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ABSTRACT  
In this position paper, we discuss contemporary discursive spaces of 
transport in Australia and their reflexive relationships with policy 
and practice. With a focus on ‘devious frames’ developed and 
safeguarded by a range of powerful pro-car actors, we illustrate 
how these discursive spaces sustain ‘cultural maladaptation’ and 
hinder progress in urban and transport policy and practice. By so 
doing, we aim to encourage urgently needed reflexive critical 
imaginaries whose narratives engage with their deleterious 
effects. We conclude by describing possible pathways for 
changing the paradigm, namely recognition of and resistance to 
devious frames that shape mainstream transport discourses in 
Australia to open up epistemic possibilities to facilitate a long 
overdue cultural reform.
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Introduction

Car dependence and its social and environmental costs are worsening post-pandemic, 
evidenced by rising car use and associated road violence, with 2024 being the deadliest 
year on Australia’s roads since 2012 (BITRE 2025; Visontay 2025). Yet, the likelihood 
of a foreseeable meaningful change to car dependence in Australia seems remote. This 
pernicious trajectory can be attributed to systemic multi-sector interdependencies (Mat
tioli et al. 2020) and cultural maladaptation (Gilbert and Te Brömmelstroet 2023; 
Authors, forthcoming) that severely constrains the scope of transformative responses 
to this locked-in formation. In this paper we are primarily focused on cultural maladap
tive aspects and the discourses that support them.

Boyden defines cultural maladaptation as ‘cultural delusions [that] have resulted in 
activities that have caused unnecessary distress in humans or unnecessary damage to 
local ecosystems’ (2016, 10). In explaining humans’ response to different challenges, 
Boyden (2016) distinguishes analgesic (antidotal, symptom level or short-term) 

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which 
this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent. 

CONTACT  Hulya Gilbert hulya.gilbert@unsw.ed

AUSTRALIAN GEOGRAPHER 
2025, VOL. 56, NO. 3, 425–440 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00049182.2025.2592320

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00049182.2025.2592320&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-02-05
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:h.gilbert@latrobe.edu.au
http://www.tandfonline.com


responses from corrective ones that enable deeper, clearer and more reflexive under
standing of issues that beset us. Analgesic responses may stem from deliberate choices 
influenced by vested interests (Hutchens 2024) and corporate-driven disregard for 
environmental realities (Schönfeld 2017). Boyden (2016) also highlights the power 
held by counter-reformers (those against adaptive change) with vested interests in the 
maladaptive status quo and their deployment of defensive tactics to eliminate threats. 
These threats include narratives created by reformers (those seeking genuinely adaptive 
change) who are often labelled by counter-reformers as ‘alarmists, fanatics, scaremongers 
and prophets of doom’ (80).

Cultural maladaptation is broadly observable across transport policy and practice in 
Australia with many regressive policies and practices supportive of the car-dependent 
transport system. This includes ongoing investments in extensive highways, tollways 
and low-density greenfield developments, further entrenching problems dating back to 
the early twentieth century when reformers were first activated (Norton 2021). Despite 
decades of community resistance, car-oriented postwar transport and planning policies 
whose extensive highway networks had their genesis in the 1930s continue to cast long 
shadows well into the middle of the twenty-first century; despite evidence since the 
1930s that building bigger roads causes more people to drive more often (i.e. ‘induced 
demand’), false promises that new, expanded and ever bigger roads will ‘reduce conges
tion’ have repeatedly been pressed into service by governments and (increasingly since 
the late 1990s) private toll-road builders.

The benefits of recent turns to massive public investments in urban passenger rail 
(such as new metro and light rail lines in Sydney, radial, cross-town and suburban 
orbital railways in Melbourne) risk being cancelled out by simultaneous investment in 
unprecedentedly large tollways, expanding park-and-ride facilities and continuing low- 
density suburban development. Moreover, cost frequently emerges as a decisive factor 
in evaluations of new public transport initiatives, casting doubts on feasibility. At the 
same time expensive roads, tunnels, parking facilities and greenfield developments are 
rarely subject to cancellation despite their high costs, even when over-budget or 
benefit–cost ratios are poor. This bias in funding allocation and the development of 
business cases remains a significant problem across Australia (Elaurant, Wang, and 
Currie 2017; Stanley et al. 2022) and deeply impacts everyday narratives, sustaining 
the dominance of cars.

