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Abstract

Modern political discourse is characterised by three pervasive and
harmful illusions: the illusions of control, desert and revenge. The
illusion of control holds that we can manage our social and
economic environment to keep ourselves safe from harm. The
illusion of desert holds that in a well governed society people
generally get what they deserve. The illusion of revenge holds that
it is beneficial and legitimate to punish those who transgress legal
and social norms. I discuss the role these illusions play in political
debates, drawing on work in social psychology to explain their
appeal. I then try to imagine a radically new form of political
discourse based on accepting that we are not in control, people do
not get what they deserve and coercion is not the answer. I argue
that this reimagined politics holds important advantages over the
current paradigm.

I Introduction
Politics concerns the distribution of power in a community. More broadly,
it is about how a community should be organised and governed, but this
discussion typically revolves around the distribution of power. Power, then,
is inherently political. It follows from this that politics is everywhere,
because no area of social life is free from power. The feminist adage that
‘the personal is political’ is partly aimed at exposing this important fact. 1
No aspect of life is outside politics, because nothing is unaffected by power.
People sometimes claim that a particular topic or event — such as
Anzac Day, for example — is ‘apolitical’ or that it is ‘wrong to bring
politics into it’. 2 However, such claims are ill-founded, if they are
understood as asserting that the topic or event does not involve the exercise
of power. Indeed, claims of this sort typically have the effect of masking
existing power structures by silencing critical perspectives. The claim that
*
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something is apolitical is, in itself, a political act (and therefore selfrefuting).
I use the term ‘political discourse’ in this article to mean, roughly, the
ways people in a community think and talk about social organisation and
governance. These discussions, as I have said, tend to focus on the
distribution of power. Power is pervasive in social relations. However, in a
country such as Australia (and many others), political discourse is heavily
state-centred. Discussions of power focus strongly on the role of
government. This is not necessary; nor, I would argue, is it desirable.3 (For
one thing, it masks the role that power plays in interpersonal relationships.)
It is, however, a fact of social life.
My topic, then, is the way that people in countries like Australia think
and talk about social organisation and, particularly, the exercise of power
by government. I want to argue that this discourse is characterised by three
harmful illusions: the illusions of control, desert and revenge. The illusion
of control holds that we can manage our social and economic environment
to keep ourselves safe from harm. The illusion of desert- holds that in a
well governed society people generally get what they deserve. The illusion
of revenge holds that it is beneficial and legitimate to punish those who
transgress legal and social norms.
I will begin by discussing the role each of these illusions plays in
political discourse, providing examples from recent Australian political
debates and drawing on work in social psychology to explain their appeal.
I then try to imagine a radically new form of political discourse based on
accepting that we are not in control, people do not get what they deserve
and coercion is not the answer. I argue that this reimagined politics holds
important advantages over the current paradigm.

II The Illusion of Control
The first feature of political discourse that I wish to discuss is the illusion
of control: the belief that we can control our social and economic
environment to protect ourselves from negative outcomes. This belief
manifests itself in a variety of ways. First, it manifests itself in the tendency
to respond to a harmful or threatening event by demanding a government
response to prevent similar things happening in future. The government
often responds to this demand by doing something that it claims will reduce
the risk of such events, whether or not there is clear evidence that this will
be effective.
Second, the belief manifests itself in the tendency to attribute harmful
or threatening events to some failure in governance and to assign blame
accordingly. This reflects the assumption that because the government is
putatively in control of society, it carries the blame for bad things that occur.
The pervasive nature of this attitude shows itself in the reluctance of
3
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government officials to respond to such criticisms by disclaiming
responsibility or control over the event in question. It is far more common
for politicians to shift the blame to someone else, than to simply deny that
they are in control.
