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Australia has not come far in alleviating poverty since Bob Hawke declared in 1987 ‘no child 
would be living in poverty by 1990.’ Whether living in a house or homeless, employed or 
unemployed, many Australians are still living below the poverty line. This paper examines the 
reality TV program ‘Struggle Street’, and offers an alternative viewpoint to combat the 
sensationalised, voyeuristic, stereotype represented. This cultural sociology paper investigates 
the impact the filming of this program had upon the stigmatised suburb of Inala, in south-west 
Brisbane (Australia). The use of autoethnography will draw on my own lived experience and 
conceptualises my reflection in regard to my personal stance which was challenged by watching 
local residents and their struggles. 
 
 
There is a substantial body of work written on reality TV as a form of cheaply 
produced entertainment and social commentary, enough that the category itself is now 
being divided into different types of reality TV.1 The UK series, ‘Benefits Street’, was 
an example of one of the first classified as Factual Welfare Television (FWT).2 
According to Annette Hill, ‘FWT is located in border territories, between information 
and entertainment, documentary and drama’.3 Traditionally scheduling is in the late 
evening, appealing to young adults. De Benedictis et. al. recognise that FWT is not only 
inexpensive, but also offers substantive returns in terms of public attention due to the 
fact it: 
 

employs the same cost-saving production methods pioneered by reality 
television, but also accelerates some of these dimensions even further 
under the imperative to ‘kick up a media storm’ and to generate intense 
bursts of media attention across multiple sites.4 
 

The combination of inexpensive production methods and sensational development of 
the subjects as spectacle characterises FWT. It is also the central feature of what has 
come to be known as ‘poverty porn’ and Hill notes, ‘critics have constantly attacked 
the genre for being voyeuristic, cheap, sensational television’.5 Steven Threadgold 

 
1 S. De Benedictis, K. Allen, and T. Jensen, 'Portraying Poverty: The Economics and Ethics of Factual 
Welfare Television', Cultural Sociology, vol. 11, no. 3, 2017, pp. 337-358; A. Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and 
popular factual television, 2005, Routledge, UK; A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful 
to shaming the empowered: Shifting depictions of the poor in “reality TV”', Crime Media Culture, vol. 14, 
iss. 2, 2018, pp. 191–211. 
2 ‘Benefits Street’, Channel Four, Love Productions, 2014 UK [television program]. 
3 A. Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and popular factual television, London, Routledge, 2005, p. 2. 
4 De Benedictis, Allen, and Jensen, 'Portraying Poverty', p. 350. 
5 Hill, Reality TV, p. 7. 
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explains, ‘Poverty porn refers to both Westerners’ portrayal of global inequality, 
disease and hunger and also the distorted presentation of disadvantage by the 
advantaged’.6 ‘Poverty porn’ delivers an illustration of the subject of voyeurism as an 
unwitting victim. This conjunction of entertainment, ideological social commentary 
and spectacle for profit raises significant academic questions concerning the ethics of 
such programs. These types of programs potentially create, perpetuate and strengthen 
stigmatisation by exposing the private to public scrutiny. 

In Australia, ‘Struggle Street’, produced by the Special Broadcasting Service 
(SBS) targets the same demographic as did ‘Benefits Street’ by depicting the lives of 
the welfare class.7 In 2018, the second season was filmed in my home suburb, Inala in 
south-west Brisbane, Australia. Inala was established as a suburb in the early 1950s 
and was originally known as Serviceton. It offered returned servicemen an 
opportunity for affordable housing to settle with their families. Inala is a proudly 
working-class suburb and has suffered stigmatisation as a low socioeconomic suburb 
from the beginning. My family has lived in the area for three generations. The 
connection I have with Inala underscores the personal dimension of the ethical issues 
FWT generates, sensitising me to the misrepresentations that occur through what feels 
like voyeuristic, discriminatory profiteering: my understandings of how people come 
to belong in and love Inala, were certainly not reflected in ‘Struggle Street’. 

This paper examines how the genre of FWT frames (in both the sense of 
misrepresenting and placing a boundary around) poverty and disadvantage through 
a neoliberal lens. Love Productions – 70% owned by Rupert Murdoch’s global media 
conglomerate SKY – describe ‘Benefits Street’ as a ‘documentary series’, ‘an honest 
depiction’ that ‘give[s] voice to a community that don’t really have a voice’.8 Programs 
such as ‘Struggle Street’ demonstrate the deliberate choices made by producers to 
promote the voyeuristic style of viewing used to influence the viewer. This paper 
argues that FWT aligns people’s anxieties, demonises the poor through 
misrepresentation, and in doing so exploits the vulnerable: in short, it is unethical. It 
will address this claim made by Laura Grindstaff: 

 
In Foucauldian terms, they extend the visibility of marginalized 
groups, but the nature of this visibility simultaneously creates fresh 
opportunities for marginalization.9 

