Dependency or Enterprise? Political discourses

and lived experiences of benefit claiming in Britain.

Niamh O’Connor

PhD
University of Edinburgh

2002



I certify that I am the sole author of this work.

Niamh O’Connor



Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to explore the conceptual gap between political discourses
and lived experiences of benefit claiming in Britain. Following a social
constructionist perspective, I argue that the ‘policy problem’ of benefit claiming has
been constructed in particular narrow ways that both shape and limit policy
responses. I also show that this narrow political construction is contradicted by
claimants’ understandings and experiences of what constitutes the ‘problem’ of

unemployment and benefit dependency.

The thesis is structured in two parts. Part one comprises a critical discourse analysis
(following Fairclough) of British welfare reform policy. Policy reform is
increasingly couched in terms of replacing dependency (associated exclusively with
benefits) with enterprise (associated exclusively with paid work). The policy
imperative is to replace unemployment with particular kinds of paid work. Part two
of the thesis draws on a series of group and individual interviews with long-term
benefit claimants. In contrast to politicians’ presuppositions, interviewees report
numerous and varied connections to worlds of work; they subscribe to dominant
discourses about the value of work; and they display considerable enterprise in
surviving on the low incomes provided by benefits. The dependency/enterprise
dichotomy is further challenged by those interviewees who are members of their
local LETS (local exchange trading system). LETS, while no panacea to the
problems of depressed labour markets and ‘poor places’, operate effectively as
arenas where alternative discourses and values of mutuality and interdependency are

produced and circulate; as a space between enterprise and dependency.

The increasing use and importance of notions of dependency and enterprise in
government circles provides an ideological justification for reductions in social
security spending while increasing targeting and means-testing. It also allows the
causes of poverty and unemployment to be attributed to supply side issues, largely
concerning the employability of individuals. More recently, this individualising
tendency has been tempered by political interest in the notion of ‘social capital’. The

thesis therefore continues with a critique of this ‘new’ idea. While the switch of



attention from the individual to the social is welcomed, the direction of much of the
social capital debate, in particular the continued problematisation of the quality of
labour supply, is criticised. In conclusion, alternative policy opportunities are
considered, including the citizen’s income and government sponsored full
employment. Above all, a plea is made for a social welfare policy that engages more
with economic geography, and an economic geography that engages more with those

who suffer the brunt of economic and welfare restructuring.
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Chapter One Introduction

This thesis is about discourses of public policy in Britain in the field of welfare
reform. Recently, a number of geographers have expressed concern that the
discipline lacks an invigorated ‘geography of public policy’. This introductory
chapter assesses this current debate about the perceived barriers to
geographical research on policy issues. The ‘cultural turn’ within human
geography is commonly considered to be prime amongst barriers to a renewed
geography of public policy. I argue that policy concerned research and post-
structural social theory are not necessarily antithetical. The chapter expands on
the specific theoretical inspirations of social constructionism and critical

discourse analysis that informed the research reported in the thesis.

Preamble

In April 1998 I was interviewed in the Geography Department of Edinburgh
University for a departmental studentship to fund the research reported in this thesis.
One of the interview panel members asked me a question about the research proposal
I had developed. The proposal described my aims as deconstructing dominant
discourses of ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ in British public policy and comparing
these discourses to benefit claimants’ lived experiences of welfare and work. (In
essence, the proposal is very much what I did do, and the chapters of this thesis are
organised around these themes of dependency, enterprise, welfare and work.) I was
asked, though, how I expected the change of government in Britain to affect the
research. The subtext of the question was that ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ were
quintessential Tory keywords and the ‘New’ Labour government would be expected
to take a different stand on the nature of the ‘problem of welfare’ with concomitant
different language, keywords and discourses. The inference at the time was that the
topicality or political relevance of the research might be over before it began. New
Labour had already been in power for almost a year, and although then Minister for
Welfare Reform Frank Field had allegedly been charged with ‘thinking the

unthinkable” with regard to welfare policy, it was evident that there was to be many



continuities with the previous government’s analysis of the problem of welfare. 1
said something like this in my answer, but in retrospect it is clear (and hopefully
demonstrated in later chapters) that dependency and enterprise have, if anything,
increased in salience under New Labour as discourses that say so much about how

the Labour government views and constructs the worlds of benefits and work.