Against the backdrop of these regressive practices (often presented as solutions to 
transport needs and issues, i.e. analgesic responses), a range of more well-intentioned 
responses to transport issues exist, though their potential is yet to be fully realised. 
Among these are largely ineffective approaches to escalating road violence, notably 
road safety programmes focussed on reducing the freedoms of non-car users around 
cars (e.g. jaywalking rules) rather than directly addressing the dominance of cars via 
reducing their numbers and speeds (Norton 2021; Tranter and Tolley 2020) and space 
allocation along with tougher penalties for traffic offences and road violence.

With this in mind, we are interested in understanding the defining characteristics of 
the discursive space that sustains such cultural maladaptation and hinders progress 
towards sustainable mobilities. In recognition of the power of discourse to sustain car 
dependence and create barriers for sustainable transitions, various Australian studies 
have previously examined this topic within the realm of ‘storylines of transport’ (e.g. 
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Low and Gleeson 2001; Low, Gleeson, and Rush 2003; 2005; Sturup and Low 2015), 
revealing how various narratives framed and constrained the transport sector in the 
late twentieth century. More than two decades later, many of these narratives persist, 
while new ones have also emerged. We seek to explore this continuity through the fol
lowing questions: How has car-oriented urbanism, with increasingly significant social, 
economic and environmental costs, come to dominate for more than a century? What 
strategies from counter-reformers have contributed to this ongoing success in Australia?

As Fairclough (2013) points out, every strategy in response to a social phenomenon or 
a crisis involves a strong discursive framing with associated imaginaries and narratives. 
Critical analysis of this framing is crucial to evaluate the potential of such strategies to 
solve the problems that they claim to set out to address. In this position paper, we 
argue that ‘devious frames’ (Ennis 2023) have been deployed by powerful actors to con
struct and maintain car dependence; for their effect they rely on ‘motonormativity’ 
(Walker, Tapp, and Davis 2023), the normalisation of the unconscious cognitive bias 
favouring car ownership and use for transport. Together, they play a crucial role in per
petuating culturally maladaptive barriers to sustainable transport by limiting the scope of 
possibilities and suppressing genuinely corrective actions while continuing to promote 
analgesic ones (Figure 1). In this paper, we approach the landscape by viewing culturally 
maladaptive actions as the core problem perpetuated by dominant, often deviously 
framed narratives, which have cascading effects permeating transport and planning 
policy and practice.

Discourses: how do they work?

A discourse comprises diverse instances of communication – spoken, written, signs and 
images. Discourses, through shared assumptions and judgements, situate meanings for 
given topics or issues, socially constructing norms, practices and knowledges (Burr 
2015; Dryzek 2013; Hajer and Versteeg 2005; Van Den Brink and Metze 2006).

Figure 1. The making of cultural maladaptation: biological maladjustment, responses (corrective vs. 
analgesic).
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A discourse constructs and constrains how we define, frame and analyse problems that 
subsequently inform what solutions we develop, what trajectories for change we adopt 
and what alternatives we exclude (Budge 2019: Dryzek 2013; Durrant 2023; Hajer 
1995; Van Dijk 2006). Discourses have powerful implications for policy development 
by defining boundaries that ultimately legitimise or illegitimise problem definitions 
and possible solutions. As these boundaries and legitimisation processes are sustained 
over time, consideration of alternative approaches becomes challenging or even imposs
ible, regardless of the irrationality of existing approaches and the scientific validity of 
alternative ones (Durrant 2023). This is due to the hierarchies based on social categories, 
expertise or political power embedded within each discourse (Dryzek 2013). Through 
these hierarchies and asymmetric power relations, discourses thus enrol large numbers 
of people and organisations, conditioning the perceptions and values and coordinating 
their actions (Dryzek 2013), regardless of whether everyone involved agrees with the 
discourse.