 
My paper will contextualise ‘Struggle Street’ as FWT, a sub-genre of reality TV that is 
prevalent nationally and internationally before analysing the way editing distorts the 
viewers perception. The paper offers examples of other reality programs that reveal 
different methods employed by their producers and draws on Bourdieu’s work 
regarding television as the academic and scholarly context for this project. Bourdieu 

 
6 S. Threadgold, 'Struggle Street is poverty porn with an extra dose of class racism', Australian Options, 
no. 80, Autumn 2015, p. 34. 
7 ‘Struggle Street’, Special Broadcasting Service, KEO Films Australia, 2015-2018 [television program]. 
8 M. Blackburn, 'Benefits Street Producer: "Why the Show's Second Series is being Filmed on Teesside"', 
Gazette Live, 26 August, 2014, quoted in: I. Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles: class, culture and inequality in 
neoliberal times', Sociological Review, vol. 63, no. 2, 2016, p. 495. 
9 L. Grindstaff, The Money Shot -Trash, Class and the Making of TV Talk Shows, Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 2002, p. 273. 
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states, ‘television claims to record reality but creates it instead’ and using what literary 
critics call the reality effect: ‘they show things and make people believe in what they 
see’.10 All of this demonstrates how my experience is actually a nuanced and complex 
product of my age, my culture, my class and my whiteness. My personal observations 
question the reality of the representations shown on ‘Struggle Street’. It discusses the 
impact the program had on the residents of Inala, including me, and highlights the 
reason Inala was chosen for the series. By means of autoethnography, I explain how 
this sits alongside my own personal experiences and understandings that are, 
nevertheless, recognisable as socially constructed. I contextualise and deconstruct my 
own reflections when viewing the program to offer a local perspective. This goes 
against the social construction of reality that Bourdieu claims is implied by the 
reporter.11 

My research is influenced by my personal experience of growing up and living 
in Inala and therefore can utilise autoethnography, which according to Ellis, ‘is one of 
the approaches that acknowledges and accommodates subjectivity, emotionality and 
the researcher’s influence on the research, rather than hiding from these matters or 
assuming they don’t exist’.12 My research is akin to that of Amanda Wise who 
completed her ethnographic research of the Sydney (NSW) suburb of Ashfield 
between 2002 and 2007. For her research, she observed community events, visiting 
churches and clubs to enable her to experience first-hand the social practices that she 
would analyse for her papers. Her choice of the suburb of Ashfield has parallels to 
Inala, both suburbs having experienced many cultural shifts. Reading her 
interviewee’s comments, I could imagine residents of Inala having similar reactions. 
However, having grown up in the area, my lived experiences are what separates her 
work from mine, by the use of my positioning as a long-term resident. This paper itself 
is a reaction to the program being filmed in my own suburb in which I witness both as 
an observer (like Wise) and an insider, offering a different commentary that is justified 
by my connections to the community. 

 
Filming the Struggle 
 
The UK has produced numerous versions of FWT programs with the most derogatory 
examples being the ‘and Proud’ series. Here are just a few, ‘Shoplifters and 
Proud’(2013), ‘Pickpockets and Proud’(2013), ‘Football Hooligans and Proud’(2014) 
and ‘Dangerous Dog Owners and Proud’(2014).13 These dramatic titles demonstrate 
the specific targeting of subcultures to validate the neoliberal framing used to attract 
more middle classed viewers. The choice to end the titles with the words, ‘and proud’, 
attempts to represent the subjects as shameless and defiant, therefore undeserving of 
empathy.14 This validates an important point raised by Charlie Crimston regarding the 
question of moral responsibility and indifference being significant when affording 

 
10 P. Bourdieu, On Television, New York, The New Press, 2016, p. 21–22. 
11 Ibid., p. 21. 
12 C. Ellis et. al., ‘Autoethnography: An Overview’, Historical Social Research, vol. 36, no. 4, 2011, p. 274. 
13 A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 203. 
14 Ibid. 
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blame.15 The concept of blame then feeds into the media storm and raises the question 
of who is deserving of welfare and who is not. Although unemployment benefits are 
now called the Newstart allowance, labels such as ‘dole bludger’ still simmer below 
the surface. Australia followed the lead of the popularity of FWT in the UK with the 
production of ‘Struggle Street’. 