Structure of the chapter

There are six sections to this introductory chapter. First, the recent debate within the
geography discipline around a perceived lack of a vibrant ‘geography of public
policy’ is assessed. This lack of research on geography and policy is commonly
attributed to a number of barriers, including the problem of instrumentalism, and the
‘cultural turn’ in human geography. Nevertheless, despite these barriers, the
contributors to the debate (especially Peck, 1999b, 2000; Martin, 2001a) agree that
there are notable examples of geographic contributions to public policy debates.
Indeed, Jamie Peck, one of the instigators of this policy debate has himself made a
significant contribution to geographic research in the substantive area of this thesis:
welfare reform (for example, Peck, 1998a, 1998b, 1999a; Peck and Theodore, 2000;
Theodore and Peck, 1999; 2001). The second section of the chapter describes the
context of the welfare reform changes of Peck’s analysis. Post-war changes in
political ideologies have led to a position where, across the western world, extensive
welfare states came to be considered part of the problem of poverty, rather than part
of the solution. This conclusion has been contested, and the debate around ‘welfare
dependency’ soon polarised around the familiar sociological structure/action binary,
with left wing critics of notions of ‘underclass’ and ‘dependency’ insisting on the
structural causes of poverty, and new-right (and increasingly centre-left)
commentators blaming poverty on the individual character traits of poor people.
This thesis represents an attempt to move on, to some extent, from this
structure/action debate, and the theoretical arguments employed to enable this are
the focus of section three. The thesis employs the concept of social constructionism
in policy studies, and (as intimated in the preamble) the research focuses on
particular policy discourses. There are different (but overlapping) theories of

discourse adopted in contemporary social theory (for example, Foucault, 1972;



Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Fairclough, 2001; for a comparison see Mills, 1997). This
section draws on each, but principally Fairclough, to advance a conception of
discourse that acknowledges both the ideological nature of discourses and their
materiality (both in constitution and effect). A focus on discourse is very much part
of the ‘cultural turn’ in human geography that Martin and Peck partly blame for the
poor state of geographic research on public policy. One aim of this research is to
show that post-structuralist social theory and public policy research are not

necessarily antithetical (as Martin himself acknowledges, 2001a: 207n).

Section four is a discussion of the methods used in the research project. The
empirical work was in two stages (represented by the two parts of the thesis): first a
political discourse analysis of dependency and enterprise, and second a series of
interviews with long term benefit claimants in a town in central-belt Scotland. This
methodological approach was used to explore the gap between the discursive
construction of the problem of benefit claiming by New Labour politicians, and the
lived experiences of benefit claimants themselves. In section five, I try to explain
why this gap was explored: to offer a rationale for the research undertaken. Finally,

section six briefly outlines the structure of the rest of the thesis.

1.1 Geography and Public Policy

1.1.1 Lack of policy relevance in geography

It is nearly thirty years since the session of the annual conference of the Institute of
British Geographers where delegates advocated a renewed engagement with public
policy (Transactions (1974), volume 63). There was concern expressed on two
fronts: first that geography as a discipline would be lesser without a policy
dimension, and second that public policy would be lesser without the influence and
insights of geography and geographers. Almost thirty years on, the debate has
resurfaced within the pages of some of the discipline’s principal journals (Peck,
1999b; 2000; Pollard et al, 2000; Banks and MacKian, 2000; Massey, 2000; Martin
2001a). The consensus of the current debate is that the ‘policy turn’ advocated in

1974 never really happened, and that there remains a lack of policy relevant research



in geography. Further, this lack is generally considered a problem for geography and
for policy. The contributors to the debate identify various barriers to a ‘geography of
public policy” and recommend that these barriers are overcome so that a

reinvigorated policy sub-discipline might develop.