As a result, the practices and knowledges these discourses construct and utilise, 
including rules, laws, principles, guidelines, techniques, models, tools, indices and 
other norms and disciplinary instruments risk being used for maladaptive purposes, 
with experts who question their use risking exclusion (McDougall 2018). When problems 
are framed to limit both the problems and their solutions to cars and roads, these prac
tices embody simple and stable visions and interpretations of reality protected by certain 
actors and their narratives, serving to perpetuate ‘complex webs of interests, ideologies, 
and power’ (Molle 2008, 132). Hajer (1995) uses the concept of ‘discourse coalition’ when 
referring to a group of actors that share the meanings of these new social norms and 
practices. By forming this coalition, they can monopolise the discursive space by 
manipulating how they are structured, conducted and institutionalised (Hajer 1995; 
Van Dijk 2006). In the Australian context, this is also referred to as ‘self-interest clubs’ 
(Hutchens 2024).

More concretely, the notion of ‘devious frames’ (Ennis 2023) captures the under
handed tactics of corporations to dominate the discursive space and influence public 
policy. Building on decades of analysis and critique of the well-known phenomenon of 
‘corporate disinformation’ (Kane 2004), Ennis (2023) identifies the following devious 
frames: denialism, post-denialism, normalisation, silver boomerangs, magic, treatment, 
victim blaming, knotted web and multifactorial as useful means for understanding strat
egies employed by multiple actors to manipulate the availability and interpretation of 
information. Although corporate disinformation and devious frames could overlap, dis
course coalition is not limited to corporate actors with a vested interest in maintaining 
the status quo. Hawxwell, Hendriks, and Späth (2024) explain the heterogeneity of the 
discourse coalition and the sometimes-unintentional nature of their actions through 
the concept of scope incumbency, which refers to the process by which certain futures 
are considered plausible or possible (the creation of hegemonic futures) based on prevail
ing norms, values and practices, rather than being solely driven by the explicit interests of 
dominant actors. Disinformation, by definition, involves the deliberate spread of false or 
misleading information with the intent to deceive. Ennis’s devious frames fall within this 
category when strategically used to manipulate public discourse.

Such strategies have been previously employed by the sugar, highway and fossil fuel 
industries which share many traits (Ennis 2023). For instance, all generate high profits 
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for their investors while producing extremely harmful effects on human and planetary 
health (e.g. non-communicable disease epidemics, road violence, global heating). Yet, 
despite these negative impacts, they are politically supported and subsidised through 
tax concessions, loan guarantees and regulatory regimes. The key objective of the 
devious frames here is to conceal the major role political structures play in looking 
after corporate interests (Ennis 2023). These frames then reinforce the culturally mala
daptive status quo by obscuring the availability and accurate interpretation of the evi
dence base and, most importantly, from a political perspective, distracting from what 
needs to be done and what else can be done.

Through a critical reflection on ‘our taken-for-granted ways of understanding the 
world and ourselves’ (Burr 2015, 2), examining discourses and their mechanisms 
enables deconstructing them to show how things could be different and produce rec
ommendations for social change to challenge the status quo (Burr 2015; Fairclough, 
Cortese, and Ardizzone 2007). Considering the principles and characteristics of such dis
cursive spaces as social constructions created by humans and mediated by corporate 
interest and power, rather than as the only true representations or descriptions of 
reality enables our thinking to widen and make room for alternative trajectories 
(Parker 1998). Exposing the role of devious frames as the stalling tactics of counter-refor
mers to prevent the formulation and implementation of corrective (i.e. adaptive) cultural 
responses to transport-related issues highlights their role in sustaining cultural 
maladaptation.

Mapping Australian transport discourses: its actors, framings, narratives

Since the advent of the car, the history of transport in Australia presents a clear case to 
illustrate the discursive power of counter-reformers consisting of the various members of 
the ‘roads lobby’ (Finer 1958). The car manufacturers, oil companies and infrastructure 
contracting firms, as the premium members of this lobby, are supported by actors such as 
the insurance and real estate industries, commercial parking providers, big box retail 
developers and owners, all of whom benefit from increased car ownership and use. 
The actors of the roads lobby also extend to those without or with a lesser degree of 
vested interests, such as politicians, public servants, journalists, community activists, aca
demics and planning and engineering firms, making up an ‘advocacy coalition’ (Murphy 
2020, 56), whether intentionally acting in concert or not.