One of the most controversial issues raised by these programs is authenticity 
or as Baruh describes, ‘the blurred lines between authenticity and artificiality’.16 
Referring back to Bourdieu and his comment about reality, this is where the cultural 
background of viewers will influence their personal experience watching the program. 
My experience as a viewer is my purpose for writing this article, to provide a different 
perspective, that of a local resident. Tyler shares Bourdieu’s reminder that, ‘television 
is an industry which edits and organizes perception, offering visions of the world, 
classified, portioned and divided in specific ways’.17 With footage filmed over a period 
of several months, the editing comes into play and the use of ellipsis is common to 
jump over different periods of the story. Therefore, the story can be constructed into a 
compelling narrative, using rhetorical form to manipulate the daily lives of the subjects 
lurching from one drama to the next, to manufacture better ratings. Barton and Davis 
explain it this way:  

 
They are clearly edited, and viewers are given strong narrative and 
visual steers as to how they should frame what they are witnessing. The 
spectacle in these programs is the poor themselves and the role they 
play in their own failures, and subsequently, stigmatisation.18 

 
As with the BBC programs, the Australian version aims to divide the community, 
depicting the poor to blame for their own situation. Barton & Davis explain, ‘the poor 
and weak are openly ridiculed and derided in the name of entertainment, blamed for 
mass economic harms that were not of their making’.19 The use of the ‘and proud’ 
program titles is intended to designate a subculture which falls into direct opposition 
to the term ‘proudly working class’. The voyeuristic style of exposing the lives of the 
participants is often demeaning, and the representations promote playing off class 
against class. Journalist Jane Goodall notes the contrast between the show’s titles, 
Benefits versus Struggle and proposes ‘Struggle Street’ signals a pointed reversal of 
emphasis’, suggesting ‘what we are witnessing points to something much deeper than 
poverty – it’s the human disintegration that occurs in a dispossessed society’.20 The use 
of the word struggle lends itself to connotations of the iconic Aussie battler.  

 
15 C. Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers', The 
Conversation, 9 Jul. 2018 (Updated 13 Jul. 2018), https://theconversation.com/how-imagery-and-media-
coverage-influence-our-empathy-for-strangers-99454, accessed 26 Nov. 2020. 
16 L. Baruh, 'Mediated Voyeurism and the Guilty Pleasure of Consuming Reality Television', Media 
Psychology, vol. 13, no. 3, 2010, p. 201–221. 
17 Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles', p. 495. 
18 A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 10. 
19 Ibid. 
20 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality', Inside Story, 3 Dec. 2017, https://insidestory.org.au/a-big-reality/, accessed 26 
Nov. 2020. 
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The first season of ‘Struggle Street’ aired in Australia in 2015 featuring 
residents of the low socio-economic suburb of Mount Druitt (NSW). SBS settled on 
featuring Inala for the second season, another low socio-economic area. This speaks to 
the method they use for choosing the type of people to appear on these shows. They 
select specific groups of people and it is the disenfranchised who become the prime 
targets for ‘poverty porn’. This includes welfare recipients, the homeless, unemployed 
and under employed, people with mental health issues, disabilities and serious 
addictions who rely on Government assistance. The stories of their lives become the 
perfect fodder for the drama needed to ensure ‘Struggle Street’ draws an audience 
eager to post their reactions on social media sites, ready to judge the poor trying to 
survive on welfare. Political alignments play a role in the acceptance of the stories 
screened and whether participants are perceived as tragic or lazy. Current and 
consistent debates occur in the press regarding Newstart and whether it is enough to 
live on, with some politicians maintaining it is more than enough. From talk-back 
radio, to editorials, to social media, there is always someone with an opinion to share, 
ready to contribute to that ‘media storm’, including politicians.  

Other formats within this type of reality genre contain similarities in style, with 
some nuanced differences. The ABC screened another television series called 
‘Employable Me’ (2018), also an adaptation of a BBC program of the same name.21 It 
follows several people with diverse neurological conditions on their search for 
employment. In contrast, the overall tone of the program was significantly different 
from that of the SBS program, ‘Struggle Street’. The ABC subjects are represented from 
a more compassionate and positive perspective. The framing, editing and camera 
work all appear less intrusive or voyeuristic in comparison to the SBS program. One 
example of this behaviour is the filming of a cheerful young woman with Tourette’s 
syndrome. She was experiencing severe spasms and the camera man offered to turn 
the camera off if that would help. Another shy young man suffering with extreme 
anxiety becomes visibly upset when he is offered a job that he knows he cannot accept. 
He quietly admits he would be unable to commute on his own every day. The camera 
fades away to black rather than zooming in close giving him some privacy, not going 
for the money shot. This is still a moving moment to watch and the viewer does not 
need an extreme close up to share his pain. Goodall states the task of the reporters is 
‘to bear witness, so that audiences can learn about the realities of a situation that is 
outside their own sphere of experience’.22 The ABC program ‘Employable Me’, 
although still a constructed narrative, gives the participants a voice, rather than 
demeaning them. However, it could be said that if Australia provided adequate 
disability services, perhaps people with disabilities would not be obliged to parade 
their problems publicly to elicit assistance.  