Each contributor to this renewed debate advances different explanations for the
problem, however there are common themes as to what the barriers to a geography of
policy are deemed to be. In this section, these perceived barriers are discussed.

They are, broadly, a) the problem of instrumental knowledge; b) the status of policy
research within geography; c) the status of geographers within policy circles and d)

the “cultural turn’ in human geography.

1.1.1a Instrumentalism

The first perceived barrier to a geography of public policy relates to concerns
amongst critical geographers about the dangers of instrumentalism inherent in policy
work. In brief, critical geographers are sceptical of the value of working with or for
policy makers who operate within, and help to sustain and reproduce, unequal
economic and social systems (Blomley, 1994). For example, when, in 1974, David
Harvey (1974) asked *what kind of geography for what kind of public policy?” he
was referring to the dangers of un-critical geographic work for policy makers that
may serve the interests of certain powerful groups at the expense of less powerful

sections of society.

Related to this is Jamie Peck’s distinction between ‘shallow’ and ‘deep’ policy
research: shallow being the ‘cash-for-contracts’ evaluative style work done for
policy makers in contrast to deep theoretical research, Peck’s example being
regulationist theorising of the changing role of the state. In the context of
instrumentalism, it is clearly the shallow type research that is more problematic.

Peck cites Blomley’s disdain for geographers who “market themselves to capital or
the state” (1994: 383) in what he sees as being in the service of the state’s inequitable
interventions in space (Peck, 1999b: 133). Further, Ron Martin cites concerns that

all types of policy research (shallow and deep) are potentially compromised by virtue



of their public state funding. As Martin writes, the concern is that “no government or
other policy making body is likely to commission or welcome research which it
believes could be strongly critical of its policy programmes™ (2001a: 199). Neither
Peck nor Martin deny that such problems exist, although Martin warns against them
being exaggerated and used as justification for avoiding policy research altogether.
Similarly, Peck is critical of Blomley’s disdain, worried that such a blanket dismissal
of policy research is good for neither geography nor policy, and anyway, “surely
someone has to do it” (1999b: 132). More importantly, Peck and Martin agree that
policy research is not necessarily a principle-compromising limited exercise in
preserving and reproducing the status quo. I agree, and would add further that while
policy work (and public policy itself) may be criticised as mere reformist tinkering
around the edges, researchers cannot but work within the realities and confines of
present day milieux and the policy part of that milieux does affect people’s quality of
life, for better or worse. Policy work therefore represents an opportunity for critical
geographers to influence the development of policies in ways that might ameliorate

the effects of, say, economic restructuring.

1.1.1b Low status of policy research within geography

Of course concerns remain, and they are linked to a second perceived barrier to an
invigorated geography of public policy: the low status of policy work within the
discipline of geography (Peck, 1999b; 2000; Massey, 2000; Pollard et al, 2000;
Martin, 2001a).  For Peck the division between ‘pure’ academic research and
‘dirty’ policy research is long running, but amplified by professional-institutional
pressures such as the Research Assessment Exercise in the UK. Pollard et al (2001)
agree that “geography has promoted the ‘pure’ or the ‘scholarly’, rather than the
‘applied’” and they suggest that this is in part due to “the current RAE-driven
managerial culture in the discipline which favours particular kinds of ‘outputs™
(2000: 246). Martin labels this phenomenon the “intellectual bias against policy
studies” which he describes as the “widespread view within human geography that
policy study is somehow intellectually inferior to the ‘higher’ pursuit of ‘theorizing’”

(2001: 198).



