key regional
advocacy campaigns such as the return of passenger rail and domestic violence supports such
as Orange Door within the purview of local government.
Because local government officers and our regional public servants are paid to do the work of
advocating for the community, and our pool of active volunteers is limited, I have found in
this region that some significant advocacy projects are led by public sector organisations
rather than individuals or genuine community groups. I am strongly convinced that this has a
negative impact on performance and outcomes in the region. This is not because local
government or departmental staff lack commitment to delivering on these outcomes, but
rather because of their need to comply with established procedures and processes around
engagement, which can limit creativity and opportunity for more radical forms of
engagement. This need for compliance arises because, often, a person’s continuing
employment is contingent on compliance.
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Risk taking in the advocacy space is particularly difficult for individuals with a structural
ideological focus, as the risk of engaging in more radical advocacy is concentrated on the
individual’s ongoing employment status, whereas the rewards of success are dispersed into a
community-wide service outcome. Further, in a region focussed on prestige leadership, and I
contend that to be the case for this region, those who deliver an outcome are not always
acknowledged. In a prestige leadership system acknowledgement necessarily has to be
dispersed to maintain the complex interdependence of the leadership group (von Rueden et.
al, 2019).
In contrast, those with a strong community focussed ideological perspective in the region,
had a very internalised and localised perspective on performance and regional action.
Leaders with this focus had a very strong sense of the importance of personal relationships
and connection in achieving regional outcomes. Individuals with this focus tend to place a
higher emphasis on locally focussed volunteering and can make business decisions that
maximise opportunity to build community in the region, sometimes to the detriment of their
own profitability. They also tend to think that other people value the same things they do and
can get frustrated when those around them make more self-interested decisions. One
interviewee, discussing a migrant family in the community explained why that family had
made their home in a Wimmera town:
I think the reason for that is because both [names] are really part of the community.
They’re our friends. And that’s what keeps them – I know that’s what keeps them
here. So yes, some people can really make that transition (031 25:36).
This ideological perspective starts to get very close to country-mindedness, where rural
people are considered more virtuous than those in the city (Aitken, 1985). People with the
community-focussed ideological framework are ever hopeful that other people will make the
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same choices they do and realise the intrinsic worth of country living and stay because they
understand the community needs them. Ultimately the aim is that new arrivals will assimilate
to country life and similarly contribute as enthusiastic volunteers to the variety of community
fundraisers and activities that fill the gaps, providing regional necessities that are not
delivered by government services or the private sector.
People in this group expressed a strong interest in advocating by consensus, and were more
likely to have either a pluralist view of power networks, or the more cynical view that local
people have no power, and power is vested with global, national or state interests.
Without question, community was important to all interview participants, but each had a
slightly different perspective on what community was as well as how to achieve change and
continuity. This appeared to be influenced by the dominant ideological perspective of each
interviewee. The result is a sense of ideological confusion at regional level.
For this community, I contend this confusion in ideological perspectives is increasing rather
than decreasing. Part of this is due to the shift in outside influence. As previously discussed,
Australian and Victorian governments have since the late 1970s been committed to a marketbased ideology to ensure the region’s prosperity. This was a significant shift for rural
communities which was reflected in the privatisation of government services, the closure of
small schools, and the end of a paternal oversight and investment in the prosperity of rural
communities.
This shift pushed communities in two directions. The first is the obvious one of economic
rationalism, in which people in rural communities followed the line of government support by
compliance to the new market ideology and demonstrating proof that investment in certain
actions would deliver a solid economic return. The second was almost an inverse reaction to
the ideology of the market, and it was the shift towards community driven outcomes. This
215

saw people focus on local activities, such as sports to be the ‘hub’ of a community to create
the connections to fight for things that couldn’t be sustained through the numbers game of the
market. To an extent, people drew back on a historic approach of self-reliance which
dominated early settlement and started fundraising for things they felt were necessary. And
sometimes this approach was successful in attracting the attention of government too.
But community labour is resource intensive and requires a strong volunteer commitment. The
pinch of market-economics in an increasingly global marketplace and a decade of drought
has made people in this community tired and forced a stronger inward focus in order to
survive. Communities have continued to shrink, despite people’s best efforts, and in recent
years, being a community member has increasingly required more energy, more skill and a
higher level of qualifications and experience. Barriers to entry, forced by government
regulation are starting to limit the pool of volunteers available to act.
We are at a moment in time when outside influences have started again to change. Previously
government has taken a strong hands-off and let the market decide attitude, but that has failed
to bring prosperity to some regions, including this one. So now, there is a new shift, and it is
in the space of regulation, compliance and institutional oversight. To an extent, it appears like
paternalism, rebranded.
In recent years there has been a plethora of new regulation which limits participation.
Aspects such as food handling, corporate governance, child-safe requirements, first aid and
CFA minimum skills training for volunteers are all good things for community volunteers to
understand, but they focus limited time and energy on compliance rather than action. It
restricts participation to those with the means to pay for training and those who are able to
access it. It is, in many ways a new form of control, and it continues to take power and
resources away from the community to engage in local action and innovate.
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The Wimmera Southern Mallee regional partnership is another regional level example. This
organisation requires ministerially appointed community representatives to pose ideas,
consider opportunities and attract investment through government sources to address issues
of disadvantage and promote growth. People are expected to volunteer their time to this
organisation and resourcing, including executive support which is held tightly within
government control. The process for funding to regions is still largely competitive and relies
on business case submissions which comply with government frameworks. Lobbying is also
sanctioned and occurs via various forums and engagement models. In this way, the State
ideology is increasing in regional prominence, as compliance becomes increasingly necessary
for successful investment. A number of interviewees identified the region appearing to have
a focus in investing in regional business cases and strategic planning rather than in direct
action.
One interview participant acknowledged the irony in engaging with government around
designing solutions to regional problems arguing that bureaucrats and politicians: “make
those advocacy statements around the opportunity to be innovative to be funded to be
innovative to meet the community needs in a situation that they’ve created – market failure.
And that’s what they call it – so letting us do that - developing the model - and they all use
these wonderful words like co-design, place-based local solutions for local problems all that
sort of just – actually – instead of just talking – let us do it” (032 37:38).
Participating in this government driven ‘game’ is resource intensive and requires particular
skill sets, which are not always available in this region. Communities in this region run on
thin networks already with lower levels of educational attainment (Wimmera Southern
Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017). Further, models that work in urban areas can be
crippling, forcing professional people back to larger centres where they are able to achieve
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economies of scale in terms of personnel and infrastructure support, which only exacerbate
the loss of skills and experience from regional communities. As one interviewee explained:
So in essence where governments are funding the management of programs – we’re
losing thirty percent of that money to Melbourne to manage the programs. Because
that’s what’s happening they’re stripping out those middle management lines. People
that are going through that step stage of their career pathways from being maybe a
social worker to a social – a team leader to a tech – from a team leader to an auditor or
a program manager. Those are all being shifted away. Not so much the team leader
but those management positions – cuts down the opportunities for people to take them
up so if they want to progress their careers they have to move away. But it also does a
shift – thirty percent of the funding out of our area. So we’re losing thirty percent of
eleven million dollars … that’s jobs (032: 011).
In this region, there are obvious opportunities to build skills and experience within the region
in areas like project management that are simply not being supported by government funding
models and program oversight. At the same time there are significant subsidies for urban
people to relocate to this area if they are skilled in a priority industry, such as teaching or
medicine, in a form of a temporary band-aid to address system failure. This style of
investment creates opportunities in regional areas for those who come from outside the
region, rather than those who live within it. External policy plays a part in the opportunities
that are available to local people, and the ideology they subscribe to.
So the ideological conflict we see at local level is, in part driven by the higher level
perspective of the state and federal government which builds the participatory model that
people in regions have to acknowledge and participate within. It takes time for a community
to acknowledge and respond to shifts in government intent, which can become harder as

218

opportunities to extend and develop skills become restricted. But the real message here is that
in many ways, the belief that regions have autonomy over their decisions and initiatives could
be the greatest ideological myth of all. Whichever ideology Wimmera people subscribe to,
community, structural or market-based may be ultimately irrelevant. As outside influences
apply an ideology which is shifting from market economics to a more structural focus to
manage government policy and investment into regions, the ability of regions to influence
outcomes is as constrained as it always has been.
Boosterism and control
Ideology has to be promoted or it cannot be internalised. Local newspapers have a significant
role in influencing community values and attitudes, and the approach they take to local
community issues can have a major impact (Spoonley, 2016). Boosterism is a term often
linked to journalism and politics and is an idea which “holds elements of social control,
particularly in terms of its construction of dominant interpretations of wealth, public good
and community identity” (Gutsche Jr, 2015, p 499). This has been a model used since the
inception of Melbourne and the state of Victoria to define identity and a sense of belonging
(Davison, 1986). Consistently, in the Wimmera Southern Mallee boosterism is commonly
used and continues to align strongly with broader ideological concepts such as countrymindedness which have at heart a firm belief in the inherent virtue and cooperative nature of
rural people (Aitken, 1985).
In the Wimmera Southern Mallee both the interviews conducted and the monitoring of public
communications found significant efforts to drive and maintain positive community stories
about the region and its future trajectory. Boosterism in this community operates in two ways,
through the media and through conversation, particularly at leadership level, where such
conversations mutually reinforce the performance of leaders. This aligns with work done by
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Spoonley (2016) who found that key themes emerged in terms of boosterism, which included
pointed references to the reduced cost of living and housing in small towns, economic
development and that local interests are important to the bigger picture for the nation.
Spoonley’s work found that it was common to “emphasise that there are new people or new
businesses coming to the region … yet trend data and statistics tend to tell a somewhat
different story” (p 37).
When questioned as to why we have a strong focus on telling stories that affirm the positive
in our communities, all participants had rationalised the need, to the point where some
comments had a distinct defensive element:
I don’t care who you are. I think you’re proud of where you live…Proud of where
your roots are. Perception is reality. You know if you talk up something often enough,
you know, that becomes the reality. That’s… and that applies to anything (026 35:57).
Another interviewee articulately rationalised the role of boosterism as a necessary part of
what that person perceived to be good leadership within the region:
If you start a conversation often around the negative tone, of course the conversation
will always be negative. As leaders if you try to be positive about what you do and
promote the good things. I think that actually has a flow on through the community.
If… if the community people see their leaders or the people they look up to portraying
themselves in a negative way or you know it’s all doom and gloom I think it has more
dire consequences. But you’ve also got to understand what is reality. It’s not always
like [pause] glossy (013 24:53)
Boosterism helps support dominant ideology within a regional community. At some level,
leaders are aware of the importance of ideological management in public communications
and in this region have a highly developed perspective that positivity is linked to growth. As
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Gutsche Jr argues “community building is an especially important ideological function of the
press at the local level … everyday news that highlights the positive qualities of local
environments, that profiles the successes of local personalities, and that promotes
geography’s inherent promise for economic and cultural wealth” (Gutsche Jr, 2015: 499). The
problem is that boosterism can skew a region’s understanding of its real skills, abilities and
trajectory, and ultimately work against efforts to address issues of disadvantage and decline.
It can help to insulate those in leadership from the reality of problems in the community and
encourage focus on things that generate political interest and prestige.
However, there is a limit to boosterism in that it largely sells to the converted. It reinforces to
the people who live here that they have made a profoundly wise choice and their community
is progressing in a positive trajectory. When I asked interviewees about whether they felt that
there was pressure to provide a certain perspective around issues, this was acknowledged. As
one stated:
Oh yes, because we all choose to live here. So we don’t want to look like dicks.”
Interviewer: Excellent point.
So you do talk it up because… I’m living here and it’s really crap, but I’m too scared
to do any… I’m too scared to shake that up and move somewhere else where I think it
would be different (019 19:12).
Although this interview participant was speaking with humour about the situation, it does
show elements of prestige leadership, in the acknowledgement of a public positioning about
regional performance, versus a private one. I found that people had some difficulty in
rationalising this disconnect, when asked. The interview participant above spoke about there
being a “broader national culture of general underlying criticism” (019 19:12) which that
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person felt may have contributed to the gap between personal perspective and public
performance.
Most interview participants understood that personal experience was not necessarily the same
as public perception, but people had quite a superficial interpretation of this disconnect.
Interview participants consistently explained the need to present a positive front for the
region which provides the necessary confidence for outsiders to invest. There was only very
limited consideration of how boosterism might have political connotations and work to
benefit certain leaders or groups at the expense of others.
Of concern is the self-sanctioning element around issues and form of discussion that people
feel can be expressed at the regional level. Interview discussions revealed that some people
felt unable to air concerns about issues because they felt they would not be heard. Some had
experience of exclusion from leadership circles as a result of arguing for action on an issue of
concern. With boosterism comes a hidden agenda as the approach also works “as a means of
controlling public behaviour and sets social standards for public investment” (Gutsche Jr,
2015: 498). In this region, people are often required to gloss over aspects of community
decline, underinvestment and loss for an unspoken but universally understood greater good,
which was primarily designed to attract new investment.
In this community I think boosterism has a controlling element that prevents
discussion on the wicked problems that exist in this community, and similarly
prevents self-reflection at leadership level. Attending a Wimmera Southern Mallee
Partnerships public consultation session in 2018, I noted that issues around social
welfare in the community were discussed in group settings with language like “well,
we’re doing our best,” and “we’ve really tried hard” providing a focus on self-
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congratulation through difficult external circumstances rather than on genuine selfreflection (Field Notes August 2017).
Boosterism, once internalised, prevents self-reflection and honesty, because it sanctions
particular behaviours and attitudes at the cost of a more diverse range of perspectives. As
Gutsche Jr argues “boosterism also holds restrictive and divisive purposes which … allowed
‘positive news’ to perform its own type of banishment by restricting popular voices and
perspectives from socio-spatial rhetoric” (p 508). It was considered in interview discussions
that if boosterism is used consistently, the issues in the community around population decline
will resolve themselves. As one interview participant said with some irony: “you know if we
keep saying it often enough it will happen…And there is also – and this has been vocalised –
these people if we tell them we’ve got issues then people really won’t want to move here – if
we pretend everything’s ok, you know, basically we can sucker them in to coming and you
know, that’ll fix the problem” (017 38:26)
Boosterism can, in part also arise as result of a simplification of complex matters down to a
few issues that can be acted upon. Some problems are so complex or wicked that the whole
story can be nearly impossible to articulate. However, in order to achieve some sort of
response to such problems, it can be necessary for those in positions of leadership to have
shown consideration for an issue and be seen to be responding. Limiting the scope of
negativity in this situation, and maximising the focus on the positive action, also works to
reinforce a leaders’ competence and ultimately prestige in the region (von Rueden et. al,
2019).
Further, some participants, particularly younger or female leaders in the region also felt that
the issues that get attention are driven by the dominance of the particular age and experience
demographic of the leaders within the community, who have the potential to influence issues
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that attract investment. In terms of the significant underlying social welfare issues in the
region, the gender, age and experience of some community leaders may be influencing public
discussion, and which issues are left off the table. When I probed social welfare issues in
interviews, some interviewees felt that some leaders just are not engaged in the space, so it
never becomes a priority. As one interviewee expressed it:
People don’t see it. So teachers see it – but people … and I don’t know if it’s a far
right conservative political thing – they are seen as sort of socialists – teachers and
nurses and emergency services workers. People tend to I think just discount what
they’re saying. They don’t want to see it – or you know – it’s not my problem … and
I don’t know whether it’s because they don’t want to see it or it’s not their problem or
it's too hard and I think perhaps a lot of it sits in – we don’t know how to deal with
that (017 31:52).
I think there is a fine line between developing a sense of enthusiasm and optimism in the
community and ignoring the reality. It could be argued that some of the complex wicked
issues are simply too complex for those in leadership to address. One interviewee said that
many leaders were concerned about social welfare issues but “they don’t actually want to do
anything about it themselves to kind of help” (016 7:34). Such issues are difficult and require
deep engagement which is made more difficult when people have the luxury of pretending
they do not exist.
Boosterism may have a role in building the confidence of regional leaders and the broader
community so they will invest in the region. However, it can very easily step across the line
and actively prevent discussion and action to address issues of disadvantage and
performance, whilst reinforcing a set of attitudes and behaviours that limit engagement with
complex issues. In this region, I do think that boosterism has been used to limit honest
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conversation, and can prevent people with a diversity of skills and experience from bringing
their knowledge forward.
Gender inclusion and political representation