The behaviour of the ABC crew appears to be in direct opposition to what is 
portrayed in the SBS production. In one example from the second season of ‘Struggle 
Street’, we witness an extreme close up of Michael (a former truck driver from Victoria) 
as he sobs, distressed by his dire circumstances as he glances around his meagre 
lodgings. Distraught and agitated, he explains that today he’s ‘gotta bury Mum’, the 

 
21 ‘Employable Me’, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Northern Pictures, 2018, Australia [television 
program]. 
22 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality'. 
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camera focuses on his emotional distress. He admits he has no shoes to wear to the 
funeral and no money to buy some. Michael appears ashamed and embarrassed and 
the camera pointed directly at his face seems to magnify his despair. This demonstrates 
what Grindstaff calls a ‘raw reaction’ or ‘delivering the money shot’.23 The use of this 
type of editing aims to represent the image of someone relying on welfare to survive, 
not able to keep a job, someone to be judged.  

Michael’s background establishes him to be a product of the previous 
generation, who experienced a lack of love as a child. The framing used to film him in 
his home reveals the devotion he has for his dogs, who have taught Michael how to 
love. His actions demonstrate he clearly puts their needs before his own and the 
camera confirms it. The moments Michael shares with his dogs, express authenticity. 
This type of voyeurism is more consistent with viewers identifying ‘glimpses of the 
authentic scattered in between the contrived’.24 According to Goodall, ‘poverty is a 
trap, as the saying goes, and watching someone struggle from the relative comfort of 
your living room is a strange form of voyeurism’.25 These are representations 
manipulated to strengthen class inequalities within the community by employing a 
rhetorical argument. SBS justifies these production methods by stating ‘Struggle 
Street’ offers a raw and unflinching portrayal of struggle and economic hardship and 
makes for difficult viewing - it is a vital story that only SBS can tell.26 Michael’s story 
is tragic, but the scene that remains in my mind, is when Michael visits his doctor. We 
see a caring doctor who has monitored Michael’s health for years. As he leaves the 
surgery, Michael says quickly to him, ‘I love you’, almost under his breath. This scene 
cues the audience to experience the other side of Michael, one who is trying to improve 
his life. 

SBS once again tackles the homelessness issue in another program where the 
viewer is led to the streets once more, following participants in ‘Filthy Rich and 
Homeless’ (2018).27 This program is more a reversal of the narrative of ‘Struggle Street’. 
In contrast, we see five affluent people stripped of their personal possessions and sent 
out to live on the streets for ten days to experience homelessness firsthand. This 
program again raises doubts about authenticity, the viewer knows they are not truly 
‘alone’ with a camera man nearby filming them. However, less than twenty-four hours 
into the trial, class conventions are thrown into disarray. The experience of having to 
ask a stranger for money or food is harrowing for those who normally lack for nothing. 
The connotation to the viewer is that normal things can be taken for granted, such as 
having water to drink and access to a toilet or shower. A reflection I make from the 
comfort of my home is the empathy I feel towards participant Skye Leckie, a woman 
who is a similar age to myself, asking passers-by for one dollar. Most people walk by 
without making eye contact. Henry Giroux claims, ‘what we are witnessing… is a near 

 
23 L. Grindstaff, The Money Shot, p. 72 
24 L. Baruh, 'Mediated Voyeurism', p. 205. 
25 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality'. 
26 SBS staff writers, 'Struggle Street set to Return for Series Two', SBS, 29 Nov. 2017, 
https://www.sbs.com.au/guide/article/2017/11/10/struggle-street-set-return-series-two, accessed 26 Nov. 
2020.  
27 ‘Filthy Rich and Homeless’, Special Broadcasting Service, Blackfella films, 2017-2018, Australia 
[television program]. 



Limina, Volume 26.1, 2021  Wendy Lawton 

46 
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au  Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement 

sociopathic lack of interest in-or compassion and responsibility for-others’.28 Then a 
lady who stops and gives her a $50 bill, some fruit and offers her some kind words of 
encouragement. This brings Leckie to tears. As a viewer, I experience the moment as 
it is represented, but as a researcher, I am suspicious that it might be as suggested by 
Goodall, ‘contrived’. After all, we understand they only show the scenes that 
contribute to the story they want to tell, and the rest of the footage ends up on the 
cutting room floor. Do we as a society tend to look the other way rather than stop to 
help a stranger in the street asking for help, or does what Giroux suggests have 
credence? In today’s cashless society, most people do not carry cash even if they 
wanted to give a stranger some. 

According to Bourdieu, ‘television enjoys a de facto monopoly on what goes 
into the heads of a significant part of the population and what they think’.29 FWT 
programs including ‘Struggle Street’, are a contested genre, provoking a wide range 
of reactions such as sympathy or anger. The UK protesters of ‘Benefits Street’, showed 
their outrage making a huge banner saying, ‘Being poor is not entertainment – fuck 
Benefits Street’.30 In contrast, empathy is displayed by the Go-Fund-Me donations made 
for 23-year-old Melbourne woman Jess, another story from the second season of 
‘Struggle Street’. Jess is housebound and desperately needs a wheelchair which she is 
unable to afford. Her mother has given up her job to become a full-time-carer for her 
daughter. The treatment for her major incurable condition, Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome 
Type 6, is only offered in the US. It is sad when a young woman claims her biggest 
hope or dream is to be able to afford medical help, again a victim of the lack of financial 
support. As of August 2020, her Go-Fund-Me page has almost reached $130,000.31 This 
indicates her appearance on the show had a positive outcome for her but raises 
questions regarding the competence of the National Disability Insurance Scheme 
(NDIS) being rolled out by the Australian government.  