Whether or not this bias exists (it is not something I have yet experienced) it is
important to distinguish here between policy work that is “research-for” policy
makers and work that is “research-about” policy development (what Peck might label
‘shallow’ versus ‘deep’ research). The crux of the problem is that while the
commissioned “report in cardboard covers” (Peck, 1999: 131) might be a less valued
academic output in RAE terms than the article in Transactions, it is the former that
has more influence in policy making circles. For Peck, “we have to do more than
simply write about policy, or map and measure outcomes, but must engage critically
and actively with the policy process itself” (2000: 255). The ultimate aim is to
influence the direction of policy, and those that do research with and for policy
makers are said to be more influential than geographers who prefer ‘blue-skies

research’ (Massey, 2000).

1.1.1c Low status of geographers within policy making circles

The low status of geographers within policy-making circles is a third perceived
barrier to geography and policy work (Peck, 1999, 2000; Martin, 2001). It is argued
that there remains a lack of understanding amongst policy makers about what it is,
exactly, that geographers do (Massey, 2001; Castree, 2000). Further, policy makers
are much more receptive to economists than economic geographers, especially when
it comes to designing large-scale policies such as welfare to work policies (Peck,
1999). It is economists, not economic geographers, who have the “ear of the
minister” (Peck, 1999: 134); whose theories and ideas influence the direction of
public policy. Even when policy makers turn their attention to traditional geographic
topics of study (such as regional development or high tech clustering) it is
economists who are “flown into country after country to advise policy makers”
(Martin, 2001: 198) rather than economic geographers. This relative lack of

influence may discourage geographers from researching policy issues.

This barrier is linked to the problem of instrumentalism, though, as it is argued that
policy makers are more receptive to the theories of orthodox economists than they
would be to those of critical geographers (Henry et al, 2001). Peck acknowledges

that the “ideological power of economics is such that that it may not actually matter



whether or not there is an academic economist whispering in the minister’s ear; the
minister can hear the whispers anyway” (2000: 256). Nevertheless, Martin (2001a)
argues that this should not discourage geographers from engaging with policy
makers, and further, it is difficult to ignore well evidenced, rigorous and clearly
presented research, even if it does not say what ministers want to hear. In Martin’s
experience policy makers are put off by what they perceive as the increasingly
‘jargon-filled” human geography, which bears little relevance to contemporary policy
concerns. Martin, with others (Hamnett, 1997; Peck, 1999; Martin and Sunley,
2001) contends that this apparent rise in obfuscatory jargon is partly the influence of

the ‘cultural turn’ in human geography.

1.1.1d The ‘cultural turn’

One reason for the neglect of public policy research in human geography is
the postmodern/textualist/discursive and cultural ‘turns’ that have had such a
pervasive impact across the discipline in the last few years.

Martin, 2001a: 194

Martin blames what he calls “the public policy irrelevance of the postmodern and
cultural turns in human geography” (2001a: 194) for the lack of ‘policy turn’ in the
discipline of geography. This, he contends, is due to three factors. First,
‘postmodern’ human geography does not study the pressing policy issues of today,
amongst which he includes “poverty, unequal access to public and social services,
housing problems, unemployment, ill health, unequal health care” (2001a: 195).
Second, the postmodern turn is said to have heralded “theoretical and linguistic
obfuscation” (2001a: 195-6) which distances geography further from the ‘real world’
of policy problems and responses. Third, and related, ‘postmodern geography’ is
said to deny an extra-discursive reality and as a result “disengages itself with
movements and practices which might challenge material power and so change

outcomes” (2001a: 196).

With relation to the first two factors, it is clear that it is not necessarily so. A focus

on ‘discourse’, for example, need not preclude research on policy (as this thesis aims



to demonstrate, and has already been evidenced by, for example, Schram, 1995;
Leonard, 1997; Levitas, 1998, amongst others). Second, discursive research need
not, of course, be obfuscatory. Third, there are post-structural theories of discourse
that do not deny an extra-discursive reality, (Laclau and Mouffe (1985) call this a

“common misunderstanding” of discourse, this is expanded in section three below).