Country areas including the Wimmera Southern Mallee have been historically led by men.
Men have developed and held financial positions at all levels of government, elected and
appointed, and still hold many senior public service roles in this community. Many private
sector businesses remain male dominated and this creates issues for diversity in
representation within the region. Historically, the leadership in this region has provided a
focus on economic development and workforce maintenance to support rural industries,
manufacturing and agricultural production. As a result, community development has focussed
on outcomes in these areas, while other areas have received less attention. This focus is
probably also in part because historically, political leaders of the community came from those
business sectors of agriculture and economic development.1
The historic, and continuing lack of gender diversity at leadership level is an issue not lost on
some interviewees:
A lot of those come off farms and I think a lot of them – and I think you see that in the
conservative traditional approach that we have where you know they don’t have an
understanding of the social issues it’s not that they don’t care – they just don’t know
it’s there. They’re not dropping their kids, they’re not going to the Plaza. They’re not
dropping their kids off at day care. They’re not involved in the schools anymore. And
the same could be said of a lot of the men – so a lot of the next lot of farmers coming

1

Recently retired MPs for the Region: Federal: Andrew Broad (Agriculture); John Forrest (Engineer; public
works); Peter Fisher MP (Agriculture).
State: Bernie Dunn MLA (Agriculture); Hugh Delahunty MP (Agriculture/Economic Development); Bill
McGrath (Agriculture).
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through … traditionally the only voices we have heard – or that they’re the vocal
minority is basically where the power base is – and their concerns are actually,
funnily enough all about them. Its roads and rates (017 15:40).
Leadership connected to agriculture and private industry has, with the support of the
ideological ideals of country mindedness, historically delivered a focus on rural returns as a
priority over other needs in the region, which are increasingly recognised as important to the
diversity and liveability of the region for all. The focus of rural development on economic
efficiency has failed to deliver the prosperity rural people hoped for, instead creating periods
of significant loss via rationalisation of services and industries (Beer, Maude and Pritchard,
2003).
Interview discussion reflected this traditional view that male farmers have dominated the
discussion around regional development, and their focus was limited by issues that primarily
affected them and their business interests. This is interesting, as this view does not fully
reflect the demographic of leaders interviewed for this thesis. There was a reasonable level
of diversity in those interviewed for the thesis, and suggests, perhaps that this is starting to
change, although it suggests that those in leadership do not feel fully free to act. A number of
people interviewed spoke about the need for change in leadership, with one stating:
I think there’s big things that need to change in our region for the region to really get
on top of some of the things that are holding it back… we need to be far more
proactive, far more organised, far more nimble, far more aggressive in a positive way,
not a negative way, and those things, those things can change , and they can change
with shifts in leadership, and I think it’s almost kind of a bit of a generational change
that is required (006 12:12).
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However, when we look at gender diversity in leadership, women expressed significant
frustration around male dominance in positions of paid leadership in the region. It is true that
women are far more likely to hold volunteer positions of leadership, whilst men are more
likely to be in paid positions that support their participation. As one interview participant
commented about leadership in the region: “The thing that interests me is when you’ve got a
predominantly female employed workforce and yet all the senior positions are male. That
says there’s a really strong dominant male issue within that organisation. So that’s something
we need to look at” (016 7:21).
It was also noted that the region is still quite reticent to apportion economic or social value to
many children’s activities, which still necessitate significant levels of volunteering from
women to ensure their children are able to access such opportunities. Historic cultural norms
are still reinforced, with women being expected to provide catering and/or volunteer labour
for children’s and sporting or school activities.
In this community, as in many others, women continue to hold many non-salaried positions
and, when they are employed, act in subordinate roles to men in the workplace. The reasons
for this are complex and relate to an interplay of social and familial structures which exist.
The low rate of women’s salaries in the region compared to men’s was also noted as an
ongoing issue:
We’re one of the few communities where wage equity didn’t move. So we’re still
very low in men and women getting equal pay. So you know, that’s a real issue. We
should be moving up and should be definitely moving up and making sure that
women who do the same job as a man should get paid the same (016 14:10).
However, there are some places within the community that are making inroads into women’s
leadership. The chief executive officer of the Wimmera Base Hospital is a female, and reports
227