An example of this aspect of political discourse from recent Australian
history is provided by the government response to the global financial crisis
of 2008. The Australian government led by Kevin Rudd responded to the
crisis by not only guaranteeing deposits held by Australian banks, but also
announcing a $10.4 billion stimulus package, including $8.7 billion of cash
bonuses paid directly to taxpayers. This was followed by a second $42
billion stimulus package aimed at construction and infrastructure.4
The effectiveness of this stimulus package has been widely debated. It
has been claimed by some to have saved Australia from the worst effects
of the global downturn.5 Others have argued that the stimulus package had
little overall effect on the Australian economy and therefore represented an
inefficient use of taxpayer money.6 The fact that Australia fared relatively
well during the global crisis is attributed by these critics to other factors,
such as continuing strong investment from China.
Our concern for present purposes is not whether the stimulus package
was effective — which is a highly complex economic issue — but rather
the political discourse surrounding it. The size of the package and the speed
with which it was announced shows the pressure the Rudd government felt
to be seen to be doing something in response to the global downturn. The
option of simply doing nothing does not seem to have been seriously
considered — and, if it had, would no doubt have led to severe criticism.
The pressure governments feel to be seen to act decisively in response
to an actual or perceived threat is far from unique to Australia. It was
famously satirised during the 1980s in an episode of the BBC comedy
program, Yes, Prime Minister, in the form of what has become known as
the politician’s syllogism: we must do something; this is something;
therefore, we must do this.7 The underlying cause of this attitude, I wish to
4
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suggest, stems from the human desire to feel a sense of control over our
lives and destiny.
The need for control over one’s environment has long been identified
by psychologists as a basic human motivation.8 It is also arguably related
to what social psychologists call action/omission bias: the tendency to react
more strongly to actions in some contexts and omissions in others. The
norm theory developed by Daniel Kahneman and Dale Miller proposes that
people react more strongly to a negative outcome when they attribute it to
abnormal causes.9 If the norm in a given domain is to choose action, then
people will judge harms resulting from inaction more harshly.
Previous outcomes also seem to have an impact on what people
consider it normal to do. If something bad has happened, people consider
action a more normal response than inaction and judge people more harshly
if they fail to act. Michael Bar-Eli et al describe the implications of this
cognitive tendency as follows:
[I]f the economy has been doing poorly lately, the central bank or the
government might be tempted to ‘do something’ and change certain economic
variables, even if the risks associated with the changes do not necessarily outweigh the possible benefits. If things turn bad, at least they will be able to say
that they tried to do something, whereas if they choose not to change anything
and the situation continues to be poor (or becomes worse), it may be hard to
avoid the criticism that despite the warning signs they ‘didn’t do anything’. 10

This analysis suggests that, in the political domain, negative events or
threats tend to trigger an action bias on the part of observers. This helps to
explain the pressure politicians feel to do something in response to such
occurrences.
The idea that state action can enable us to stay in overall control of our
social environment is, however, an illusion. It assumes that governments
have the knowledge, foresight, skill and resources to effectively control all
aspects of society. Friedrich Hayek called this idea the synoptic delusion,
since it seems to imply that the government has a complete view of what is
happening in the community.11 It can also be viewed in terms of what is
known as hindsight bias: the tendency to see an event as predictable after
it has already occurred, regardless of what was known beforehand. 12 In
reality, however, a human community is an extremely complex entity,
involving many diverse people with their own life plans and preferences.
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The level of knowledge and ability needed to oversee all aspects of society
is simply beyond the grasp of any human institution.13
This is not to deny, of course, that governments can and should perform
useful functions in the community. Economics and the social sciences offer
significant resources in tracking and explaining what policy initiatives are
and are not effective in achieving particular outcomes. However, this kind
of evidence-based approach to policy is a far cry from the generalised
impulse to act decisively whenever a negative event occurs. It is not wrong
to think that governments can have a positive influence on social conditions
— but it is wrong to assume that all aspects of social life are within our
control.

III The Illusion of Desert
The illusion of control, as I described it above, may strike some people as
fairly benign if it only involves the occasional knee jerk policy decision or
waste of taxpayer money. However, it has more obviously troubling
implications where it extends to the government’s treatment of vulnerable
or marginalised people. I want to draw a connection here between the
illusion of control and a second pathology that I call the illusion of desert:
the tendency to think that people generally get what they deserve.