 
Choosing Inala - A Stigmatised Suburb 
 
The first season of ‘Struggle Street’ filmed in Mount Druitt in 2015 incited a convoy of 
ten Blacktown City Council garbage trucks to park outside the SBS studios, 
demonstrating the opinion that the show was garbage.32 Like Mount Druitt, Inala is 
classed as a stigmatised suburb and the nearby Wacol Migrant Centre (1949-1987) 
meant it became home to residents from all over the world. Demonstrating the 
diversity of Inala, the 2016 census claims it had the largest Aboriginal population in 
Brisbane, the largest Vietnamese-Australian community and the largest Buddhist 
community in Queensland.33 Inala and its surrounds have always been culturally 

 
28 H. Giroux, Neo-liberalism's War on Higher Education, Chicago, Haymarket Books, p. 9, quoted in A. 
Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 18. 
29 Bourdieu, On Television, p. 18. 
30 Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles', p. 49. 
31 'Help Jess's (Ehlers Danlos type 6)', gofundme, https://www.gofundme.com/f/26s5eak, accessed 26 
Nov., 2020. 
32 B. Preiss and M. Lallo, 'Struggle Street Sparks State Government Exploitation Concerns', The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 20 Jun. 2016 (updated 21 Jun. 2016), https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/tv-and-
radio/struggle-street-sparks-state-government-exploitation-concerns-20160620-gpnhyw.html, accessed 
24 Nov. 2020. 
33 V. Mynott, Inala A Brief History (1953-2018), Richlands Inala History Group Inc., 2018, p. 95. 
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diverse, and attitudes to migrants may have contributed significantly to its 
stigmatisation. Annette Hill claims, ‘Stigma is linked to the formation of our social 
identities’.34 My own relationship with Inala and its diverse community provides 
insights to these complexities and the stigma experienced by residents. I have lived in 
the area for the majority of my life. 

When my grandparents moved into their home in 1953, Inala (then known as 
Serviceton) was an affordable suburb and therefore attracted many working-class 
families. Inala was known for consisting mainly of Queensland Housing Commission 
homes. My grandmother remained in this family home until she moved to a retirement 
village nearby when she was in her eighties. My parents purchased a Queensland 
Housing Commission home in Inala in the mid-1960s. It was a street of many young 
families and most neighbours knew each other and became friends. January 2004 
marked the end of the Queensland Housing Commission and with it, the opportunity 
to purchase or rent affordable homes. This change meant the method calculating the 
household rent would incorporate the earnings of all members living in the home, 
causing the breakup of many families. As grown children began working, they would 
trigger an increase in the amount of the family rent and therefore, were often forced to 
leave home. Families buying their home were not affected by this change, but the 
lower interest rates offered by the Queensland Housing Commission, were no longer 
an option. Although Inala is considered more affordable than other Brisbane suburbs, 
it can still be difficult for anyone to get into the housing market and this is highlighted 
by some of the stories told in ‘Struggle Street’. 

In her 2018 keynote address ‘Owning Home: Transformations in the Australian 
Housing Industry’, Professor Rachel Ong ViforJ explained how traditional pathways 
to housing were previously linear progressions.35 An example would be finishing your 
education, obtaining a job and moving out to marry or purchase a home. Today the 
price of housing can mean the necessity of having two wages in a household merely 
to repay a mortgage. This supports her discussions about the issue of the ‘precarious 
pathways’ and housing inequality that now exists between generations.36 Sometimes 
millennials blame baby boomers for buying up houses as investments and cornering 
the market, colloquially known as Ma and Pa investors. This neoliberal impression is 
reinforced by the Real Estate Industry and some members of the government, who 
proclaim there is no problem with the housing industry. Former Prime Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull even suggested that young people could ask their parents to help 
them purchase a home. Where working class families may still be struggling to pay off 
their family home, or renting, this is not an option. People can become trapped in the 
cycle of renting, unable to save enough money to enter the housing market because 
they are being forced to pay high rent. The lack of public housing makes it even harder 
to break that cycle and the problem is compounded by the lack of affordable housing: 

 

 
34 Hill, Reality TV, p. 84. 
35 R. Ong ViforJ, ‘Owning Home: Transformations in the Australian Housing Industry’, Keynote, 13th 
Annual Limina Conference, Home Belonging & Displacement, 26 Jul. 2018, University of Western 
Australia, Perth. 
36 Ibid. 
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The neoliberal turn has also been applied to housing through the sale 
of public assets and reliance on the private sector for rental 
accommodation.37 
 