Taken together, these actors’ narratives and values play a critical role in influencing 
various stages of Australia’s transport practices and Australians’ preferences about 
where to live, how to move around, how to talk about or represent these experiences 
and how the associated issues and their causes are seen (Culver 2018; Mittal and Shah 
2022). Such narratives are resistant and constantly reproduced through various plat
forms, such as mainstream commercial media, via prominent and persuasive car adver
tising with carefully crafted emotive narratives about desirable lifestyles and status 
(Hickman 2023). A final state reminiscent of a Nirvana-esque ‘horizon’, one that individ
uals and societies should aspire to reach (Molle 2008). Such framings are powerful as they 
define the rights and wrongs of ways of living and acting, and the moral parameters that 
guide behaviours, ultimately becoming part of personal, community and even national 
identities (Sager 2009).
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In order to explore this continuity within the discursive spaces of transport in twenty- 
first century Australia, guided by the cultural maladaptation framework, we discuss the 
responses – and their corrective/analgesic nature – to common planning and transport 
needs, problems and challenges. Our empirical focus therefore lies in formal responses 
– ranging from planning and transport infrastructure strategies and projects in response 
to urbanisation to formal statements regarding car crashes between 2020 and 2023 to sig
nificant planning and transport challenges.

We utilise Ennis’s nine devious frames (2023) to ‘motordom’ (Norton 2021) that have 
been used successfully to stall progress by undermining the perceived need and political 
will to change.

Ennis’ typology provides a valuable framework for discerning pro-car discourses and 
the legitimation of analgesic responses that sustain cultural maladaptation, making it par
ticularly relevant for contemporary Australia, as illustrated in Table 1. In this article, we 
use this framework as a tool for a deeper analysis of Australian transport discourses, com
bining certain frames to facilitate an insight-driven rather than category-driven discus
sion. In the rest of this section, we discuss how devious frames still exist as powerful 
elements within the Australian transport discourse that hinder the implementation of 
long-established policies of reform away from car dependence with a focus on denial
ism/post-denialism, normalisation/treatment and knotted web/multifactorial frames.

Denialism and post-denialism

These two devious frames have long been used by a range of actors within the transport 
domain, operating based on narratives such as ‘cars are not a problem’ (denialism) to 
‘cars are useful and essential’ or ‘people love cars’ (post-denialism). In 2024, such 
devious frames are still successful across Australia and continue to sustain a wide 
range of maladaptive planning and transport practices such as building sprawl often in 
the form of monofunctional zoning, supported by car-oriented design, including 
minimum parking requirements that span from building level to street level. Similarly, 
the symbolic value of the car and its infrastructure (Urry 1999) is continuously promoted, 
both in the material and representational context, sustaining the desire for cars. For 
instance, car-based infrastructures are framed as critical for business, economic 
growth and progress, justifying the key role that the state plays in heavily subsidising 
and delivering such infrastructure (Durrant 2023; Hossain and Fuller 2021), despite 
such infrastructures seldomly delivering what they promise, e.g. address congestion 
(Norton 2021).

The ‘missing link’ framing has also long been used to justify the highway expansion 
(Low, Gleeson, and Rush 2005). For instance, in the case of Melbourne’s CityLink pro
posal in the late 1990s, a 22-km tollway encircling Melbourne’s CBD and connecting 
three main freeways, ‘missing bypass’ framing was successfully used, resulting in a 
public–private partnership commitment, also aligning with the ‘progress narrative’ at 
the time (Sturup 2009). This framing lives on in 2024, with the ‘missing link’ narrative 
along with ‘seamless connection’ being repeatedly used for the justification of highway 
expansions, such as the North East Link tunnels, another tollway project in Melbourne 
(State Government of Victoria 2024). Another example of that was seen in South Austra
lia, where the state government stepped in to fund a missing section of a road in a new 
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development area (Hogarth 2023), as a matter of urgency, an act not seen in terms of the 
missing links of bus or tram routes or walking or cycling trails.

Such framings are also supported by carefully chosen metaphors that amplify the sym
bolic value of cars and their infrastructures. For instance, the discussion paper for a 
metropolitan strategy in South Australia in 2023 refers to the existing high-speed 
roads across the state as the ‘spines of the city’ where the future development needs to 
orient towards (SA Planning Commission 2023), imposing a mental model of how high
ways work.