I will give two examples of the overlap between these two illusions —
both from contemporary Australian politics. The first example concerns
Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers. Australian governments of all
political persuasions have had a policy since the 1990s of mandatory
detention for unauthorised asylum seekers entering Australia by sea. This
policy has given rise to well documented suffering and abuses, most
recently at the offshore detention centres on Nauru and Manus Island.14
The mandatory detention policy, despite its clear human cost,
nonetheless retains wide support in the Australian community. 15 The
reasons for this are complex, but I suggest they are related to the illusion
of control described previously. Australians feel threatened by various
social and political factors that appear beyond their control, including
uncertain economic conditions, global instability and the threat posed by
terrorist movements. They are therefore susceptible to a narrative that
13
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falsely claims these trends can be controlled or reversed by imposing
sanctions on a vulnerable group.
The treatment of asylum seekers is therefore an example of the illusion
of control. However, it also illustrates the illusion of desert. The political
strategy of scapegoating asylum seekers as a way of asserting control over
social trends would not work as effectively if there was not also a
perception that asylum seekers somehow deserve this treatment. This
perception is encouraged in political discourse by the use of terms such as
‘queue jumper’ or ‘illegal immigrant’. More recently, Immigration
Minister Peter Dutton has introduced the term ‘fake refugees’ into the
political lexicon, saying that ‘[i]f people think that they can rip the
Australian taxpayer off, … then I'm sorry — the game's up.’16
The use of the illusion of desert to justify harsh treatment in the name
of social control is not limited to asylum seekers. A second example
concerns government rhetoric — again, perpetuated to some degree by
both sides of politics — about welfare recipients. There is a persistent
narrative that people receiving unemployment benefits and other welfare
payments are personally responsible for their predicament — if they tried
harder to get a job, then they would not be in such a position. This is then
used to justify measures ranging from work-for-the-dole schemes to
mandatory drug testing.17
The tendency to believe that people who are suffering or being treated
harshly are getting what they deserve, like the illusion of control, can be
explained by reference to cognitive biases. The fundamental attribution
error is the tendency to attribute other people’s actions to their dispositions
or character, rather than situational factors. This effect has been widely
discussed, although its generality is disputed.18 It is sometimes thought to
be related to the just world hypothesis: the assumption that what happens
to people is generally appropriate or deserved.19 The just world hypothesis
can also be seen as a form of outcome bias: the tendency for judgments
about a person’s actions to be distorted where the outcomes are known.20
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This belief produces a tendency to blame victims for their suffering and
attribute positive characteristics to those perceived as successful.
Studies have noted that the fundamental attribution error appears
particularly robust when applied to negative acts by out-group members —
that is, members of other races, religions, cultures and social classes.21 The
tendency to attribute failures by out-group members to character flaws,
while successes are attributed to luck or situational factors, is sometimes
described as the ultimate attribution error.22 Attribution error is therefore
seemingly influenced by in-group bias: the tendency to judge people with
whom one identifies more favourably than people perceived as strange or
different.23
The tendency to think that people generally get what they deserve —
particularly when they experience negative events or are members of a
different social group — is therefore entrenched in human psychology. It
is, however, illusory. The course of a person’s life is affected by numerous
events outside the person’s control. Some of the most decisive elements in
a person’s life chances — such as, for example, the social status of their
parents or what country they are born in — are obviously entirely beyond
their influence. It is simply not plausible to think that people generally (or
even on balance) receive the life outcomes they deserve. This should be
obvious from any serious attempt to reflect upon the kinds of circumstances
that lead refugees to abandon their homes and seek refuge in distant
countries.

IV The Illusion of Revenge
I have argued that the illusions of control and desert are interrelated,
because they both rest on the idea that humans can control their fate and, if
things go badly, somebody must be to blame. The third part of this picture
that I want to discuss is what I call the illusion of revenge: the idea that it
is beneficial and legitimate to punish those who transgress social norms.
This can be seen as a further extension of the pathology of control: we think
revenge enables us to control others and make them behave as we desire.