Local politicians offered their support to the residents of Inala. The Brisbane Lord 
Mayor, Graham Quirk, banned the SBS crew from filming on public land, threatening 
them with a fine if they ignored the ban.38 Current Queensland Premier Annastacia 
Palaszczuk also warned them off, claiming it was insulting to local residents.39 Having 
grown up in the working-class suburb of Inala herself justified her intervention. She 
became the local member for the area after her father, Henry Palaszczuk retired from 
the position in 2006. The Palaszczuk family was not the only family from Inala to 
produce politicians, or indeed, a premier. The working-class suburb is a staunch Labor 
Party seat and is where former Premier Wayne Goss grew up. He became the first 
Labor Premier for 32 years in Queensland and governed from 1989-1996. This quote 
appears in the biography written by Jamie Walker from a 1994 television interview. I 
think it is important because it demonstrates the situation for some, specifically in 
Inala, has not changed much since then: 
 

In the area that I grew up (in) there was nothing more important to 
working people than the dignity of having a job and being able to 
support your own family. Some of the more comfortable people in the 
Labor Party need to remember that there are some people in our 
community doing it hard. There are people in our community who 
worry about whether they have got a job for the week – and I am going 
to look after them, too… that is a very important form of social justice.40 

 
All suburbs, including Inala, are made up of people with varying incomes. In his 2005 
book, Wayne Swan coins the term ‘forgotten postcodes’ as places where communities 
have missed out. Swan claims, ‘poverty and inequality can be observed across aspects 
of life such as income, employment, housing, health and education which can be 
manifested in specific geographical areas’.41 In Brisbane, 4077 covers Inala and the 
surrounding suburbs, and is one such postcode which suffers stigmatisation. Swan 
speaks of the ‘new emerging Australia being a place where you are born or compelled 
to migrate to, too frequently limiting your life chances’.42 That does not mean it cannot 
be overcome, as demonstrated by former residents mentioned above, who for 

 
37 L. Groenhart and T. Burke, ‘What has happened to Australia’s public housing? Thirty years of policy 
and outcomes, 1981-2011’, Australian Journal of Social Issues, vol. 49, no. 2, 2014, p. 129. 
38 C. Briggs, 'Struggle Street Banned from Filming on Brisbane Council Land at Inala', ABC News, 17 
May, 2016 (updated 17 May 2016), https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-17/struggle-street-banned-
from-filming-on-brisbane-council-land/7423188, accessed 26 Nov. 2020. 
39 L. Hamilton-Smith, 'Struggle Street: Inala residents "decent, hard-working" people, Queensland 
Premier says', ABC News, 22 May 2016, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-22/premier-annastacia-
palaszczuk-defends-inala-sbs-struggle-street/7435450, accessed 24 Nov. 2020. 
40 W. Goss, interview with Wayne Sanderson, ‘7.30 Report’ 11 Feb. 1994, quoted in J. Walker, Goss: A 
Political Biography, St. Lucia, QLD, University of Queensland Press, 1995, p. 6. 
41 W. Swan, Postcode: the splintering of a nation, North Melbourne, Pluto Press Australia, 2005, p. 28.  
42 Ibid. 
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example, have entered the political arena. Successful sportsmen, activists, union 
leaders, academics and musicians have grown up in the area. 

Inala wasn’t the only suburb to be filmed in the second season of ‘Struggle 
Street’, but the press was quick to target the area prior to the show, ready to represent 
it as a low-class suburb. One newspaper splashed an array of photos of Inala, one with 
rubbish piled high on the footpath.43 What they neglected to say was that it was 
stacked there for the annual council hard rubbish collection, clearly misrepresenting 
the image of the suburb. They didn’t show the home of Angela who enters her garden 
in gardening competitions. Angela is active within the community and is president of 
the local history group of which I am a member. They did not show the home of Iris, 
of Irish descent, who has lived in her Inala home for almost 60 years. Iris and her late 
husband worked hard to provide for their family, and they were involved in church 
and community organisations.44 Both Angela and Iris are widows who have remained 
in Inala and are very proud of their homes. After the ‘Struggle Street’ publicity in Inala, 
local Councillor Charles Strunk gathered together a small group of residents to combat 
the bad publicity. They filmed a series of short videos talking about why they love 
Inala and put them up on YouTube.45 This represents the Inala I support and believe 
in and is the one the outside world rarely sees. 