to a predominantly female board and the executive officer of the Centre for Participation is
female, as is the Editor of the Wimmera Mail Times newspaper. A woman also manages the
Australian Grains Gene bank at Horsham, a very senior scientific position at National level.
During the period of the research, a woman also held the position of Mayor at the Horsham
Rural City Council, and local government has been an area where women have held this role
in the past.
The region has also seen recent change at political level with the election of the first female
state political representative Emma Kealy in 2014, (ABC News, 2014) and first Federal
female political representative Anne Webster in May 2019 (Harrison, 2019). The placement
of both of these women is interesting, because on the one hand, it feels like a moment of
progress towards equality in representation, and the potential for greater diversity of interest
in social and economic issues affecting women and families in the region. In one very
important way it is, as the voting performance of an electorate shows, that, when representing
the right party, Wimmera Southern Mallee voters are willing to vote women into these
positions.
This viewpoint was acknowledged earlier by senior National Party women Gardiner and
Ferguson (1996), who noted voter appreciation for female candidates in country seats.
Gardiner and Ferguson state that the results of the party preselecting women in unwinnable
seats in the 1990s led to deeper consideration of the value of women as candidates:
One of the satisfying things I’ve seen is that in the next round they preselected male
candidates for those same hopeless seats and they have also reflected upon the fact
that the women actually outvoted the men. That has helped to disabuse many of the
theories that women, particularly in country electorates are necessarily a political
liability (p 88).
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But does the election of female MPs represent a genuine shift in the power structure for
women? Or is the presence of these women in these roles more about maintaining the optics
of progressivism in a party that, after some less than impressive performance by male
representatives may well need to distance the party from toxic male behaviour? I would
suggest it is a little bit of both. There is limited independence for any politician belonging to a
party, be they male or female, and in safe seats, preselection is less about progressivism and
more about maintaining the status quo of political power within the region. The argument
here is that when women arrive in positions of power on the basis of men’s largesse, they
may well be expected to reinforce existing hierarchies, standards and expectations. In turn
their ability to bring change is limited by the system within which they are required to
operate. This is a point noted by others examining women’s inclusion in elite politics such as
Skjeie (1991) who found:
While most women politicians want to make a difference, they do not want to act too
differently. They use power strategies that create limited issue-specific alliances. But
they avoid confrontations with male colleagues. Many seek to influence party
viewpoints, but most do not challenge party priorities (p 235).
Such views were also expressed at local level when considering the positioning and power of
our local members of Parliament. One interviewee acknowledged the difficulty of a female
MP in progressing local issues stating:
I’ve got a feeling that she’s sometimes in conflict with her own party and has to
actually – things she wants to get done for her electorate she can’t do because there
are priorities elsewhere and that would happen all through government of course but
she can’t overstep the mark, although she does and gets in strife for it - but she
doesn’t want to either, because it’s upsetting (020 23:05).
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I think the use of the word “upsetting” here is particularly interesting, as it highlights an
element of unconscious bias that a female MP may be distressed by having to engage in
conflict within her own political party and she may seek to avoid such actions on behalf of
her electorate. In that sense a female MP may be easier to forgive for not achieving results for
her electorate than a male, and therefore present an additional strategic advantage for a
political party intent on maintaining power.
Conversely, others interviewed acknowledged the value of female MPs in progressing issues
because they have less seniority in the party and are often given the ‘softer’ or more junior
shadow ministerial jobs. They are also often given other parliamentary work that can be a
useful conduit to progress regional issues: “we can use our local members’ interests in
committee work” (011 56:08).
Nevertheless, it is worth considering how much the inclusion of women in leadership circles
is about reinforcing the status quo, as opposed to challenging it. It is also important to note
that within this community, access to leadership is less difficult for women of a particular
status or standing than it is for others. What is concerning is that when this played alongside
the ideological values of conformity and an agreed approach to advocacy as discussed
elsewhere, the inclusion of some women in positions of leadership may inadvertently
reinforce the status quo rather than challenge it. Certainly, there is a particular necessity for
women when engaging in actions that might lead to change to be particularly cognisant of the
need to engage in a way that seeks to maintain their position rather than risk it, and being too
radical in terms of change can result in exclusion of self, partner or children and the loss of
status. As Dempsey noted in his community study Smalltown “women are well aware of the
expectations held of them and report that if they rebel they risk being labelled a ‘bitch’ and
possibly being ostracised by members of their own community … they claim their spouses,
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and possibly their children would be sanctioned as well as themselves” (Dempsey, 1992:
266).
While sanctioning was not something women interviewed expressed overtly, they did cite
issues of deliberate misinformation, a subtle process of belittling, and difficulty in
progressing a stated agenda when they engaged in leadership roles. One told the story of her
entrée to Council:
“I was told that running a business you couldn’t be mayor. That’s what I was told by
senior councillors when I first started on council. I was really excited to be mentored
by someone that had been there for 30 odd years… but it’s not the nature of the beast.
It’s very - I show you up – sort of you know, I know better.
Interviewer: Yeah ok.
Respondent: You’re new what would you know – I was made me feel like a little girl.
Interviewer: Right, yeah
Respondent: In my 50s.” (027: 03:36)
Another interviewee said that she had been told had been told by senior men in the
community that she was running a “petticoat government” with the majority of senior roles in
her establishment held by women (Field Notes, November 2018).
But, as previously stated, it is not just men who reinforce male dominance in the region.
Hegemonic masculinity was shown to be a significant concern among a number of those
interviewed, both male and female:
There is a difference when you look at the general because you know quite a few
women will only work part time so that reduces the percentage of wage. Because they
want to be with their children and families after school. So there’s those sorts of
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things happening more women taking time off to stay with their children for a while.
So that reduces that equity balance, but I still think it’s something we should continue
to strive for” (Identifier withheld, 6:10).
The element of internalised gender bias in the discussion is a concern as is the lack of critical
thinking about whether this is really a desired outcome for women in the region. So, even
within leadership roles where critical examination of women’s difference is required, there
was, at times, an element in this discussion that lent itself towards reproducing hegemonic
values of subordination, and the naturalness of the female role in being the ones to accept a
reduced employment situation in order to meet a ‘want’ to care for children (Connell, 1995;
Quinn, 1992). There are significant questions here about whether the situation of wage
difference and part time work for women is a genuine desire or rather a situation created as
the result of restrictive social structures, poor support mechanisms and possibly even social
sanctioning, such as those identified in a Western Victorian context by Dempsey (1992).
This discussion reinforces the need to consider the ways in which women, even in leadership,
may internalise their own subjugation, and that of other women who are in less powerful
positions. For this community, I think there is significant work to be done in the gender
space, not only to recognise how women are subjugated, but also to understand the
subjugation women may reinforce for themselves and other women in their network. As
Jewkes et. al. (2015) argues:
work with women needs to proceed with gender analysis on a very similar discursive
and reflective journey to that followed by men, so that women can develop critical
consciousness of their right to live without subjugation by men as well as their role in
reproducing their subordinate position through gender socialisation, their contribution
to gender hierarchy through social sanctioning and marginalisation of certain
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femininities and masculinities and responses to oppression in the family and
community (p 119).
For women who have achieved leadership status, their understanding of their placement in
power networks in the region tends to be a bit superficially understood as can be their role in
ensuring they do not hold back other women or restrict their potential to succeed. One way in
which this can occur is to assume other women are ‘too busy’ with other responsibilities to
participate. One interviewee called this out as a gendered issue by stating:
“When a man is busy, they’re busy, you know? Good on them, they’re busy. When a woman
is busy, they’re doing too much” continuing “but busy’s not bad. I mean I like – yes it is good
to have some time off and I don’t mind being busy if I’m being listened to, but – that is really
frustrating” (027 49:24).
Another referred to a past experience at leadership stating: “it was quite hard to encourage
other women because I actually didn’t feel I could go and ask women with children to come
right on dinner time knowing how difficult that would be because she’d have to prepare that
meal or wait for the husband and dash off” (018 27:49).
The other important point of note is to consider how often getting the appropriately agreed
group of people together to advocate on an issue actually includes women. Change activities
in the region tend to have a level of exclusivity around who is engaged to deliver them and
these activities often occur outside or between formal structures. The structural positioning of
women in generally subordinate or temporary roles is significant for issues of access to power
and giving a gendered voice to change. This will be discussed further in the following
chapter.
This chapter has contended a number of additional ideological values that exist in the region
including agriculture and the idea of conservatism. These ideologies have implications on the
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way in which people engage and are excluded. It also has a significant impact on which
issues are considered a priority. The Wimmera River Precinct Plan is a case study example of
the interplay between regional power, ideology and conservative labelling in this community.
The chapter also evaluated issues of ideological social worldviews, how they are promoted
and how they have changed and are changing as a result of outside influence. Influence is
also achieved through the boosterism of issues that reinforces existing ideology and
messaging within the region. The final part of this chapter has considered issues of gender
inclusion and political representation, with some additional consideration of this issue in the
next chapter.
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CHAPTER 6 – EQUITY AND COMPETITION
Introduction
This chapter will discuss issues of equity and competition in the context of the research
findings. The chapter will commence with a discussion on structures and inclusion. It then
explores issues of competition and equity at local, regional and state level. This chapter
argues that for the Wimmera Southern Mallee region, a government focus on equality can
have a significant unintended consequence for equity and this is an issue that should be
considered more deeply. The chapter concludes with some discussion on community
regeneration, and areas where change is possible.
Gendered differences in Leadership
An unanticipated finding of this research was that women tended to have a preference for
achieving action through agreed structures and systems, whilst men were a lot more focussed
on the approach they currently use to get things done, which is by talking to the right people.
While both women and men were completely consistent in stating that getting things done
requires an approach that involves engaging people with the power and connections to drive
change, women were more likely to express frustration at this approach and felt that it often
prevented sound planning and inclusive decision making.
This is an interesting split for a number of reasons. Firstly, women tended to sit across the
same spectrum as the men in terms of social worldview ideology, with some professing a
strong focus on community, others on economics and only some on structures and
institutions. They certainly were not all focussed on the state or institutional space, where
institutions are the preferred model for achieving action.
I think the reasons for women’s preference for structured engagement results from a range of
issues primarily around power, positioning and experience. Where women are positioned in
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the power hierarchy affects their ability to influence outcomes and their positioning in the
hierarchy can be disproportional to their level of educational attainment and experience, with
women, particularly in professional circles having significant training and experience which
does often exceed male superiors in the region. Women also demonstrated a stronger
willingness to engage with further study to develop skills, whereas men tended to be more
focussed on networks.
Women, power and the male network
Women’s positioning in the power hierarchy in the region has been discussed. While there is
a shift towards greater female representation in positions of leadership, this does not
necessarily align with a shift in power. With a small number of notable exceptions such as the
Horsham hospital, largely in the region women have subordinate positioning which creates a
situation where challenging leadership decisions requires managing up, and using structural
processes to challenge hierarchy is one of the few options available (Shepard, 2015).
Male networks in this region are a real thing and they do enforce a sense of shared hierarchy
that often excludes women unless they are willing to conform and be useful. I experienced
this first-hand in January 2019, when a new program coordinator was appointed for the
course I teach at the University in Horsham. After engaging a number of new local staff over
the Christmas period who were due to start in a few weeks, I was told the course would be
delivered online and local students would no longer be taught locally. This was a significant
concern, as the design and intent of the course was to provide local face-to-face delivery for
students, and the reputation of the University in the region would be damaged by this late
change.
Having an understanding of male networks in the region, I accessed local networks to seek
support in reversing this decision that was made outside the region. I obtained it. However,
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my place in hierarchy meant that I had no authority to speak on behalf of my organisation and
was in essence a contractor. Raising concerns with my network in the regional hierarchy led
to an interesting blowback, as people were progressively pulled into line within the male
leadership network. I was contacted by two people individually advising me that I would
need to be careful because if I did not, I would lose my job. Both were uncomfortable in
conversation with me and told me they had done what they could. Both were people I
respected who clearly wanted to protect me from the likely fall-out from my actions (Field
Notes January 2018). I was once again left with the feeling that I had done something wrong
in advocating for local students. The messaging to those who worked to support the issue was
also nefarious, as I was a sessional contractor and was currently without a position to be fired
from, and that would have been the ultimate outcome of the change, regardless. This was a
point the people who contacted me missed in their conversations with those who sought to
limit my action.
After the decision was made to retain the program, a decision I credit to the power of local
networks and the people who were prepared to act, the message was circulated within the
community that the program was always going to be retained. Issues had arisen as a result of
a misunderstanding at local level. I was left with the feeling that I’d acted out of turn, and had
completely misunderstood the situation while others had the situation in hand. This is how
the local prestige network acts to marginalise people who exhibit behaviour that is nonconforming and somewhat confrontational. Over time my rash action in successfully
advocating to retain our only full higher education degree offering in the region has been
partially redeemed by my quiet conformity, and I’ve heard that I am now credited with
having good intentions at that historical point in time.
It is hard, as an individual to understand what reputational damage was done by this act of
minor rebellion. What I found hardest to accept was the fact that some people who knew my
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work and respected me chose not to stand up for the one thing I considered to be of
paramount importance in the region. But there were some who did, and that is how the game
was changed. For the first time in a long time, we retained a study option in the region, and it
was shown that if we speak up and draw a line about what is unacceptable, it is possible to
have people outside our region pay attention. The local male network is powerful, but it can
be challenged if you work swiftly and with conviction.
This example does show the limits of hierarchical engagement that women respect. Working
through the system it is a slow and difficult way to achieve change and requires a long-term
process of chipping away and calling out points where due process has not been followed. In
order to achieve this change, I had to work around the hierarchy and engage in a process of
networking similar to how the men engage. I am not sure that women in the region fully
understand male networks and how to engage with them, challenge them and drive deeper
respect for our issues within them. Women’s experience in this space is often when they are
sanctioned by these networks, and the isolation of our outlier positioning often encourages us
to internalise this sense of judgement on our behaviour. It also reinforces our withdrawal
from positions of leadership or conformity to the status quo.
Educational attainment and structures
Women in leadership in the region presented in interviews with qualifications and experience
that in most cases surpassed the men who were interviewed. While this was not a directly
prompted focus of interview conversation, it often came out in initial discussions that women
were degree qualified and had significant experience in their field, often before arriving in the
region. By contrast many of the men noted they had limited, if any qualifications beyond life
experience.