The most pervasive example of the illusion of revenge in Australia
today is perhaps that represented by the carceral state: that is, the
systematic government practice of putting people in prison for breaching
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legal norms, including non-violent offences linked to addiction and poverty.
The normative basis for incarceration has long been debated and views
differ on whether it can be justified.24 It is notable, however, that there is
no significant current debate in Australian politics about the legitimacy of
putting people in prison for breaching the law. This, I think, illustrates the
widespread assumption that it is at least sometimes appropriate to punish
people for non-socially approved behaviour.
The impulse to punish people for anti-social behaviour goes beyond
imprisonment to other aspects of social life. 25 The political narrative
around welfare recipients discussed previously arguably goes beyond the
idea that people are responsible for their reliance on welfare to include the
notion that it is legitimate to punish such people for burdening the public
purse. The impulse to punish can also be seen in the lack of serious debate
over such practices as depriving prisoners of voting rights,26 as well as the
discussions that sometimes arise about the supposed leniency of conditions
behind bars.
The illusion of revenge, like the other illusions discussed previously,
can be explained by reference to cognitive bias. A range of psychological
studies have examined what is known as retribution bias: the tendency to
think that punishing a wrongdoer is justifiable regardless of the
consequences.27 The impulse to punish perceived wrongdoing seems to be
robust even in cases where subjects are told that the punishment will have
seriously harmful long term consequences for society as a whole.28
The carceral state, as is now well documented, has disproportionate
effects on vulnerable populations, including racial minorities.29 Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander prisoners currently represent around 27% of the
Australian adult prison population, despite accounting for only 2% of the
general community. 30 In the United States, African Americans are
incarcerated at more than five times the rate of white people, while
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Hispanic Americans are also significantly overrepresented.31 These figures
arguably indicate an interrelationship between retribution bias and in-group
bias, and also provide evidence of systematic racial bias in the legal
systems of both countries.
The idea that it is beneficial to punish people therefore seems to be
ingrained in political discourse. However, like the other tendencies
discussed previously, this belief is open to question. Imprisoning people
does not seem like a highly effective way of ensuring compliance with
social norms. The percentage of prisoners in Australia who return to jail
within one year of release is around 40%.32 Similar recidivism rates have
been recorded in other comparable jurisdictions.33 It is not for no reason
that Michel Foucault remarked that ‘[p]rison is a recruitment centre for the
army of crime.’34
I noted previously that studies have shown that the impulse to punish
remains stable regardless of the consequences. This perhaps shows that the
illusion of revenge reflects a belief not that it is beneficial to punish people,
but rather that it is legitimate and desirable to do so. However, the moral
legitimacy of retributivism is itself highly questionable. 35 Furthermore,
there seems to be a form of cognitive dissonance at work here: studies have
shown that, when questioned about the rationale for punishment, people
tend to cite deterrence and other consequentialist reasons, 36 but the
intuitive impulse to punish remains even when these factors are removed
from the equation.37
Imprisoning someone is a violent and coercive act; as such, it is no
surprise that it leads in many cases to further violence. This is how revenge
works at an impulsive level: one person feels disempowered and takes
revenge on someone else, who then in turn feels disempowered and seeks
revenge, which leads to a continuing cycle of disempowerment and
violence. It is human to respond to feelings of disempowerment by seeking
to reassert control over those responsible. However, this is a destructive
rather than creative impulse; it is not something that political discourse
should encourage.
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V Politics without Power
I have argued so far that contemporary political discourse — including, but
not limited to, Australia — is characterised by three pervasive illusions: the
illusions of control, desert and revenge. These three ideas can be seen as
part of an overarching social narrative whereby humans are in control of
their destiny, people are generally responsible for their lot in life, and
wrongdoers should be punished. I have illustrated the influence of this
narrative through examples drawn from Australian politics. I have further
suggested that each of these three beliefs is ultimately unsupported.