Table 1. Devious frames, narratives and resultant practices of pro-car discourses (adapted from Ennis 
2023).
Devious frame Narrative Culturally maladaptive practices

Denialism Cars are not a problem Building highways and sprawl (or suburban style 
urban infill)

Smokescreen of good roads and improvement 
projects

Post-denialism Cars are good and useful Changing planning laws to accommodate more and 
larger cars‘Missing link’, ‘seamless connection’ and 

‘progress’

Normalisation 
&Treatment

The negative effects of car dependence 
are acceptable, the associated cost is ‘a 
fact of life’

Language (accidents, unavoidable outcomes)

Reporting of road violence:
Medical and technological 

advancements will help
-Ephemeral compared to traffic updates

-Neglect of root causes
The consideration of road violence as an unavoidable 

part of modern life rather than a preventable crisis.
Ignorance of the role of road violence in:
-Strain in healthcare systems
-Emergency service constraints
Normalisation and acceptance of road violence and 

its social and economic costs with ongoing public 
funding allocation to mitigating its consequences 
rather than addressing its root causes. For instance:

-Road injury research, medical and technological 
advancements in treatments rather than crash 
prevention

-Investments focus on managing demand rather 
than reducing the source

Silver Boomerangs Technological fix: Safer cars, better roads 
‘Safety technology will save us’

Perceived disconnection between the level of car 
dependence and road violence

Magic We need to decarbonise our transport 
through better and greener cars

Optimisation of cars, promotion of EVs, AVs as key 
solutions to multifaceted problems including 
climate change

Victim Blaming Individualisation of safety and 
responsibility

Road safety policies aiming at increased control of 
non-car users (e.g. children)

Knotted Web & 
Multifactorial

It’s complex/complicated Opposing cycling infrastructure while saying ‘I’m not 
against cycling, just not on this road’.

One solution is not enough Arguing for more information, new study/ 
investigation/report/community engagement

We need a combination of all of the 
above

The combination of solutions that heavily favour cars 
and the status quo

We need a balanced approach
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The case of post-denialism was reflected in another recent policy proposal in South 
Australia. In response to SUVs and 4WDs having become the most popular vehicles 
in Australia, South Australian government recently proposed new laws requiring 
larger garages in new homes to prevent oversized vehicles from congesting suburban 
streets. The proposal -currently suspended but promised by the South Australian Gov
ernment to return to the election policy agenda- (Gilchrist 2025) mandates residential 
car parks (with some exemptions) to be half a metre wider and 60 cm longer than 
current standards, to accommodate large cars and new one-bedroom homes to have at 
least one parking space while homes with two or more bedrooms should have at least 
two (Shepherd 2025).

Framing the proposal as a necessary modernisation of planning laws, the SA premier, 
Peter Malinauskas asserted: ‘We’re going to fix it – by bringing our planning laws up to 
date’ (Shepherd 2025) while characterising an opposition to such proposal as ’extreme 
anti-car ideology′ (Gilchrist 2025). A proposal that is analgesic in many ways. Firstly, 
mandating larger garages and parking spaces ignores the social and environmental 
issues of car dependence and undermines residents’ preferences for street parking (e.g. 
easier manoeuvrability, unmet demand for storage). It also shifts focus from broader 
consequences, notably the risk of driving up housing costs amid an affordability crisis, 
an issue the same government attempts to address with yet another short-term fix, 
such as large-scale greenfield development. Together, these policies reinforce a cycle in 
which car dependence is not only normalised but protected, sealing a commitment 
to cars as the unquestioned rulers of daily life. A clear example of post-denialism 
as a refusal to reckon with the profound social and environmental cost of this policy 
choice.

Normalisation and treatment

The narratives of normalisation facilitate the acceptance of the negative effects of car 
dependence, and other costs including the loss of lives and environmental damage 
seen as a ‘fact of life’, where challenging the hegemony of cars becomes difficult. 
Culver (2018) links the normalisation of such consequences to the lack of problematisa
tion that is deliberately and carefully maintained under the labels of ‘modernity, progress 
and freedom’ (145). Like in denialism and post-denialism activities, the counter-refor
mers make significant efforts to ensure that the narratives of the normalisation process 
endure, along with the investment into car-based infrastructures entrenching the auto
mobility and its spatial and temporal constraints (Urry 1999).