238

This interview data is well supported by census data for the region which shows a major gap
in the level of educational attainment between the genders in the region. In the five local
government areas in the Wimmera Southern Mallee region, each had a significantly higher
number of women with a bachelor’s degree, graduate diploma or postgraduate qualification
than male residents in the region. The data showed 4255 people with degrees or higher
qualifications in the region, and 2864 of them are women. Women hold more than 67 percent
of all degree or higher qualifications. (Australian Bureau of Statistics, Community Profiles
2019).
This creates a sense of difference around the applicability and acceptability of structures.
While there were some men in the region with educational qualifications, particularly in
positions of institutional leadership, the disparity between the genders in this region is
significant and differs from other studies into rural education levels in comparative areas in
the United States (Carr and Kefalas, 2009), suggesting some potential for a different
trajectory in this part of rural Victoria.
Women, who have received a more extensive formal education may well have a greater
respect and understanding of corporate governance, probity and fiscal responsibility. They
are more likely to have been trained in issues around conflicts of interest and systems
management. It is also possible they have more opportunities to do so than men, through
efforts to improve gender parity in leadership in regional areas (Victorian Government,
2019). Nevertheless, the result is a different perspective from women regarding the value of
education, understanding structures and systems and the importance of working within them.
A number of women noted education as an important issue for the region and considered
changes to and growth in the local educational sector to be essential for the region’s future
development. Men were far less likely to highlight education as a point of necessary change
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in the region, but a number did point out issues around what they felt to be a limited
commitment by the University in particular to regional delivery.
Some women noted what they considered to be a lack of respect or valuing for education in
the region. One provided an example of what she found to be a lack of respect for improving
skills by colleagues when studying a Diploma of Local Government as a Councillor:
I believe in sort of learning about what you are doing so that you can do a really good
job - not that twenty grand a year is that much to get paid for anybody. But you know
this is public money so I believed I should do the best job as I could. I was made to
feel really bad about how much money that [studying] was costing council… every
time we had a council meeting they talked about you know how much it was costing
and you know – blah, blah. The men didn’t need that. The ladies needed the
education. It made me feel like I was lesser of a person for some reason. It’s not right,
but that’s what happened. I stopped” (Identifier withheld 18:15).
And another:
I think the community can be - is still a bit conservative and old fashioned in many
views. I think it still sees its heroes as being sporting and doesn't have a great deal of
um - oh I guess doesn't really value education. So education is not something that's
valued nor the educated” (022 02:42).
There is an implicit cultural understanding that there is significant value in a good bloke who
plays a good game of footy over someone who has excelled in the non-sporting field of
education and professional experience. Sporting history can and does have a significant
influence over inclusion in social networks, and can be an issue for people who have moved
to the region later in life and bring new skills and a different set of experiences. Sport is one
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of the ways which helps to support prestige leadership and exclude people with different skill
sets from regional development discussions.
A number of people interviewed also noted that people in this region lack an ability to
question things, and it was discussed that this may be linked to limited educational
experience. While this does limit a person’s ability to engage on some issues, the bigger
factor in this is, I think, the influence of prestige leadership. When this is the focus,
questioning a position can be damaging to an individual’s positioning in a leadership group,
and not reinforcing the position of others adds to the risk of damaging your own position and
ability to influence. The ultimate outcome then is on reinforcing the status quo. A focus on
continuity rather than change ignores the influence of the broader world perspective on
regional outcomes, and restricts the range of responses leaders in the community have to
respond. Strong advocacy requires an understanding of the position of a community in a
broader context and engagement with the boundaries of current mainstream understanding,
which is what makes advocacy effective (Alinsky: 1989).
Knowledge, engagement and action
Differing levels of educational knowledge and the power of the prestige network can
inadvertently result in women expressing caution about engaging in leadership activity or
questioning authority unless they are confident that they know they are right, and this is a
difficult thing to define. Despite education and training in a particular field, it is still possible
for this knowledge to be considered of less importance than a well-placed statement from a
local, networked male leader, and the prestige network can move swiftly to place someone
who is non-conformist on the outside of decision making networks.
Challenging a position or a perspective in this region can require reams of data, networking
with half the region and a highly nuanced strategy of quiet rebellion. After this is done, and
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hopefully you’ve been successful, you still have to live in the region and quite likely need to
remain subordinate to the persons challenged. Is it any wonder that women, many of whom
are in short term, tenuous employment situations, (Alston, 2005) weigh up the options and
the investment required and decide that it is not worth the personal cost.
Having solid data and knowledge is important for challenging accepted systems. However,
knowledge doesn’t always equate with power in this region. Knowledge I think, increasingly
separates people from the conforming networks where power is vested, because of its ability
to challenge what people in those networks know to be true. Knowledge can also separate
people from the grass-roots community where different values dominate. Somehow, the
community has to find a way to bridge that divide to ensure a more inclusive regional
leadership that better reflects the people who live here and the full range of people’s needs.
Competition is internal, external and global
Competition at regional level is highly complex and occurs in an extremely broad range of
settings. As previously discussed, some competition is internal and exists between individuals
with different social worldview perspectives in the region. It can exist between organisations
within the region vying for the same bucket of government funding and it can exist between
this region and other regions in terms of investment from government and private sectors. At
present this region also considers liveability to be a competitive issue, particularly in terms of
attracting people to the region and investment in this space is currently a focus of local
leadership.
Having reviewed the literature and questioned forty local people engaged in aspects of
regional leadership, I am confident we are involved in a competition with other regions,
cities, and international marketplaces for our long term economic and social survival and that
at some level, people in leadership positions understand this. From this, I think the key to our
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success lies in our ability to adapt and change strategically to the demands of outsiders, while
recognising what it is that makes us unique and drives our sense of purpose. In this way we
need to look to the ideology and consider the elements of it that we still value and reject the
aspects that restrain us.
As a region we need to be far more cognisant of the ways in which we prevent effective
advocacy for our own region, as this is severely impacting our competitive ability. As one
interviewee said “we like things to look tidy here” (002 12:10) and everything needs to look
good in terms of the region’s physical presence and our behaviour. As previously discussed,
others reiterated the point that we seem to avoid conflict and tackling difficult issues. A
number of people also acknowledged a sense of apathy in the community around issues,
although some perhaps also considered this a positive attribute:
it seems like sport and that tend to gel people together and we’re generally
conservative, and if this community is up in arms about something that’s probably
reasonable.
Interviewer: Yeah.
Respondent: Yeah, Yeah. Because they don’t normally act that way.
Interviewer: Yeah that’s right.
Respondent: where if you go to some of the metro councils, it doesn’t matter what –
what’s – what the issue is in the community – there will be twenty different views.
Where Horsham or probably the Wimmera will probably have a view and the view is
‘well if it doesn’t affect me I’m ok (013 26:52).
Competition can be an aggressive process and outcomes are not necessarily achieved by
those who demonstrate the most compliant behaviour. As the leader above assumes, in this
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region, when people are not aggressively opposed to an action or situation, there can be an
implicit assumption that people are comfortable with the situation. However, as discussed
elsewhere, interview discussions also highlighted the tiredness of people in engaging in
regional development, the self-sacrifice required to participate in advocacy and the
expectations associated with effective engagement that can be resource intensive and will not
necessarily result in a successful outcome.
In this region, I believe that people’s satisfaction with the status quo is externally assumed
because the region now finds itself in a position where people lack capacity to act and the
cost of non-conformity for individuals may be simply too great to bear. There may well no
longer be the depth of experience and available willing participants to engage in competitive
processes and creative advocacy, although I do think this is also partially driven by the
region’s prestige leadership model which inadvertently works to prevent a diversity of views
at leadership level.
As external expectations for standards of performance in terms of funding applications and
advocacy continue to grow, this region has internalised a historical model of performance
which is not keeping pace with external expectations and, this coupled with a range of
exogenous shocks created by declining opportunities for local workplace development and
education, service availability and even population decline mean that the region is falling
behind competitively. Individually, regional leaders are aware of this, and are able to
articulate it individually, but I think there is still only very limited appetite and opportunity to
explore this complex problem at a regional level and respond.
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Equity
It was strongly acknowledged by interview participants that this region experiences inequity
compared with urban counterparts across a range of sectors. This results from a range of
particular circumstances in this region, including dispersed populations over a wide
geography, limited local revenue streams, thin markets for training and services and organic
structural adjustment resulting from protracted drought conditions. Equity issues in terms of
service delivery including healthcare, childcare and education which can disproportionately
affect certain parts of the region, due to a dispersed population over a wide geography. The
region has significant inequity in terms of financial resources and access to external
opportunities, and inequity in terms of capacity to advocate for our region, and participate in
the myriad of government processes that are required for engagement and evidence-based
policy change.
The region also has significant inequity in the form of regulatory frameworks that are meant
to provide equality of standards or expectations but fit the rural experience poorly. For
example, a legislated shift in Victoria in 2010 (Australian Children’s Education and Care and
Quality Authority, 2019) to require early years educators to be qualified in order to provide
early childhood care sounds like a positive change for childcare standards. But in regional
areas, it has reduced the capacity for individuals trained in other areas to engage in this
profession and provide a service to other parents while their own children are small. This has
been a particular loss in rural areas where it is not viable to run larger centre-based day-care
arrangements.
In some parts of the region policy changes like this unintentionally curb the availability of a
local workforce. In some parts of the region this change has meant women are unable to
work because these supports are simply not available:
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We can’t get people to come to work and then have an untapped workforce resource
that we can’t use because we don’t have childcare. It’s a bit of that chicken and egg
type arrangement where it’s much harder to deal with than you would have thought.
Where it’s not clear cut and dried that those childcare providers are going to make
money so they’re not prepared to put the money up. So it’s sort of borderline financial
viability and policy – federal and state policy is not set up for that. It’s just cookie
cutter set up for metropolitan where they’ve got the opposite issue – not enough
places – too higher demand. So they can’t go back to work because they can’t get
childcare (017 17:48).
Both Victorian and national regulation can affect regional capacity and equity in unintended
ways, and it has often been said that a one-size fits all approach does not always work well in
situations where economies of scale, resources and skills are different. Regulation has an
intent to produce equality as the same rule applies for all the persons, businesses or sectors
that are regulated (Victorian Competition and Efficiency Commission, 2005). However, a
lack of understanding or provision for regional circumstances can make it much more
difficult for compliance, reducing opportunity for local innovation around a problem, and
local provision of a business, service or activity.
It was also noted that equity can be negatively affected by differences in individuals’
financial capacity within this region. This region also has a wide range of income strata, and
those with higher income can buy access to better services by travelling outside the region to
find skill and capacity to address an issue such as healthcare provision. This can at times
mask the real experience of people without this capacity, as generally, those in leadership
positions with the power to advocate for local change are more likely to be in a position to
resolve issues individually outside the region When people make choices to access services
like healthcare outside of the region, either through choice or necessity, it is impacting on the
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data used to make decisions about local need. As one interviewee expressed in discussing the
region: “it is a great place - there's you know great people here. But then take a step back
we've got shitty public transport we've got a health care service that I believe is third world.
We don't have access to lots of things people in other regional areas do” (029 05:52).
Population and equity
The Wimmera Southern Mallee community has not experienced the population growth
benefits seen in a number of other parts of Victoria, which has Australia’s fastest growing
city (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Over the last decade, population figures for the
region show a population decline across the region of 1948 people (Remplan: 2019). The
rural centre of Horsham is often acknowledged as the region’s source of growth. However,
these numbers are also low, and comparative data from the last two censuses show a net
inflow of 175 people which is a very modest growth of 35 people per year over the last 5
years (idcommunity: Wimmera region population, 2019). This is not enough to offset the
outflow from other parts of the region, and indeed the population outflow figure quoted
above includes the inflow population data for the Horsham township which is exhibiting a
very modest level of growth.
Population is a significant issue for the Wimmera Southern Mallee region, as it impacts on
every facet of living here. Growth brings opportunities to expand services and creates a
sound, logical argument for infrastructure development. Conversely, population loss
structurally creates marginalisation, resulting in a “disproportionate impact from rural
services” (McMillan: 2016, 215) resulting in rural communities being “shut out of decisionmaking processes, yet still be strongly affected by political decisions” (McMillan: 2016, 215216). The lived experience of the people in the Wimmera Southern Mallee is in contrast to
the market narrative of growth which is for “continuous growth of population and economy
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… [to be] expected and embedded in political and legal processes as a necessary and essential
good for the functioning of society” (McMillan: 2016, 216). Decline is not a narrative that is
politically popular, and it is certainly not a comfortable discussion to have to make, as it
implies a sense of failure on the part of community leaders to lead and market this region as
an attractive place to live – in a way that is strong enough to attract and retain those from
outside to settle here and bring their skills and experience with them. It also implies a failure
for the self – in terms of making a decision to live in an area that other people are leaving.
However, issues of population are, I think, largely outside the influence of an individual
region to address. As noted by a number of interviewees changes to population can be swift
and decisive – and entirely the result of external forces. As stated by one interviewee the
future of rural communities like ours relies on one of two things:
The government either invests or takes a big gamble. It invests heavily in the regions
with the potential of losing votes in the city or we have another gold-rush scenario
where something develops in a region that draws people into the region. There are
two broad stimulants for growth – or not the broad stimulants but the broad – um, the
broad ways that it happens. Either they have to create it or it is quite homogenous and
actually happens on its own (020: 16:41).
There was bemusement from one participant regarding the lack of government intervention to
address this situation when they clearly had the capacity to do so – and his run-down of his
own efforts to encourage a more interventionist approach from government representatives
on the issue of population generated some humour in discussion:
Interviewer: “So before you did this population paper here – the politicians basically
told you they didn’t have a policy on it?
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Interviewee: “That’s the State Nationals that represent us” (hands over a document
which I think is the policy statement on population I am to peruse).
Interviewer: “you’ve just given me some blank paper”.
Interviewee: “Yeah. The Nationals said ‘we don’t have one.’” (034 04:15).
It is interesting that the perception of rural people, such as the participant above, has been that
rural communities have been left to market themselves and their own communities to attract
populations to their communities. Certainly, until recently there has been a focus on
individual agency around this issue within state government policy. For example, the now
defunct Regional Living Expo which was axed in 2015 (ABC News, 2015) had as its central
premise the state government facilitating a personal connection between rural organisations
(such as local government) and urban people in an urban setting, which was intended to
encourage further exploration of rural living once rural connections had been made (Minister
for Regional Development: 2015).
Recently, there is starting to be a level of interest around population demographics. The last
State election saw an effort by the Liberal and National Parties in opposition to explore
opportunities to engage with Victorians in the development of a population policy for
Victoria. This was a key point of difference between Labor and Liberal governments in
Victoria coming into the last State election in late 2018 (which was during the data collection
period for this thesis).
The Liberal/National coalition went into the last State election with a clear focus on
‘decentralisation’ – sharing growth between the city and the regions, although how this would
be achieved was difficult to decipher. (Liberal-Nationals: 2017). The report does, however
demonstrate a clear synergy between the irritations caused by significant population growth
in urban areas and frustration by low or no population growth in regional areas. The report
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provides an economic case for decentralisation, and argues “for decentralisation to be
successful, proper planning for increased infrastructure, commensurate with population
growth, is required” (Liberal Nationals: 2017, 4). The process was pre-emptively criticised by
the Labor government during development – with the Victorian Minister for Regional
Development Jaala Pulford saying “people don’t move to regional towns and cities because
of a population policy. They do it because of jobs, high quality schools and hospitals, decent
transport links and better family and lifestyle opportunities” (Minister for Regional
Development: 2016).
Population, and immigration in particular was also hotly debated in the lead up to the 2019
Federal election. The Wimmera Southern Mallee in particular has seen a focus on the
potential opportunities of migration, with a Rural and Regional Migration Forum held on 13th
March 2019. This indicates that population issues are at the forefront of the minds of regional
leaders:
If we don’t as regional communities effectively advocate the need for more people out
here then our needs just get squashed by the noise coming out of the major population
centres – crowded roads, unaffordable housing, squash migration – that’s the message
both political parties were running (040 18:13).
At the time of writing there was significant optimism in the community that migration had
the potential to provide some level of solution to population issues although a number of the
interviewees noted that migration brought significant challenges for the region in terms of
providing specialised service requirements and managing different social expectations. It was
also interesting to note the perspective of those who had migrated to the region. One
interviewee said that despite having an impressive skill set, migrants struggled to access
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senior roles in the region and often had to work in jobs that were less than the skill set they
contributed.
Migration at best, comprises a small part of the toolkit for regions to address population
issues. Skilled migrants already fill a void in the region with ten percent of Horsham’s
population being born overseas (Mackay, 2018). There is a limit to how much this can
contribute and it is not always a long-term solution, because as migrants become settled, they
also tend to value a better standard of services and opportunity:
“most probably come for a while to get their immigration status. However, many
years they need – I don’t quite know how that works
Interviewer: No that’s all right
Interviewee: But I think once they qualify they tend to move off to a bigger place. But
I think the ones that really do bridge the gap or break or you know, cross the barrier or
whatever you want to call it
Interviewer: Yes, yeah
Interviewee: I think they really do like it – and I think some of the – some of – like
we’ve got [local business] here and the previous owners have gone – have now gone
to Melbourne, but they loved it here and I think they moved you know because all of
the things that the city has to offer them.” (031 24:24)
Just like everyone else with means, migrants are able to make pragmatic decisions about
quality of life in regional communities too and when availability of services and opportunities
for professional progression are limited, the rhetoric of loving it here is often not enough.
Academics such as McMillan (2016) also argue the limitations of programs to address
demographic change. She considers that “strategies to change the demographic future are
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littered with failures with only debt to show for it” (McMillan: 2016, 233). An obvious
pragmatist, McMillan argues that this is because many rural communities are usually
unwilling to acknowledge the reality, hanging on to a false hope that change will come. She
considers a spectrum of policy responses to population decline which are outlined as follows:

Doing Nothing

Countering

Accepting

Denial

Competitiveness

Focusing

Ignoring

Interconnection

Utilising

Passive restructuring

Managing

Market Adaptation

Exiting

Figure 9: Spectrum of policy responses to population decline. (McMillan, 2016: 217).
In considering the policy responses in the region regarding population decline, a cohesive
response requires a difficult discussion within individual communities about their plans and
actions for the future. In interview discussions, issues of population were discussed, but there
was no consensus on any strategy to respond. A number of interview participants did
individually acknowledge that population decline will be difficult if not impossible to
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address, but the political implications for any leader publicly acknowledging a trajectory of
decline were rather terrifying and could deeply affect prestige and community morale, and
ultimately exacerbate the outcome. McMillan (2016) argues that “an integrated,
comprehensive strategy that uses a range of interventions from both countering and
accepting, across the different policy sectors in a cooperative, multi-actor approach that gives
credence to the underlying drivers, has the best chance of success” (McMillan: 2016, 236).
Interestingly McMillan is not arguing that decline is inevitable, and communities must accept
this and prepare for the inevitable end, but rather must move forward with realistic intentions
about where they can act to change, and where they should act to accept. This is an
interesting strategic approach which is less passive and provides agency to communities
facing decline.
The scenario of ‘do nothing’ is also an action, but is a passive action, which restricts or
removes local agency. While I would argue that in many communities there are attempts to
consolidate and retain local services out of sheer necessity, and the uptake of Bendigo Bank
opportunities in townships is an interesting example, for communities that have not had a
strategic discussion around their trajectory, embracing such actions is more difficult. In this
region, there are communities in all states of acknowledgement about the trajectory of their
populations, from denial and inaction, to acknowledgement and consolidation, to resistance.
McMillan argues that “population decline is unbeatable in places where the underlying
economic and demographic drivers are too strong. Accepting strategies have more impact on
improving quality of life than on reversing shrinkage” (McMillan: 2016, 236).
I received no indication in any of my interview discussions that there was any sort of active
discussion underway at local, regional or state level to develop and articulate accepting
strategies for communities that are in decline. I am concerned that this difficult issue is being
politically ignored leaving individuals in those communities with the full responsibility of
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addressing their situation alone. It is a difficult, complex problem, but one that should be at
least discussed. The current reticence to do so is understandable but may be limiting realistic
action that could improve outcomes in some of our outlying communities. Equity may also be
about assisting a person make a safe exit from an unsustainable situation. We engage in such
policies in agriculture and domestic violence, with varying levels of success, but for people
with capital assets in declining rural townships, the issue of where you live and whether you
have the means to exit is considered a personal decision. However, capacity for change is
increasingly limited as decline sets in, and I think rural decline needs to be a public issue
which political leaders resolutely believe should remain a private problem.
Growth is the only trajectory that has value
The debate (if there is enough interest to even call it a debate) around regional population
decline is mirrored at macro level by the larger, contemporary national debates on population
growth and migration. The 2015 Intergenerational Report conducted by the Treasury put
forward the consideration that a trajectory of population growth is required to ensure we have
enough taxpayers in our economic system to fund the retirement needs of those who are
ageing (Treasury: 2015).
The political fascination with growth is well documented and very contemporary. Buchs and
Koch (2019) argue that “growth and wellbeing are currently being regarded as strongly
coupled by the majority of politicians and the population” (p 156). Growth drives demand
within the economy and the economy benefits from an increasing pressure on goods and
services. Whatever is said about equity, in this community people feel that they are not
delivering on this expectation for population growth in this region. As one interviewee said
“I’m optimistic for the region, but I’m not optimistic about population reversal” (001(2)
7:23).
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Supporting the views of McMillan, others such as Jackson (2019) articulates that:
“growth narratives are evident in every sphere: economic, secular, social and
political. Indeed, their prevalence and centrality in political discourse are so
pronounced that it is credible to speak of something like a ‘growth fetish’ – a
predominant, often unquestioned assumption that economic expansion is an
irreducible good without which social progress is impossible” (p 236).
Growth is always the political aspiration.
In this region, our inability to attract growth is often seen as a negative. But what we do have
is a relatively stable (albeit ageing) population, and what appears to be a shifting interest from
government away from a purely market-based approach to managing regions. The
development of the Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership has shown a level of
interest in developing a regional approach to improving issues of collaboration regarding
cross-sector regional issues, which has potential to be further leveraged.
There is great potential to consider other ways to measure social sustainability and consider
quality of life in communities that are not growing, but in order to do so we first must let go
of growth as an end goal, and consider the potential for it to be part of the process of an
improved set of standards and experiences for people. It may be possible that a shift in
perspective towards “human services – particularly those based around care, craft and
creativity – might well provide the clue to a lighter (more sustainable) economy capable of
delivering a lasting prosperity without the need for economic growth” (Jackson: 2019, 245).
There is no doubt that “economic growth is not only at the core of various socio-economic
institutions but is also very deeply anchored in people’s minds, bodies and identities…
growth thus becomes something that is perceived as ‘natural’ by the vast majority of actors”
(Buchs and Koch: 2019, 160). In a community that struggles to achieve growth, it also has
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the potential to become an excuse for inaction and apathy. However, in this community I
think that growth is largely left in the domain of wishing and hoping that a white knight or
marquee project will come in and change the trajectory for everyone. A significant proportion
of interviewees mentioned that they thought this was the focus for the region, but held little
hope for its potential.
Equity is a challenge to communicate and respond to because it often sounds like
complaining. As one interviewee said: “yeah we do have politicians that talk about gross
domestic product and how much we produce…but my thing is we need communities and
people to actually maintain that delivery, and without equity and just the basic service levels,
that’s not going to happen” (032 06:46). This sort of outcome is not a discrete project, it is
sustained, invested social support. There is not always a ribbon for a politician to cut on
investment into maintaining access and services in a rural community. It is very mundane and
requires dutiful investment and an ongoing campaign to maintain. This is what is unique
about rural advocacy in regional areas like Horsham. Ultimately what is required is an
investment strategy that embraces the full gamut of social infrastructure.
The ability of individuals and regions to engage in advocacy is unequal. Many of our regional
advocates expected to undertake this work as volunteers attending meetings with political
leaders and bureaucrats who are paid to be there. As the expectations pile up in terms of
business cases and qualifications and justifications, those with greater human capital and
financial discretion are vastly advantaged. Many people I interviewed still spoke about
needing to find efficiencies and innovative ways of doing things that continued to improve
services to isolated areas with less resources. Sometimes issues of equity feel like an
argument about which comes first, the chicken or the egg. We need greater equity to achieve
greater agency and innovation, but we are expected to exercise greater agency and innovation
to achieve greater equity.
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This region is full of innovators which is often driven by necessity. At some level
expectations of innovation are an internalised ideological expectation held by governments
and bureaucrats that ultimately reinforces regional disadvantage. I think at some level regions
need to stop conforming to external expectations by looking for efficiencies and start getting
a bit more determined about being clear about what it actually costs to deliver a reasonable
standard of service in a rural year and then advocate for the commitment to service equity.
Some of those I interviewed would not agree with me. Some would argue that we have got to
stop looking for handouts and find our own solutions, but I think there is only so far this can
be pushed on rural communities where people and networks are already stretched. I think that
it has to be a joint effort, between respect and support for home-grown ingenuity and a
stronger commitment from state and federal governments to recognise the fundamental
differences that exist in rural and urban environments. Equity is not equality and equality of
investment on a population basis does not always achieve equity of outcomes. As previously
discussed, nor does equality of regulation and compliance. When you impose equality there
can be all sorts of unintended consequences for equity.
Governments impose equality expectations on rural communities in all sorts of ways. We
have equality of political representation on a population basis at both State and Federal level.
This means that our local state member of parliament has an electorate that is larger than the
country of Belgium in Europe, and is the largest in Victoria. (Victorian Electoral
Commission, 2019). The electorate has forty two government schools, seventeen hospital
campuses and four bush nursing centres (Kealy, 2018 text message correspondence). On a
population basis, this is a significant number of assets for one electorate. On a geographical
basis, it is a very different story.
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While the focus is on equality over equity, the wealth gap continues to grow between our
urban centres and rural communities. As Forth (2001) wryly states: “if the gap between urban
rich and rural poor in both Australia and the United States continues to widen, a possible,
albeit unattractive future for country towns would be to provide alternative affordable
accommodation but minimal services for a new intergenerational underclass” (Forth, 2001:
74). A number of people I interviewed made similar statements, concerned about growing
welfare issues and the future of the region. As one person commented on participation in a
regional planning meeting “the term ghettoism came up … with basically – yep you are
turning into a ghetto” (017 34:17).
Factors that support community regeneration
As I have previously stated, critical theory is not just criticism. I have articulated a significant
number of regional problems and concerns. What has been more difficult has been to present
a sense of hope for the future. I think the first step towards hope requires an opportunity to
face the fears that people have for the region’s future trajectory and then work compellingly
on the things that we can change. McMillan’s (2016) definition of the conditions required to
regenerate rural communities are useful for understanding the situation in the Horsham
region:
Socio-demographic