I want to conclude by briefly suggesting how we might move beyond
the current narrative of power and control that dominates political
discourse. I suggested at the beginning of this article that politics is about
social organisation and that such discussions tend to focus on the
distribution of power. I now want to argue that in order to move beyond the
narrative of control outlined in this article we need to think about politics
in a radically different way. 38 The idea that politics concerns the
distribution of power suggests that power is a commodity to be traded and
exchanged between members of the community. Politics then takes on the
appearance of a zero sum game, where one person’s gain in power must
come at the expense of somebody else.
Theorists such as Foucault and Judith Butler have argued for a more
fluid conception of power as something that takes many forms and shifts
dynamically across different social contexts.39 I want to suggest, though,
that in order to move beyond the narrative of control we need to decentre
the role of power in political discourse. We should not think about politics
as concerning the economy of power, but rather in terms of what I have
described elsewhere as small justice.40 The foundations of justice, on this
view, lie in the ethics of interpersonal relations. Our primary focus should
not be on the distribution of power, but rather on recognising the distinct
needs and concerns of each individual.
It is useful to draw in this context on the work of Emmanuel Levinas.
Levinas’s account of both ethics and politics centres on what he calls the
face-to-face encounter with the other. 41 This is the moment when we
confront another person and feel the full weight of their ethical demands.
Our initial inclination is to go about our lives in a self-interested way,
38
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pursuing our own interests and desires.42 However, when we come face to
face with another person it is impossible to continue living in this
comfortable way. The other person’s gaze engages our attention at the
‘primordial’ level.43
We have seen throughout this article that the demands that other people
place on us are prone to be ignored and distorted as a result of cognitive
biases and what I have described elsewhere as forms of cultural
rationalisation: practices and techniques that enable us to avoid recognising
the demandingness of our ethical duties. 44 Political discourse too often
concerns institutional responses to an abstract or threatening other, making
it vulnerable to the effects of in-group bias and other cognitive distortions.
The other becomes someone to be controlled and punished in order to keep
them at bay.
The idea of small justice, by contrast, involves focusing on the other not
as an abstract person, but rather as a concrete individual. Politics, on this
conception, is not about institutions, but rather about how we treat those to
whom we are directly and personally accountable. It does not begin with
general social and economic policies that then filter down to nameless
persons; rather, it begins with interpersonal relations and then develops
organically into a wider social order.45 The conception of justice at work in
this vision is not the kind of institutional or distributive justice that forms
the focus of much contemporary political philosophy; rather, it rests on an
economy of kindness where institutional questions are subsidiary to the
demands of interpersonal ethics.46
Small justice, as presented above, does not simply ignore broader
institutional questions. However, it sees these as best addressed at an
interpersonal level. Levinas emphasises that the face to face encounter does
not occur in isolation. Rather, each encounter includes traces of prior
ethical experiences. This ‘past that is on the hither side of every present’
allows the subject to grasp, albeit tentatively and imperfectly, the
implications and character of her responsibility for other people. 47 The
seeds of justice are, over time, already sowed through the richness and
diversity of repeated ethical encounters. The challenge for justice and law
is to recognise the radical potential of this ethical environment.
This understanding of politics is far removed from the political
discourse we currently experience in Australia. Indeed, if taken seriously,
it would mean the end of politics as we currently know it. Small justice is,
in this sense, difficult to imagine. However, this may be part of the point:
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perhaps what we need is to question the idea that politics is about imagining
a particular model of social institutions and then imposing this on the
community. Politics, on this view, would be less about control and more
about responsiveness and reflexivity. This is politics as a kind of letting go:
less about enforcing the law and more about being the law by embodying
loving and compassionate attitudes.48
Imagining politics in this way would involve relinquishing our need to
control our social and economic environment. It would involve abandoning
the idea that people generally get what they deserve and instead
acknowledging the suffering and needs of each person on her own terms
and without judgment. It would involve rejecting the impulse to punish
people for wrongdoing or seek revenge for feelings of disempowerment,
instead asking how to best respond to each person’s needs, including the
need to achieve social integration and harmony. It involves, in short,
cultivating compassion and openness, while rejecting the impulse to
dominate and control others. This may seem — and indeed it is — a utopian
model. However, it offers a potential escape from our current destructive
political discourse, with its themes of control, blame, retribution and, above
all, power.
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