Nonetheless, Martin is not alone in linking the rise in ‘postmodern theory” with a

decline in the ‘relevance’ of contemporary social enquiry.

[T]he academic and the lay worlds seem to be moving in opposite directions,
for there is also a striking contrast between what is happening inside radical
academia and what is happening outside. Whereas the former shifted into
culture and the esoteria of postmodernism outside it has been gung ho
neoliberalism-rarely acknowledged in radical academia-that has been in the
ascendancy, and the key issue has been ‘the economy, stupid’.

Sayer, 1994: 636

Again, the obvious response is that it need not be so, and further, caution should be
exercised lest false oppositions are set up between ‘postmodernism’ (all that is
cultural, woolly, verbose, irrelevant and bad) and “policy studies’ (all that is political-
economic, practical, realistic, relevant and good). This thesis argues for an economic
geography that is both policy relevant and alert to the importance of struggle over
ideas and meanings and is open to multiple futures. Further, there are geographers
who believe the purported demise of political economy (at the hands of the cultural
turn) to be overstated. For Noel Castree, for example, “Anglophone geography has a
larger and more vibrant Left community than at any time in its history” (2000: 2091).

Similarly, Trevor Barnes (1995: 428) tries to allay Sayer’s fears:

Sayer (1994:636) in his editorial says he is worried about the neglect of
political economy compared to the emphasis on things cultural. Idon’t think
he needs be. Political economy’s greatest assets as an intellectual framework
are its ability to adapt, and to accommodate and respond to criticism.



1.1.2 Geography and Policy

Of course, having said all this, there are many examples of geographical policy
research in a number of fields, as Martin (2001a) and Peck (1999b) acknowledge.
There is a large body of geographical work on housing (for example, Smith and
Malinson, 1996); transport (for example, Hoyle and Knowles, 1992); health and
health care (for example, Kearns, 1993); education (for example, Bondi and
Matthews, 1988) and the environment (for example, Routledge, 1994). Just in the
substantive area of this thesis there has been geographical work on the topic of
welfare reform (Pinch, 1997; Peck1998a, b, 1999a; Peck and Theodore, 2000;
Theodore and Peck, 2000, 2001), the national minimum wage (Sunley and Martin,
2000) and the geography of unemployment (for example, Pattie and Johnston, 1990;
Green et al, 1994, 1998; Green, 1995; Fieldhouse, 1996, Martin, 1997; Turok and
Webster, 1998; Turok and Edge, 1999; Webster, 1999, 2000). This geography of
unemployment is largely concerned with regional variations in the rates of
unemployment and the vital questions of under employment, non-employment and
long-term sickness levels, especially in the UK (see, for example, the special issue of
Regional Studies, volume 34, number 7 in October 2000 on “employability,

adaptability and flexibility: changing labour market prospects”).

That there is a developed geography of welfare reform is largely thanks to the work
of Jamie Peck himself, with Nic Theodore (Peck, 1998a, b, 1999a, 2000; Peck and
Theodore, 2000; Theodore and Peck, 1999, 2001). This work has convincingly
critiqued the “workfare offensive™ dismantling welfare systems in western nation
states. Peck and Theodore have traced the processes of policy transfer from the US
to the UK, identified different models of delivering welfare-to-work policies
(including ‘human capital development’ and ‘labour force attachment’) and
advocated that British governments move “beyond employability” in their

explanations of unemployment.

All of these geographies advance our understanding of social injustice and the policy
areas of unemployment, benefit claiming and welfare reform. However, they all

contain a remarkable omission: none engage with the people affected by these



changes. There remains in human geography a discernible gap in the literature
(including the policy relevant literature) on the experiences of those ‘excluded’ in a
myriad of ways. There seems to be a reluctance to engage with those who are often
most affected by policy changes, especially in the field of social policy. As Noel

Castree (2001: 3) comments:

Economic geography is too pre-occupied with deconstructing the discourses
of (the) power(ful) while neglecting the economic geographies of the
disadvantaged.