● Few negative demographic indicators
● Few negative socio-economic factors

Location:

● Are on major transport routes
● Have high amenity values
● Have good services
● Are close to vibrant urban hubs

Community – Social
Capital:

● Attitudes of optimism, empowerment and
interdependence
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● Viewing challenges as opportunities instead of a
‘victim mentality’
● A community that has strong leadership, optimism,
problem-solving skills, self-reliance and community
ownership
● Organisational arrangements that foster community
participation
● Leadership – shared community-wide leadership and
skilled individual leaders
● Active local actors in internal and external networks
● A well-developed self-help capacity to stimulate
employment growth
Resources and Economy:

● The ability to exploit social and cultural capital to
stimulate employment growth
● The ability to change functions to match the global
marketplace
● The ability to exploit rural amenities and cultural
capital to stimulate employment growth in tourism

Figure 10: Conditions for community regeneration (McMillan, 2016: 235).
Optimism is a feature of this table. I think as a region, there are a number of things we can be
optimistic about and many of these were also discussed by interview participants. We have
increasing investment in renewable energy which provides opportunities to value add. We
have secure water supplies and a community that is relatively cohesive, although we do need
to be aware of the deep repressive elements within this. We have a commitment to boosterism
and systems in place which allow our leaders to communicate. Our isolation can be an
advantage, particularly in terms of innovation. But we do need enabling support.
For outsiders looking to provide assistance to this region, I think enabling support needs to be
centred on reducing regulatory imperatives that drive equality at the cost of equity. There is
significant scope to consider changes in this space which reduce unintended consequences for
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regional access to services, innovation and growth (RIRDC, 2000). From there, we need to
recognise that the will of governments in regional areas has a significant impact on building a
sense of optimism. Engaging realistically in a way that does not expect communities to do all
the heavy lifting in terms of ideas generation, planning, advocacy and implementation will
also help. In this space governments can assist by providing effective ongoing resourcing to
support local planning and advocacy, foster local research capacity and encourage
employment options which support a diversity of intellectual capacity in regions will also add
value. Managing expectations around business case development and strategy planning
would also be valuable. Many regional plans are expected to have a level of alignment within
regions, what is needed is a more responsive approach which recognises ideological
differences and how this informs action.
Then there is the work to be done by regions themselves. Firstly, we need to understand how
we repress diversity of opinion and internalise ideology that prevents us from effective
action. We also need to consider opportunities to broaden conversations about regional
issues, rather than rely on people who are in positions of leadership due to their profession to
lead action. This will help ensure that action is closer to the community and reflects their
values, as well as that of the leadership group. Most importantly I think we need to strengthen
the range of voices available to speak for our region. We have a very strong ideology that
there is a right way to do things, and if people don’t operate in this way they can be
sanctioned. I think we need to work on improving the effectiveness of local organisations and
even build new ones so that we can provide a stronger voice on issues of concern, supporting
leaders in institutional positions but also pushing those people, and the people in positions of
authority when it is required. We should be enthusiastic about our region, but our boosterism
should be inclusive.
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We should prepare ourselves to take advantage of the shifting focus of government away
from a purely market-driven focus, and recognise that this will require a new set of values for
our leadership to internalise. We should draw our actions from the community, recognising
that change is not linear, but flows like a tide. If we go out too far from the shore, we will be
pulled back. The history and long-term values of the region matter, and we need to find a way
to move forward that respects this history but also keeps it in perspective.
This chapter has discussed issues of equity and competition for the region, considering this
from an internal and external perspective. The work has considered the different way in
which men and women act within the region, and some of the impacts of networks, education
and structures in this space. Issues of equity and equality were considered, and it is necessary
to understand that they are two different things, and for this region, an external focus by
governments on equality can have significant unintended negative consequences for equity.
Population and growth were also discussed as issues that affect a region’s ability to achieve
equity from an internal and external perspective. The final section of this chapter considered
issues of hope, exploring key themes for community regeneration.
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CONCLUSION
The central argument of this thesis has been that in order for regional development leadership
and planning to be effective throughout the Wimmera Southern Mallee region, understanding
both obvious and hidden ideologies and how the resultant behaviours limit community
performance is necessary in order for change to occur. While this thesis has been grounded
in a critical analysis of a particular community, many of the findings are more broadly
applicable in other regional settings that share similar social, cultural, economic and
population demographics. In this respect, this thesis is a classic regional study that has
focussed on a particular area of Victoria and in doing so, has identified themes and issues of
local, regional, national and international significance.
The process of completing this doctoral thesis has been both a personal and professional
journey. I commenced the work with a determined focus on the external forces which have
been said to result in regional disadvantage and population decline. I was strongly of the
view that a perfect storm of ill-considered government policy, increasing geographies for
political representatives and a chronic underinvestment in outcomes to support regional
equity was the foundation of contemporary rural disadvantage in the Wimmera Southern
Mallee Region.
Disadvantage is a pervasive theme in regional development literature and the foundation of
government investment in programs which focus on leadership and capacity building, jobs,
industry development, and infrastructure. Disadvantage is said to be largely the result of an
inequitable set of outcomes produced by the adoption of a market-based set of values which
reduces the competitiveness of many regions due to thin markets, a focus on bulk
commodities and an inability to engage in economies of scale. The agricultural sector is
often cited as the one exception to this, although efficiencies created in this sector have
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resulted in the unintended consequence of rural population decline due to increasing farm
sizes and reduced employment needs in the farm sector.
Rural decline is a real issue in many inland Australian communities that are placed more than
three hours’ drive from a capital city. The Wimmera Southern Mallee region has slowly but
persistently declined in population over the last thirty years, particularly in small towns. The
exception is the regional centre of Horsham which has achieved a slow population growth.
However, the region’s population overall is ageing and declining. In addition, the value of
gross regional product produced in the region, while fluctuating from year to year, is less than
one percent of the State GDP. (Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Partnership, 2017).
Despite this reality, the region, indeed, all of western Victoria, still considers itself in many
respects an economic and political powerhouse of the nation.
There is no doubt that an increasingly globalised market place and economic rationalisation
of services has led to significant pockets of disadvantage in regional areas and made it harder
for regions like the Wimmera Southern Mallee to attract residents, jobs and investment, but
there is nothing new about this story. Federal and state governments have been trying to
change a trajectory of population decline from rural communities for over one hundred years
(Parliament of Victoria, 1918).
However, whilst not discounting these significant external influences on regional outcomes, I
found that my engagement with the literature led to a deeper consideration of the role of
values, ideology and power in shaping community attitudes and behaviour towards change
and advocacy. While the regional development literature told the story of macro-decline in
regional areas, or individual impacts, I discovered a more nuanced understanding of the
internal experience of regional development from a social perspective, and the perspective of
the local people who engage directly within that space. As a result, this doctoral thesis
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became less about the external influences which impact rural communities, although they are
important. The focus of this work evolved to consider the significance of the values people
hold and reinforce in a rural community, and how this results in behaviours that serve to
control and limit performance. This perspective is not one that is usually considered when
policy makers contemplate programs for regional engagement and investment.
By extending the reach of my research to blend regional development with a critical
sociological perspective, I was able to explore themes from within the academic disciplines
of community studies, power, leadership, ideology and social psychology. The result is a
piece of work which explores the cultural reinforcement of a set of values and behaviours
within a regional community. These values and behaviours serve to control the way in which
people in this region engage and represent themselves to others. This work also explains how
some people are excluded from leadership and why strategies for advocacy fail to evolve.
I want to very clearly reiterate the point that such negative outcomes are not a deliberate
strategy by those in leadership to repress and exclude, but rather result inadvertently as a
consequence of living within a community with strong social ties and limited positions for
advancement. For many people in this region, the roles and responsibilities of individuals
blur across a range of employment, community, volunteer and sporting groups so that on any
given day a peer can also be a leader or a subordinate. Because of this, people within the
region tend to develop a rather nuanced system of ‘group-think’ which encourages a style of
leadership that is based on prestige.
Prestige leadership explains why a group or organisation will engage in actions and
behaviours that, at times, seem contrary to their own best interests. This system relies on a
process of carving out a niche of expertise or experience in a particular area, and then
engaging in a mutually beneficial form of support with others to ensure this is maintained.
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The resulting outcome is that challenging opinions or perspectives are not always welcomed
as new perspectives can put at risk the established approaches and narratives employed
around success and failure. Change is harder when a prestige leadership model dominates, as
a new idea or objective must be endorsed by those with prestige in order for it to be
supported. When prestige leadership is dominant in a community, as I believe it is in this
one, it becomes difficult for those engaged in such a system to look inward and assess
personal performance. In a prestige leadership system people are, in practice, working to an
agreed set of behaviours endorsed by the crowd, and questioning an approach can create risks
for their position and participation.
In this region, prestige leadership leads to the creation of narratives to excuse performance
which focuses on what are perceived to be unmanageable influences, such as being in a safe
political seat or community conservatism. It is fascinating how quickly these narratives are
adopted by leaders from outside the community who are appointed to change management
roles for the region. I think this is a form of self-preservation, as new leaders start to realise
the interdependence of people in the region and seek entrée into the prestige leadership model
as a way of securing their own position and either hoping to drive change from within that
model, or at least some support for their position despite failing to deliver.
As discussed, non-locals are often initially attractive in regional leadership roles and as
consultants, because as a region, people seem to understand that change is difficult. It is
often hoped that people with outside experience may bring new skills that delivers the change
in the region which everyone appears to want, cannot not drive, due to the potential risk to
their own prestige. The secondary benefit of outsiders is that they are expendable if and
when they fail to bring change and assimilate poorly into the community. Leaders who
cannot perform are often blamed personally as not having the skill set necessary to do the job
well. Further narratives often emerge after a leader moves on that they were just using this
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position as a stepping stone to elsewhere. The narrative often builds a case that the ousted
leader did not have community interests at the forefront of their value system and ultimately
the region is better off because they have gone elsewhere.
However, sometimes outside leaders are redeemed despite poor performance if they have
assimilated well into the prestige leadership model. Locals will then support them despite
performance failings, using the narrative of the safe seat or conflict with a local conservative
vocal minority if they have adapted well into the community, bought a house, joined sporting
groups and sent their children to a local school. However, if a person has not made this level
of commitment, their position is much shakier, and a veneer of inclusion in leadership circles
often belies a reserved judgement about performance.
The ultimate outcome of this, is a constant cyclical failure as the community churns through a
range of skilled leaders who have performed well elsewhere but meet incredible hurdles and
often fail to deliver in this region for reasons which they cannot fully understand. Local
leaders are similarly frustrated by this process, because they employ skilled people who
should have done their due diligence about political challenges like the region’s voting
patterns, and have made performance promises to deliver regardless. Local people cannot
understand why change is so difficult and failure so frequent.
This frustration is evident in interview discussions, where people expressed concern about
repeating the same process over and over and expecting a different result. People do have an
appetite to do something different, but in this region people do not yet understand or
acknowledge that some of the problems we experience might be the result of our close social
ties and our interdependent prestige leadership approach. Looking inward is much more
difficult, because it requires a self-reflection on one’s own performance. People in this
region think the problems are external, and to an extent they are, but the response to such
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problems becomes significantly more inadequate when the region’s responses are guided by
an ideology that that is geared towards maintenance of the status quo.
Ideology is rarely included in discussions about regional development, but it deeply
influences how a community will act or ultimately fail to act to address an issue. If a region’s
ideological values are not well understood, it can mean the difference between the success
and failure of any regional development strategy. Dismissing a region as simply resistant to
change or difficult to deal with is expedient in terms of public policy, but disappointingly
feeble in terms of improving equity and inclusion.
In this region I have identified ideological sacred cows in a number of areas, with the most
damaging being the region’s unswaying focus on a model for advocacy that seeks to emulate
the historic success achieved by the Wimmera Mallee pipeline. This was an achievement
which took place almost twenty years ago. It is constantly brought up in conversation, and is
heralded as the pinnacle of collaborative success. No question, it was an impressive
achievement delivered by clever people with a vision for change, and an unwavering focus on
the objective. It has been the foundation for the region’s sustainability during drought and
has led to opportunities for industry and development in the region, which may be starting to
be realised.
However, over time the reality of the process has been romanticised and idealised by leaders
who think a consistent message amongst regional leaders is the key element for success.
Genuine advocacy was tougher for those involved in the Wimmera Mallee pipeline, and
involved significant personal investment of time and energy and a nuanced strategy around
engagement, marketing and lobbying, which changed and evolved as the work progressed.
People were also willing to stake their personal reputation against this advocacy project and
stand against those who said it could not be done. Conflict, not consensus in the community
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was how the project started, with a small group of people expressing a new perspective on
how water could be managed in the region and standing their ground against each and every
set of objections until the change was won.
People need to recognise that at leadership level people can get caught in a cycle of prestige
leadership which encourages people to “ignore their own judgment – and in many cases
sacrifice the collective goals or welfare of their group – in favour of supporting the majority
opinion” (Case, Bae and Maner, 2018: 657). This should be acknowledged as an issue which