Although Inala is predominantly working class, many residents fall into the 
category of ‘working poor’. In a 2016 ACOSS report, Dr Cassandra Goldie states, ‘a 
third of people living in poverty rely on wages as their main source of income. The 
evidence is clear that a job does not guarantee an adequate income’.46 The report offers 
a reflection below that mirrors the previous words of former Premier Wayne Goss back 
in 1994 when they state:  

 
We should all be able to feel secure in the knowledge that, regardless 
of what life throws at us, including the ability to get a job, we will have 
enough income to afford shelter, food and other essentials.47 

 
It is hard to watch the streets I recognise, where I grew up, showing families struggling 
so hard to make ends meet. In his article, Crimston notes, ‘If we can easily draw 
comparisons between ourselves and those in need, we’re more likely to extend concern 
and empathy’.48 It is not that these stories should be hidden, people do need help and 
do live in poverty. However, the method used to represent them could be less socially 
divisive as clearly demonstrated in the programs from the UK. I ponder on the point 
raised by Crimston that we as a society have a moral responsibility to show 
consideration for the disadvantaged. A valid example he puts forward is that of 

 
43 'Junk piled in driveways, people asleep on furniture in the street and a drunken fall at lunchtime: A 
day in the life of Inala - the Brisbane suburb about to feature in part two of "poverty porn" series 
"Struggle Street"', The Daily Mail Australia, 19 May 2016 (Updated 20 May 2016), 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3598317/Inside-Inala-aspirational-Brisbane-suburb-
producers-hope-new-home-poverty-porn-Struggle-Street.html, accessed 26 Nov. 2020. 
44 Iris, interviewed by Wendy Lawton, 4 Nov. 2017. 
45 ‘I love Inala’, YouTube Video Series Launch, 18 September 2017, Old Inala Hall, Abelia Street, Inala. 
46 C. Goldie, ACOSS ‘Poverty in Australia 2016’, part of the ’Poverty and Inequality in Australia’ series 
from the Australian Council of Social Service and the Social Policy Research Centre, p. 5. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers'. 



Limina, Volume 26.1, 2021  Wendy Lawton 

50 
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au  Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement 

asylum seekers being perceived as wrongdoers trying to steal some sort of unfair 
advantage, whereas they are victims requiring our compassion.49 In Australia we are 
constantly bombarded by a government committed to neoliberal ideology, informing 
us they are stopping the boats and keeping us safe. This constant information 
discourages people from feeling empathy for refugees and asylum seekers. The same 
can be said for the welfare recipients represented on FWT programs who are 
represented as an underclass. ‘Poverty porn’ forms a part of what Giroux calls, a 
‘neoliberal theatre of cruelty’.50 People who are dependent on welfare through no fault 
of their own, need assistance, not ridicule. ‘The mass media has taken a central place 
in propagandising neoliberalism through their narration of poverty’.51 

One story featured in ‘Struggle Street’ is that of Josh, a young Indigenous man 
from Inala, who personifies the disenfranchised. His recent release from prison and 
ice addiction are the first things divulged to the audience, who may judge him harshly 
for these transgressions. With no job and no current form of ID, he cannot apply for 
accommodation. He is unable to obtain a copy of his birth certificate without two forms 
of ID, one being ID which includes his current address. Josh experiences difficulty 
trying to secure housing due to his lack of education and the fact he struggles to fill 
out forms. Josh admits to the camera his life took a turn for the worse when he became 
addicted to ice. He feels there is nowhere he and his wife can find accommodation and 
sadly, he is probably right. The cameras follow the young couple as they set up 
somewhere to sleep overnight in a long-abandoned skating rink, another expert use of 
framing, signifying their desperation. This particular building has since been 
earmarked for demolition52. These are the type of images that are published in the 
newspaper, a place where people sleep rough, use drugs and leave rubbish strewn on 
the floor, reinforcing Bourdieu’s comment above about showing things and making 
people believe what they see. 

Another story from Inala is that of Indigenous woman Norma and her family, 
who are being evicted from their rental home. Numerous police converge on her 
property to serve the eviction papers and remove the family. The police officers 
themselves appear to be actors as they perform their duties, conscious of the camera 
filming them. Norma comes out of the house and the police move forward to guide 
her down the front stairs. These scenes depict the implied binary opposition of the 
conflict which occurs between Indigenous people and the police. As she moves to 
come down the front stairs, the Police mover closer. Norma shouts, 'Don’t manhandle 
me!' Her family members sit outside in the yard and on the gutter, awaiting 
instructions from the matriarch. As she is interviewed for the program, Norma tells us 
that her life has not been an easy one and includes the loss of a child. The 
representation of this family parades their Indigenous status within the Australian 
cultural hierarchy.  