The aim of this thesis is to do both: to deconstruct dominant political discourses of
welfare reform (specifically ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’) and to pay full attention

to the experiences of the ‘disadvantaged’, in this instance, benefit claimants.

1.2 The Context of Welfare Reform: From ‘cradle-to-grave’ to

‘welfare-to-work’.

The context of the welfare changes that are the focus of this research is one of
profound post-war changes in society, economy, politics and culture. These changes
have been variously conceptualised: economically, the end of a so-called ‘golden
age’ of mass production and mass consumption has been theorised as a move from
‘Fordism’ to ‘post-Fordism’ (Amin, 1994) and the ‘end of organised capitalism’
(Lash and Urry, 1987). Cultural shifts in architecture and art have been conceived of
as a shift from ‘modernism’ to ‘post-modernism’ (Cloke et al, 1991). Social changes
are said to have led to a distinct ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1992) and political-economic

shifts are described as a move from Keynesianism to Monetarism (Wilkinson, 2000).

1.2.1 From Keynesianism to Monetarism

Changes in the welfare state (now sometimes said to be ‘in crisis’- Esping-
Anderson, 1996) have been traced to this ideological shift in the 1970s from
Keynesianism to monetarism (Wilkinson, 2000; Martin and Sunley, 1997).

Crucially, this shift involved a change in the way the causes of unemployment were



understood. Crudely, Keynesian economic theory understands unemployment to be
mainly a problem of labour demand. Full employment is considered achievable if
governments intervene by using public spending as a tool to counter cyclical slumps
in demand inherent to a capitalist economy (Mullard, 1992). The welfare state
(although not necessarily an inherent part of Keynesian economics-see Martin and
Sunley, 1997) does fulfil a number of functions including sustaining national
aggregate demand and maintaining social order, and it is made ‘affordable’ through

tax revenues at ‘full employment’.

However, since the 1970s, this Keynesian orthodoxy (which has probably been
romanticised and idealised-see O’Neill, 1997) has come under fire. As Martin and

Sunley (1997: 281) write:

The Keynesian Welfare State has been undermined from without and from
within and is now widely viewed as obsolete, a project no longer relevant to
the changing imperatives and contours of socio-economic development.

A factor in this undermining of the Keynesian Welfare State was the increase in both
price inflation and unemployment in Britain from the late 1960s, in apparent
refutation of Phillip’s Law (which states there is an inverse relationship between
inflation and unemployment) (Wilkinson, 2000). This change was accompanied by
fundamental economic and social restructuring, including increasing flexibilisation
and feminisation of the labour force, which has led to a “crisis both of economic
management and social legitimation” for Keynesianism (Martin and Sunley, 1997:
281). The ideologies of monetarism and neo-liberalism, inspired by the New Right
economics of Friedman and Hayek (Smith, 1989) became the new orthodoxy,
replacing Keynesianism. The new politics, personified by Margaret Thatcher in the
UK and Ronald Reagan in the US, reinstated the market as the central plank of

society and propounded a diminished role for the state (Martin and Sunley, 1997).

Even if pronouncements of the ‘death of Keynesianism’ in the 1980s were premature
(in terms of rhetoric if not practice, see Martin and Sunley, 1997: 283) and

regulationist claims of the ‘hollowing out’ of the nation state overstated (O’Neill,



1997), it is clear that at least in terms of how the problem of unemployment is
understood, the shifts towards monetarism and neo-liberalism have been profound.
The parameters of the debate around what causes unemployment (and later, as I
argue in chapter two, benefit claiming in general) have shifted. The parameters
closed almost exclusively around supply-side causes of unemployment (a situation
which remains today). The causes of unemployment were located in unemployed
people themselves: their skills shortages, detachment from the labour market, poor
job contacts, even poor self-presentation, in short what has become known as their
lack of employability. The magnitude of this shift in the goalposts of what the causes
of unemployment are considered to be should not be underestimated. Changes in
and slumps in labour demand, related to capitalist cycles of growth and contraction,
have been given central roles in explanations of the causes of unemployment in a
broad spectrum of theories from the left to the right. That demand is so underplayed
in contemporary political explanations of unemployment is significant, and may
significantly limit the effectiveness of government welfare reform policy (see

chapters two and eight; Webster 1999; 2000; 2001).