is not the fault of any individual but rather the fault of the culture that that has been
unwittingly reinforced. Those in leadership need to revisit this region’s values and beliefs
and excise the attitudes and behaviours that prevent people from participating.
A prestige leadership approach works actively to prevent this type of change from
progressing. It works to silence differences of opinion by eliciting social sanctions upon
change agents, local or otherwise. People experiencing social sanction may be excluded from
participation, or have their issue belittled or dismissed. There are elements of gas lighting in
this behaviour where people are led to believe their understanding of a situation is incorrect
or ill-advised. Some people will resist this for a lifetime, and others will give up or conform.
Those who continue to resist are often dismissed as unstable or ill-informed and are, at best,
only superficially included in leadership circles. Those who conform are drawn into the
model of prestige leadership, where they quietly concede to the will of the group. Those who
give up self-exclude from leadership activities but may quietly push for change from the
sidelines when it is safe to do so.
This doctoral thesis also acknowledged the pressure points of conflict within the region and
how this relates to ideology. Within leadership circles there are three distinct social
worldviews (Streeck and Phillippe, 1985) and these worldviews inform the direction and
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intent of leadership decisions and action. In this region leaders have either embraced the idea
of a market-based system for society or rejected it as community focussed individuals.
Others hold strongly to a system which is institutional and encourages structures and systems
to manage outcomes. While, the evidence suggested individuals all expressed a dominant
ideology in conversation, there was often a secondary worldview that also came through
more subtly during the interview process.
These differing worldviews held by those in leadership confuse and sometimes frustrate
efforts of local leaders to deliver change. There is no consistent view at leadership level to
focus on a single approach for the region, which can result in conflict and confusion around
direction and perspective. Much of this ideological conflict plays out among individuals and
manifests in individual conversations rather than at leadership level, where conformity is
required. Conformity at leadership level fluctuates between these three world views,
resulting in a confused set of priorities, which reflect each of these world views to varying
degrees.
Outside influences also play a significant part in influencing which ideology dominates
within this region. Ideology at political level is also not always clearly defined, and as I
argue in this doctoral thesis, appears to be at least partially transitioning from a market-based
focus to focus more strongly on social welfare and community development. However, this
remains tempered by established structural controls such as government departments as well
as funding limitations. Regional leaders do their best to interpret ideological expectations
from a series of external cues. What they achieve is not always in line with the intent of state
policy, as the perspective can be confused by local positioning and messaging. As a result,
people in this region will often focus on compliance to a perceived government policy
position for investment which only partially addresses local needs, rather than seeking to
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understand the full complexity of what is truly needed locally and then engaging with
government around how to fit the policy to address local needs.
This is not an insignificant issue for regional development. People in this region are
indoctrinated to compliance and conformity, due to their heavy reliance on government
investment and subordination to government policy to maintain local services and support
regional development. This often prevents innovation in the regional development space, as
people are focussed on maintaining a positive reputation of being good to work with and
uniform in approach, rather than feeding back a range of perspectives about what might be
more effective based on local experience. This focus also significantly reinforces the
dominance of prestige leadership in the region, as leaders seek to silence dissenting views to
ensure government can invest in something that has demonstrated a high level of local
agreement, even if it is only superficially so.
The other key issue identified within this thesis is the stratified nature of conflict within the
region, which aligns strongly with the theoretical perspective of the anointed, which was
articulated by Sowell (1995). In this region, despite a situation where strong social ties and
interdependence influence power networks, there can at times be a significant gap in the
directions of those in institutional positions of power, (which are almost universally paid
positions) from the objectives of the broader community. Sowell argues that this is because
those in institutional positions of leadership tend to reinforce the perspectives of each other,
and broader, inclusive consultation with the community on matters of importance is often
simplistic and limited. Leaders often explain the difficulty of engaging the community on an
issue unless there is obvious conflict, which suggests a form of conformity in position may
exist amongst the general community in a similar way to how prestige leadership operates
within the leadership network. However, this was beyond the scope of this study and would
require further investigation.
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In this region, almost universally, individuals expressed a somewhat negative outlook on the
future of the region. However, publicly, these same people express a very positive outlook.
For leaders this is based on population growth, infrastructure renewal and attracting new
business and industry to the region. As discussed elsewhere, boosterism is used to reinforce
this perspective to themselves and others and external pressures are cited as reasons for why
such outcomes may fail to materialise. This helps to deflect local responsibility for failure.
This is the exact phenomenon described by Sowell (1995) who considered that the difference
in perspective between the anointed (whom I understand to be those within the accepted
circles of prestige leadership) and the tragic vision of the rest of the community are
“systematic differences that follow logically from fundamental differences in underlying
assumptions, beginning with assumptions about the nature of human beings and the range of
possibilities open to them” (Sowell, 1995: p 105).
This is currently playing out in the region around the City to River Precinct redevelopment,
where funding has been obtained for the initial part of a redevelopment of public space in the
Horsham precinct to the river, but this is being strenuously opposed by many local people.
Those in leadership circles consider this development to be necessary to attract tourists and
hopefully businesses to the region, but members of the public are concerned about the
ongoing costs of this redevelopment on a region in decline, as well as what they perceive to
be the blithe ignorance of historical community investment and connections to particular sites
proposed for redevelopment.
The question is, how effective is it to invest in the vision of the anointed, and how far should
you focus regional development activity in this space, and how do you break this down to get
a deeper, more nuanced understanding of what is really required? Sowell (1995) argues that
“for the anointed, traditions are likely to be seen as the dead hand of the past, relics of a less
enlightened age and not as the distilled experience of millions who faced similar vicissitudes
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before” (p 118). For regional development to ignore regional history, I think, places such
action at significant risk of failure. I think at some level this is understood by those in
leadership in this region too, but there remains a necessity to maintain a public front that we
must try something, as stasis is to lose hope for the future.
The result is that outcomes may reflect a set of values purported by those in leadership which
are disconnected from the experiences and expectations of the broader community. By and
large I think those in leadership understand this, but they don’t know what to do about it, and
their actions reinforce a perspective that exacerbates this disconnect. There is significant
frustration by those in leadership that their efforts are not appreciated and have adopted a
narrative around dismissal of community angst in this space as simple conservatism, which
ultimately serves to entrench their efforts to force change. People who oppose their vison
simply do not have the experience or the skill to really understand regional development and
just want everything to be the same.
In this region, I think that people are abdicating their responsibilities in all sorts of ways.
People use the excuse of other people’s conservatism and being in a safe seat to justify
inaction and poor results. People want to get along well with each other and protect their
prestige in this community by mutually reinforcing the importance of each other’s position.
As a region the Wimmera Southern Mallee has, to an extent, adopted have a victim mentality,
with a continuing hopeful focus on business or industry to come and save the region from its
slow decline, without honestly and openly looking at current positioning and what might be
possible on a local scale.
But, to an extent, people in the region are right. People in the Wimmera Southern Mallee are
victims. This region’s residents are victims of a decade of drought, victims of a generation of
economic rationalism and a now global marketplace brought on by technological
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advancement. The region is a victim of an educational brain drain, which continues to roll on
because the region has not embraced education as a pathway to success and continues to
accept external perspectives about what viability for this sector looks like. People in this
region are victims because there is no equality in essential services. There really is a reduced
standard of public transport access, healthcare, education and social welfare than pretty much
anywhere else in Victoria and I am of the view that we have that result because we think this
is what we deserve.
Local culture, which encourages superficial communication and getting along prevents
honest communication and the expression of alternative views to the ‘anointed’ vision for the
region. State and federal governments play on the polite ethos of regional leaders, which is
reinforced just so this region can be in the room to watch other regions receive investments
we cannot have at budget time. The region’s leaders are told by these same governments and
their bureaucracies that we get along well and work more harmoniously than other regions,
but that’s because people in this region inadvertently work hard to silence dissenting views,
through our deeply nuanced cultural systems and structures. But as this thesis has shown,
when you pull back the cover, many people who engage in aspects of leadership within this
region are not contented. People who provide leadership need to remember that being polite
doesn’t necessarily equate with positive results. While people seem to understand this
individually, there is an inability for people to face it as a collective at leadership level.
But as I noted in the literature review, the real question to be asked for this region is the same
as that which was posed by Krips (2010) who asks: “how is real political change possible,
change that on the one hand does not descend into mere anarchic violence but on the other
hand does more than merely change the bums that occupy the seats of power?” (p 343). I
think there is more work to be done in understanding the deeply nuanced ways in which
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people are excluded in this region, and how we break the cycle of exclusivity created by
prestige leadership.
Some towns in the region embrace the reality of rural struggle better than others, with areas
like Rupanyup much more focussed on what they can achieve in straightened circumstances.
Other parts of the region, like Horsham remain focussed on a white knight scenario, or a
second gold rush to come and change the region’s trajectory. We do have a tough situation
out here, tougher than most, at least in this state. This region needs to realise that our failings
are the result of culture not individual performance, and there should be no shame in our past
or current performance, as long as we are prepared to start rejecting the aspects of culture
which hold us back.
In order to move more effectively in a world where self-interest dominates discussions, this
region needs to reconsider advocacy and how to engage people in the cause. Given that this
region does not win too many competitions in terms of government investment, there is very
little to lose in terms of engaging in advocacy that is creative, and potentially confronting.
Instead of seeking to conform to outside opinions of this region, the people who live here
need to decide what the region wants, and what standards of service and engagement people
are willing to accept. People need to stop apologising for existing in this region and start
calling for the equity they are entitled to as citizens of this nation. How people choose to do
that should not be limited by external expectations around politeness and conformity. Despite
popular local opinion, there is not a rule book for advocacy, and there is great latent potential
in better utilising the region’s insiders in government networks as well as the region’s
outsiders in the private sector and volunteer networks to place pressure where it is needed
most. This allows a region to genuinely take back some of its power over its own fortunes,
but it is not an easy shift to achieve.
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This doctoral thesis commenced with a desire to understand the region better, to explore the
nuanced behaviour that drives engagement and representation to others. I expected to tell a
story of external pressures and a myopic political focus that held economics in far greater
esteem than people. But that would be a much easier piece of research, a new take on a wellworn narrative which only gets traction if people outside this region are willing to put aside
their own self-interest to benefit the self-interest of this region. Put in these terms, it is
unsurprising that the victories in this space have been few and far between. Perhaps it is time
to test some new strategies for effective representation which encourage a stronger
conversation between the social strata in this community and those which exist outside.
I am not sure if it is possible for this region to reject its internal monologue, but I hope this
work gives the region the impetus to consider a different focus for change. As Russell (1928)
expressed perfectly, “every man, wherever he goes is encompassed by a cloud of comforting
convictions, which move with him like flies on a summer’s day” (p 20). Without really
knowing it, people’s convictions are obscuring the regional vision, encouraging a focus on
conformity and compliance at the cost of people’s own self-esteem and pragmatic action.
However, I hope this work can be the first step in a process of self-reflection and encourage
some discussion around some of the truths that have defied examination. This will support a
stronger focus on including more bums in seats of power rather than simply rearranging the
deckchairs (with apologies to Krips, 2010). I think, ultimately, this work should be viewed as
liberating, because if it has been this hard to garner external interest to shift the fortunes of
the Wimmera Southern Mallee, it cannot possibly be any more difficult to convince ourselves
to change the way in which we try.
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GLOSSARY

Anointed
This is a theoretical term established by Sowell (1993) to describe a vision that is often held
by a leadership group which is based on a different set of assumptions about human
capability and freedom to that held by the general population.
Community
A highly contested idea, the word community can be used to describe a group of people
living in a particular place; a group with a shared identity or a group that belongs to an
organisation. For the purposes of this research, community is a term I frequently use to
describe the Wimmera Southern Mallee region which is the focus of this study. I am
somewhat aligned here, with Koenig’s (1968) definition of the community “as a social
system; that is to say a relationship which is characterised, amongst other things, by the fact
that the people concerned are conscious of the relationship, conscious of its limits, and
conscious of its differences from other similar relationships” (p 28).
Ideology
For the purposes of this work, ideology is “is a system of beliefs held in common by the
members of a collectivity” (Parsons, 1951: p 349). Within this research, ideology is often
considered to have a close relationship to culture. At times the work may discuss cultural
values with a similar understanding.
Federal Government
Refers to the Australian Commonwealth Government.
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Globalisation
Can be understood as the “blurring of traditional territorial boundaries, resulting from the
intermingling of local and distant influences” (Armin, 1998: 147). It has a particular focus for
regional development in terms of considering the flow of products and access to markets.
Neoliberalism
Described by Steger and Roy (2010) as a “common set of ideological and political principles
dedicated to the worldwide spread of an economic model emphasising free markets and free
trade” (p 10), this ideological model considers government intervention to be largely harmful
to the free and unfettered operation of the market. This model is adapted according to
individual social contexts resulting in some national and regional differences in application.
(Steger and Roy, 2010).
Political representation
For the purposes of this research, political representation is understood to mean
representation on community or regional matters to political leaders that is undertaken locally
by members of the community, formally and informally.
State Government
Refers to the Government of the State of Victoria, Australia.