 
49 Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers'. 
50 H. Giroux, 'Slouching towards Bethlehem: The new gilded age and neoliberalism’s theatre of cruelty', 
Dissident Voice, 11 Mar. 2008, quoted in Barton and Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming 
the empowered', p. 5. 
51 Barton and Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 2. 
52 R. McCosker, 'Abandoned Brisbane skate rink sold to developer', Brisbane Times, 3 Jul. 2018, 
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/queensland/abandoned-brisbane-skate-rink-sold-to-
developer-20180703-p4zpa7.html, accessed 26 Nov. 2020. 
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As I watch from the comfort of my lounge room as a white, middle class 
working woman, I see Norma, a similar age to myself, explain that Inala was her home, 
just as it is my home. Norma explains she grew up in Inala, went to school in Inala and 
had her first job in Inala, similar to me. The place ‘Inala’ is what she calls her home, 
not simply the house from which she was currently being evicted. Described in the 
words of Frank Vanclay, ‘Spirit of Place’ or genius loci is a more appropriate term when 
referring to the quality of a place that makes it special.53 Watching the story forces me 
to contemplate the contrast between Norma’s history in Inala and mine, the differences 
and similarities of our family culture. When Norma’s sister steps up to provide short 
term accommodation for Norma and her family, it demonstrates the strong family 
bond between the sisters and was one of the few positive moments in the story. It 
attests to the fact that public housing is difficult to secure, with some people on a 
waiting list for years. In fact, even renting can still be out of the reach of many families, 
employed or unemployed. As demonstrated by Josh and his wife, the issues of finding 
and securing affordable housing can be very problematic and complex. The struggle 
is real, particularly for the disenfranchised people targeted by such programs as 
‘Struggle Street’. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This paper reveals the way ‘Struggle Street’ exposes to the audience poverty and 
homelessness. It shows the struggle some families face daily within my own 
community. Since I began this project, I have considered my own personal stance and 
reflected upon the ‘market’ for programs such as this. You may ask, is this just another 
instance of neoliberalism creating a market where previously there wasn’t one? Does 
our society need to be shown so explicitly the way some people are forced to survive 
to make us feel better than them? Are they merely ‘staging’ the stories for maximum 
impact and high ratings by sensationalising the poor? Of course, the main attraction is 
how much profit can be made producing these shows and the cost versus profit for 
these programs is just too tempting to pass up.  

I admit I have learned some hard to face facts from watching ‘Struggle Street’, 
and I believe much of the editing is demeaning to the families filmed and it therefore 
borders on being unethical. Personally, I do not believe there is much benefit to society 
in producing these types of programs and I would not normally watch programs such 
as this. They are merely produced for entertainment and profit. The lack of any 
tangible positive action leading to a permanent solution is confirmed by this statement 
from Jane Goodall. She notes: 

 
A temporary surge in donations to relevant charities and a brief flurry of 
complaints to councils and parliamentarians just become part of the 
spectator sport, with little long-term impact.54  
 

 
53F. Vanclay, ‘Place Matters’, in F. Vanclay, M. Higgins, and A. Blackshaw (eds), Making sense of place: 
exploring concepts and expressions of place through different senses and lenses, Canberra, National Museum of 
Australia, 2018, p. 7.  
54 Goodall, 'A Big Reality'. 
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There are indeed many ways that viewers have participated in the discussion or debate 
about this type of program. Buckingham argues: 
 

truly critical viewing should be characterised not only by a form of 
principled scepticism, but also by a willingness to engage with the 
social reality that is represented, to relate it to one’s direct experience 
and (if appropriate) to take action in order to change it.55  

 
There is always need for change to improve services for the disadvantaged, especially 
safe accommodation. Saunders asks, ‘What can be done to escape from the cul-de-sac 
in which anti-poverty policy in Australia currently finds itself?’, and that is a question 
that may take many years to find an answer for.56 While the series featuring Inala, 
exploited the vulnerable and demonised the poor, to many local residents, Inala will 
always be their home. Residents like Norma, Iris and Angela and even myself, who 
have lived much of their lives in the same suburb, are evidence of this. Rural 
sociologist Professor Frank Vanclay states ‘personal meanings turn space into ‘place’ 
that become embedded in people’s memories and in community stories’, and my own 
personal experience of this has influenced my perspective.57  
 Viewing this program has shone a light on things I normally may not encounter 
in my daily life or things I have not personally experienced. I understand why Inala 
residents objected to their suburb being stereo typed as poor and social media was rife 
with comments justifying their reasons. These stories are hard to watch, but as a 
researcher I need to reflect on this to inform my writing. My objective is to generate 
discourse addressing issues within the community that I am part of, including both 
the positive and negative aspects. In many ways, as a society, we still have a long way 
to go to ensure everyone has a chance to secure employment or find safe, affordable 
accommodation. Even though we call Australia a lucky country, it is not lucky for 
everyone. Wayne Swan is truthful stating, ‘Solutions won’t be found until politicians 
and journalists take more than a passing interest in the problem of poverty and 
equality’.58 Then maybe we can all move forward. 

 
55 D. Buckingham, The Making of Citizens: Young People, News and Politics, London, Routledge, 2000, 
p. 207.  
56 P. Saunders, ‘Closing the gap: the growing divide between poverty research and poverty in Australia’, 
Australian Journal of Social Issues, 2015, vol. 50, no. 1, pp. 13–35. 
57 Vanclay, 'Place Matters', p. 3. 
58 Swan, Postcode, p. 240. 