As a result, cars have become so central to people’s lives that the risks and dangers they 
pose are often deemed acceptable. Consequently, despite frequent road violence, includ
ing numerous deaths and injuries caused by the car-dependent mobility system, there is 
no strong sense of urgency to take radical action against the dominance of cars. One 
reminder of that was a car crash that took place in the Melbourne CBD on 8 September 
2023, caused by a driver hitting three pedestrians at a tram stop at one of the busiest 
intersections before crashing into two other cars in a nearby intersection, on a Friday 
evening. As a result, one person lost their life while five were injured. All authorities 
seemed to agree that there was nothing else that could have been done to prevent 
such an incident. Mr Daniel Andrews, the Premier of Victoria at the time, stated: 
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From an infrastructure point of view, I don’t believe – and it’s the judgment of experts in this 
field – that there’s anything more that can be done to avoid, for instance, an incident like 
this. Of course, a person has lost their life here and the coroner will have a look at this.

(Source: The Age, 9 September 2023; McMillan et al. 2023)

Such a conclusion is something we strongly disagree with as it is narrowly framed, limiting 
the scope of infrastructure changes while preventing the imagination of broader transform
ations that genuinely challenge the status of cars in bustling, people-filled activity centres. By 
overlooking more corrective solutions such as the implementation of car-free zones in city 
centres with plenty of alternative accessibility options, yet dominated by cars, such analysis 
normalises the presence of cars and the inevitability of such incidents arising from this pres
ence. If the streets were designed to prioritise other modes of transport instead, therefore 
fewer and slower cars, incidents of road violence would be statistically less likely.

A separate case, the case of Daylesford (Victoria, Australia), where an SUV driver 
crashed into a beer garden killing five people, raises critical questions about the normal
isation of car crashes and the extent to which the right to drive is protected. Given the 
driver being a long-term diabetic, the prosecutor argued that the driver should have 
been aware of the risks posed by his rapidly declining blood sugar levels when he 
chose to drive. However, the driver walked free due to being unconscious at the time 
of the crash (and lack of evidence about the voluntary nature of his driving) (Australian 
Associated Press 2024), indicating the legal system’s prioritisation of compassion for the 
driver’s fatal medical condition over the need for justice for the victims and their families.

This normalisation process also manifests in the form of the pro-treatment framing that 
successfully distracts from the root causes to prevent these crashes in the first place. Post- 
pandemic, many cities brought forward progressive programmes of road-space realloca
tion away from cars to prosocial activities such as cycling, walking and outdoor gathering 
and consumption. In Australia, in many instances, public space has been re-gifted to cars 
encouraging ever greater mode share than pre-pandemic and the road safety measures con
tinue to primarily centre around individualised behaviour and attitude modification. This 
mix of approaches under post-pandemic conditions has seen a dramatic rise in road vio
lence. In such context, in which vigilant responses are lacking, the focus shifts towards 
post-crash treatments, representing an ‘inevitable outcome’ under the misguided notion 
that every possible action has already been taken. An approach that forgets how 
different things were in the recent past and what could have been learnt from them. Con
sequently, the critical approach that involves policy and programmes aiming to de-privi
lege the private car in the assemblage of everyday spaces and create a modal shift, that 
has a proven track record of impact, is concealed in the transition from safer roads/ 
vehicles/users approach to post-trauma care (Stevenson and Thompson 2023).

Such incoherence is also evident in the prominence of the pressure on emergency ser
vices in public discourse across Australia, with the promise of fixing ambulance ramping 
(ambulances queueing outside emergency departments, unable to offload patients due to 
bed capacity constraints) being a key strategy to win an election in South Australia 
(Kelsall 2023). Yet prioritising the planning strategies known to harm public health 
(e.g. suburban sprawl, highway extensions) was one of the first actions of the same gov
ernment, with no recognition of the role that car crashes play in straining hospital 
capacities. For instance, Australia-wide in 2021–2022, transport-related injuries 

AUSTRALIAN GEOGRAPHER 433



(involving cars, motorbikes and bicycles) had the third highest crude rate amongst all 
hospitalised injuries (AIHW 2023).