277

REFERENCES
AAP. (2019). Nine sells Fairfax regionals for $115M. Retrieved from:
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/media/nine-sells-fairfax-regionals-for115m/news-story/207887e2500a17ba6770b263e7b6ea38
ABARES. (2017, November 21). Snapshot of Australian Agriculture reveals record
production in 2016-17. Retrieved from:
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/news/media-releases/2017/snapshot-aus-agreveals-record-production-2016-17
ABC News. (2015, December 17). Country Victorian councils question decision to axe rural
living expo. Retrieved from: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-17/countrycouncils-question-decision-to-axe-regional-living-expo/7036280
ABC News. (2019, June 14). Mallee North West Victoria. Retrieved from:
https://www.abc.net.au/news/elections/federal/2019/guide/mall
ABC News. (2014, December 1). Nationals Candidate Emma Kealy wins Lowan and
becomes the Wimmera’s first female MP. Retrieved from:
https://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2014-12-01/victorian-election-emma-kealylowan/5929086
AITHER. (2019, March). Wimmera Southern Mallee Regional Profile: An analysis of
regional strengths and challenges. Infrastructure Victoria. Retrieved from:
https://www.infrastructurevictoria.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AitherWimmera-Southern-Mallee-Regional-Profile-March-2019.pdf
Aitken, D. (1985). Countrymindedness: The spread of an idea. Australian Cultural History,
4, 34-41.

278

Aitken, D. (2005). Afterword: Return to 'countrymindedness'. In G. B. Davison, Marc (Ed.),
Struggle Country: The Rural Ideal in Twentieth Century Australia (p. 11.11-11.16).
Melbourne: Monash University ePress.
Alinsky, S. D. (1989). Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals. New
York: Vintage Books.
Alston, M. (2005). Gender Perspectives. In C. Cocklin & J. Dibden (Eds.), Sustainability and
change in rural Australia (pp. 139-156). Sydney: University of New South Wales
Press.
Alston, M. (2002). Social Capital in Rural Australia. Rural Society, 12(2), 93-104.
doi:10.5172/rsj.12.2.93
Atkinson, P., & Hammersley, M. (1994). Ethnography and Participant Observation. In N. K.
Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 248-261).
Thousand Oaks: SAGE.
Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2019, March 30). Community Profiles. Retrieved from:
https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/communityprofiles?opendo
cument&navpos=230
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2020, March 25). Regional population growth Australia
2018-19. Retrieved from: https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/3218.0
Australian Childrens Education and Care Quality Authority. (2019). National Law. Retrieved
from: https://www.acecqa.gov.au/nqf/national-law-regulations/national-law
Australian Electoral Commission. (2019). Profile of the Electoral Division of Mallee: Vic.
Retrieved from: https://www.aec.gov.au/profiles/vic/mallee.htm

279

Australian Electoral Commission Tally Room. (2019, June 14). Mallee Vic. Retrieved from:
https://results.aec.gov.au/24310/Website/HouseDivisionPage-24310-224.htm
Australian Electoral Commission Virtual Tally Room (2013, September 28). Vic Division
Mallee. Retrieved from:
https://results.aec.gov.au/17496/Website/HouseDivisionFirstPrefs-17496-224.htm
Australian Government. (2017). Rural Remote and Metropolitan Areas (RRMA)
Classification. Retrieved from www.aihw.gov.au/rural-health-rrma-classification
Australian Institute of Family Studies. (2019). What is community development? Retrieved
from: https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/what-community-development
Ayers, P. (1987). Malcolm Fraser: A Biography. Richmond Victoria: William Heinemann.
Ayers, R. E. (1981). Foreword, In S. Kelmen (Ed.), What Price Incentives?: Economics and
the Environment. Boston: Auburn House.
Baker, T., & Nelson, R. E. (2005). Creating Something from Nothing: Resource Construction
through Entrepreneurial Bricolage. Administrative Science Quarterly, 50(3), 329–366.
doi:https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2005.50.3.329
Ballarat Courier. February 25, 2009. Teenager Will Paterson killed in shooting accident at
Willaura. Ballarat Courier. https://www.thecourier.com.au/story/532324/teenagerwill-paterson-killed-in-shooting-accident-at-willaura/
Beer, A. (2014). Leadership and the governance of rural communities. Journal of Rural
Studies, 34, 254-262.
Beer, A., Clower, T., Haughtow, G., & Maude, A. (2005). Neoliberalism and the Institutions
for Regional Development in Australia. Geographical Research, 43(1), 49-58.
doi:10.1111/j.1745-5871.2005.00292.x

280

Beer, A., Maude, A. & Pritchard, B. (2003). Developing Australia's Regions: Theory and
Practice. Sydney: University of New South Wales Press.
Bell, C., & Newby, H. (1971). Community Studies. Plymouth: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.
Bell, J. (2010). Fear of Politics: Deleuze, Whitehead and the Truth of Badiou. In R. K. Faber,
Henry; & Pettus, Daniel (Ed.), Event and Decision: Ontology and Politics in Badiou,
Deleuze and Whitehead (pp. 138-169). Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing.
Bentley, G., Pugalis, L., & Shutt, J. (2017). Leadership and systems of governance: the
constraints on the scope for leadership of place-based development in subnational
territories. Regional Studies, 51(2), 194-209. doi:10.1080/00343404.2016.1181261
Berg, B. L. (2004). Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences (5 ed.). Boston:
Pearson.
Berlin, I. (1967). The Hedgehog and the Fox. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
Berry, David. (2019, July 31) Letter to the Editor. The Weekly Advertiser p.7.
Botterill, L. C. (2004). Valuing Agriculture: Balancing Competing Objectives in the Policy
Process. Journal of Public Policy, 24(2), 199-218. doi:10.1017/s0143814x04000108
Botterill, L. C. (2006). Soap Operas, Cenotaphs and Sacred Cows: countrymindedness and
rural policy debate in Australia. Public Policy, 1(1), 23-26.
Bourdieu, P., & Nice, Richard. (1998). Acts of resistance : against the tyranny of the market.
New York: The New Press.
Brett, J. (2011). Fair Share: Country and City in Australia. Quarterly Essay (42), 1-67.
Bronner, S. E. (2011). Critical Theory A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

281

Brooks, K. (2009). Social Capital: The nexus between community and the state. In G.
Woolcock & L. Manderson (Eds.), Social Capital and Social Justice: Critical
Australian Perspectives (pp. 75-94). Darwin: Charles Darwin University Press.
Brown, D. & Schafft, K. (2011). Rural People and Communities in the 21st Century:
Resilience and Transformation. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Büchs, M., & Koch, M. (2019). Challenges for the degrowth transition: The debate about
wellbeing. Futures : the Journal of Policy, Planning and Futures Studies, 105, 155–
165. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2018.09.002
Burke, K. (1935). Permanence and Change. New York: New Republic.
Burr, V. (2003). Social Constructionism (2 ed.). Hoboken: Taylor and Francis.
Carr, P. & Kafalas, M. (2009). Hollowing out the Middle: The Rural Brain Drain and what it
means for America. Boston: Beacon Press.
Case, C., Bae, K., & Maner, J. (2018). To Lead or to Be Liked: When Prestige Oriented
Leaders Prioritize Popularity Over Performance. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 115(4), 657-676.
Chan, G. (2018, October 24). Anyone but Nats: Rural Figures come out against Barnaby
Joyce and Nationals. The Guardian. Retrieved from:
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/oct/24/anyone-but-nats-ruralfigures-come-out-against-barnaby-joyce-and-nationals
Christians, C. G. (2003). Ethics and Politics in Qualitative Research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S.
Lincoln (Eds.), The Landscape of Qualitative Research: Theories and Issues (2 ed.,
pp. 208-244). Thousand Oaks: SAGE.
Christians, C. G. (2011). Ethics and Politics in Qualitative Research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S.
Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 61-80). Los
Angeles: SAGE.

282

Clifford, J. (1986). Introduction. In J. Clifford & G. E. Marcus (Eds.), Writing Culture: The
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (pp. 1-26). Berkeley: University of California
Press.
Cockfield, G., & Botterill, L. (2006). Rural adjustment schemes: Juggling politics, welfare
and markets. Australian Journal of Public Administration, 65(2), 70-82. doi:DOI
10.1111/j.1467-8500.2006.00483.x
Cockfield, G., & Botterill, L. C. (2012). Signs of countrymindedness: A survey of attitudes to
rural industries and people. Australian Journal of Political Science, 47(4), 609-622.
doi:10.1080/10361146.2012.731482
Collinge, C., & Gibney, J. (2010). Place-making and the limitations of spatial leadership:
reflections on the Oresund. Policy Studies, 31(4), 475-489.
Collins, P. H. (1986). Learning from the Outsider Within: The Sociological Significance of
Black Feminist Thought. Sociological Problems, 33(4), S14-S32.
Collits, P. (2001). Small town Decline and Survival: Trends, Causes and Policy Issues. In M.
F. C. Rogers, Y. M. J (Ed.), The Future of Australia's Country Towns (pp. 32-56).
Bendigo: LaTrobe University.
Collits, P. (2004). Policies for the future of regional Australia1. European Planning Studies,
12(1), 85-97. doi:10.1080/09654310310001635689
Condie, S. (2019, April 30). Nine sells regional titles for $115m. The Courier. Retrieved
from: https://www.thecourier.com.au/story/6097105/nine-sells-regional-newspapersfor-115m/
Connell, R. W. (1995). Masculinities (2 ed.). Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin.
Connell, R. W. (1977). The pattern of hegemony. In Ruling class, ruling culture : studies of
conflict, power, and hegemony in Australian life (pp. 205–222). Cambridge
[England] Cambridge University Press.

283

Connell, R., & Dados, N. (2014). Where in the world does neoliberalism come from? Theory
and Society, 43(2), 117-138. doi:10.1007/s11186-014-9212-9
Considine, M. (1994). Public Policy: A Critical Approach. Melbourne: MacMillan.
Corbin Dwyer, S & Buckle, J. (2009). The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in
Qualitative Research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1).
Costar, B. (1985). Victoria. In B. Costar & D. Woodward (Eds.), Country to National:
Australian Rural Politics and Beyond (pp. 95-108). Sydney: George Allen & Unwin.
Courvisanos, J. & Martin, J. (2005). Developing Policy for Australia's Small towns: From
Anthropology to Sustainability. Paper presented at the 2nd Future of Australia's
Country Towns Conference, Bendigo.
Craig, R. & Phillips., K. J. (1983). Agrarian Ideology in Australia and the United States.
Rural Sociology, 48(3), 409-420.
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design (3 ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE
Publications.
Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research Design (4 ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE.
Crotty, M. (1998). The Foundations of Social Research. St Leonards: Allen & Unwin.
Cuervo, H. (2014). Schooling in Rural Australia: Tensions between youth aspirations and
community sustainability. In C. Howley, A. Howley, & J. D. Johnson (Eds.),
Dynamics of Social Class, Race and Place in Rural Education (pp. 217-241).
Charlotte: Information Age Publishing.
Cumbers, A., & MacKinnon, D. (2011). Putting "the political" Back into the Region: Power,
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