Knotted web and multifactorial

Ennis (2023) claims that the ‘knotted web’ frame is used by counter-reformers who 
argue that the problems and the solutions needed are never straightforward, to 
justify why it is very hard (or impossible) to solve them. ‘It’s complex’ is a commonly 
used narrative, especially in the context of the proposed corrective solutions to car depen
dence, such as new bike lanes. Bike lane proposals, indeed, have been subject to a great 
deal of heated debate across Australia, with never-ending narratives of ‘we are not against 
bike lanes but not in this location’ (e.g. the decision to remove bike lanes in the Merri-bek 
Council area in Melbourne) (Hatch 2023) or ‘we need further information/studies/inves
tigations/community engagement’ (e.g. the repeated rejection of the proposed East–West 
bike lane in Adelaide CBD over a decade) (Boisvert 2021).

In a more recent example, the Mayor of an inner city council in Melbourne success
fully lodged a rescission motion a day after the approval of a trial for a 3.5-km bike lane, 
again with the same slogan ‘no one is against bike lanes, but not in this location’ (Sambul 
and Hatch 2023). Sadly, the need for more information to do a better job is rarely fol
lowed through to lead to more comprehensive plans or proposals. This ties to the 
concept of socially constructed ignorance (Nikolaeva 2024) where actions or inactions 
are formed not because of a genuine lack of knowledge around a given issue (e.g. the 
need for more information), but because of an intentional and socially produced and 
maintained ignorance to actively stall reform and maintain the status-quo.

Similar to the ‘knotted web’, the ‘multifactorial’ frame argues that the proposed solution is 
not good enough as we need more than one approach to find the ‘balance’ between different 
options. The misleading use of ‘balanced’ in Australian transport discourse has long existed 
with the governments adopting so-called ‘balanced transport policies’ in response to anti- 
highway protests in the 1970s. However, these policies ostensibly considered public trans
port options as they continued to heavily favour highways (Burke 2016). What this narrative 
really means is that this combination of solutions cannot be without ‘cars’, in other words, 
cannot be done in a way that challenges the current status of cars.

The last few years across Australia saw a few examples of policy discourses that were 
characterised by rather explicit language and imagery advocating to maintain the privi
leged status of cars while referring to a balanced approach. For instance, the discussion 
paper on Greater Adelaide’s future metropolitan strategy (SA Planning Commission 
2023) heavily favours car-based infrastructure including the combination of land use 
and transport assemblage, mobility environments, that are hard to cater to by options 
other than cars (Bertolini 2017) by relying on the long-standing narrative of a balanced 
approach (Low, Gleeson, and Rush 2003) to ‘greenfield vs infill developments’ and ‘cars 
vs active and public transport’.

Rethinking Australian transport discourses: Why does it matter?

The power and resilience of motonormativity in Australian discursive spaces of transport 
are made visible once their devious framing is exposed. It is thus critical to not only 
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understand how deviously framed discourses contribute to entrenched car dependence 
but also ultimately to address the implementation gap between actually existing correc
tive policies and action across Australian cities along with the true scale of economic, 
social and political change needed.

The normalisation of this reflexive relationship between discourses, policies and prac
tices over the short, medium and long term within everyday mainstream transport nar
ratives obscures the harms from cultural maladaptation increasingly locked in by the 
mutually sustaining embrace of neoliberalism by government, private consultants and 
service providers. This process could unfold through routine activities, such as planning 
processes. Instead of being a result of vested interests and deliberate extension of specific 
goals, scope incumbency arises from the collective and often implicit framing of what is 
seen as feasible or desirable for the future (Hawxwell, Hendriks, and Späth 2024). 
However, these routine activities still serve as mechanisms through which dominant dis
courses are institutionalised, shaping perceptions of political neutrality and inevitability 
in policy and practice. As Mattioli and colleagues (2020) illustrate, the regulations support
ing car-oriented urbanism are generally considered apolitical and scientifically objective 
activities, a position that stems from the discourses that constrain transport policy and prac
tice (Low, Gleeson, and Rush 2003, 2005). The fact that these policies include subsidies that 
support the car–oil lobby is effectively obscured by the use of devious frames (Ennis 2023).

Changing the paradigm

Discourse shapes public and political responses, influencing the collective imagination 
and enactment of alternative futures (Grunwald 2019). How we envision the future 
affects present decisions (Schulz 2015), including the formation of and subscription to 
discourses and the coalitions that do their work. Discourses not only shape alternative 
paradigms and possible futures but also determine which ones are considered viable 
or desirable (Oomen, Hoffman, and Hajer 2022; Schulz 2015) as the future is not pre- 
existing or fixed but emerges within specific discursive frameworks (Oomen, Hoffman, 
and Hajer 2022). While alternative discourses may not instantly (or easily) displace 
dominant ones, they play a crucial role in broadening conversations and expanding 
the horizon of possible futures. By introducing alternative frames for thinking and 
seeing, they reveal nuances, challenge taken-for-granted assumptions and offer new 
ways of future-making sustained by new paradigms.

But what do we do next to address these existing discourses and the culturally mala
daptive practices that sustain car dependence? How can we strengthen alternative dis
courses that support already existing progressive strategies as well as nurture new 
narratives for just transitions to sustainable futures? Where do we start? According to 
Boyden (2016), the remedy comes from a ‘cultural reform’, when new scientific under
standings and new knowledges are brought in.

Overcoming discursive barriers within the transport sector is crucial to achieving this, 
including recognition of devious framings and narratives that we are trapped within. This 
would also need to be supported by a discipline fully equipped to resist and challenge 
such discourses and replace them with truthful ones that open alternative possibilities 
(e.g. Te Brömmelstroet et al. 2022) based on scientific understandings and ecologically 
sound knowledges.
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One of the most pernicious effects of devious framings on democratic governance is 
the constraints they place on the diversity of discourse itself (Ennis 2023), including dis
courses informed by scientific knowledge. This obscures and delegitimises the urgency 
for alternative narratives to be heard, foregrounded and take hold – and not only to 
enable a truly just transition to sustainable cities but to implement policies already in 
existence aimed at reducing car dependence. While there are many manifestations of 
devious framings used by counter-reformers, all of them have similar effects. On one 
hand, they sow doubt about the issues at stake, which leads to confusion about the ration
ale of policies that are aimed to address them, creating distractions and loss of focus on 
what needs to be done.

On the other hand, the continued existence of car-privileging policies alongside those 
designed to undo them gives power to the devious framing supporting the former by creat
ing false dichotomies for governments whose political messaging needs to be simple, clear 
and unequivocal. In Australia, this requires a transition from increasingly opaque practices 
of power aimed at legitimising private-sector-driven transport megaprojects, suburban 
fringe expansions and highly uneven urban intensification towards urban and transport 
planning as a contestable, discursive, evidence-based process of democratic engagement.

Conclusion

Using Australia as an exemplar, we have argued that current discursive spaces of trans
port are heavily shaped by devious frames employed by counter-reformers, a corporate- 
driven disconnect from the social and environmental realities of our times. In the last two 
decades, Australia has attempted to re-imagine, retrofit and re-make cities developed for 
car-based mobility, to transform them to make life accessible to people without the need 
to use a car. However, these attempts are either ineffective, falling short of being trans
formative or worse analgesic, exacerbating the existing issues. Many key policies, pro
jects, regulations and investments continue to be supported and promoted by 
governments and the private sector that sustain car dependence, which is rising again 
after a period of decline. To understand this phenomenon, we have explored some of 
the narratives that keep alive discourses that support car dependence using the lens of 
‘devious frames’ to illustrate the insidious ways that corporate disinformation has cor
rupted mainstream transport discourse in Australia.

Devious frames are widely practised across all sectors of society where the activities of 
private corporations have been found to have harmful effects on human and planetary 
health and with a long history of deployment to sow doubt about scientific consensus, 
create public confusion and distract attention from what needs to be done. We have 
argued that moving forward requires a broader awareness of devious framings and 
their power to sustain cultural maladaptation in place. The time for change is now 
and, through a concerted and committed effort, we can imagine alternative possibilities 
for the discursive spaces of transport by recognising and resisting devious framings, thus 
changing narratives and the paradigms of mobility they engender.
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