1.2.2 The ‘underclass’ debate

These shifts in political-economic thinking were mirrored in sociological debates
around the causes of entrenched and spatially manifested poverty, particularly in
urban areas of the US and UK. The political climate of Thatcherism and Reaganism
was receptive to explanations of poverty that located its causes within the character
of individual poor people and their allegedly separate culture. In the 1980s and early
1990s the debate around the notion of an “underclass’ of the economically
disadvantaged and culturally distinct raged (a sample of the enormous literature
generated includes Bagguley and Mann, 1992; Cornford, 1992; Dahrendorf, 1992;
Field, 1989; Gallie, 1994; Gans, 1993; Green, 1992; Heath, 1992; Hughes, 1989;
Jordan and Redley, 1994; Macniol, 1987; Mann, 1992; Morris, 1993, 1994; Murray,
1984: 1990 a, b; Smith, 1992; Walker, 1990; Wilson, 1987, 1991).

The underclass debate had long and inauspicious roots (Macniol, 1987). Its

predecessors included, in the UK, Sir Keith Joseph’s unsuccessful attempts in the



early 1970s to prove the existence of inter-generationally transmitted poverty.
Joseph voiced his concern at the ‘excess’ number of births to mothers from lower
social classes, stating: “the balance of our population, our human stock, is
threatened” (cited in Macniol, 1987: 294). Despite funding numerous research
projects to explore this notion of transmitted poverty, no evidence was found to
substantiate Joseph’s dubious preconceptions. A US predecessor to the underclass
notion was Oscar Lewis’ anthropological accounts of a ‘culture of poverty’ in certain
US urban areas (Lewis, 1968). Lewis’ account sought to explain poverty as the fault
of behavioural patterns (such as what New Labour ministers might call the ‘poverty
of expectation’) of poor people, again allegedly causing the reproduction of poverty
between generations. As Macniol (1987: 296) writes, “underclass stereotypes have

always been a part of the discourse on poverty in advanced industrial nations”.

The underclass debate of the 1980s and early 1990s originated in the US and was
introduced to the UK by American social commentator Charles Murray (1990b).
Murray’s populist accounts of the nature of the ‘underclass’ were written in a
polemical and inflammatory style, published originally in the Sunday Times (1990a).
He described himself as a “visitor from a plague area come to see whether the
disease is spreading” (1990b: 3) and concluded that the underclass was a problem in
the UK berating those members “whose values are now contaminating the life of
entire neighbourhoods™ (1990b: 4). Murray substantiates this conclusion by claiming
a problematic increase in the three phenomena he relates as defining the ‘underclass’:

“illegitimacy, violent crime and drop-out from the labour-force” (1990b: 4).

Distinct from Murray’s conservative (and thoroughly criticised) version of
‘underclass’ is the more empirically grounded work of William Julius Wilson (1987,
1991). Wilson focuses on the geographical segregation of the (largely African-
American) poor in US urban areas, and in a more structural causative account blames
“basic economic shifts and transformations” for their plight (1991: 8). Further, in his
later work Wilson became concerned with the direction the concept of underclass

had taken in the writings of Charles Murray, and decided to abandon the term (partly



because he agreed with Gans (1990) that the term ‘underclass’ had become

“hopelessly polluted”) in favour of the term ‘ghetto poor’ (Wilson, 1991).

Despite this often made distinction between the conservative Murray and liberal
Wilson, some British commentators have suggested that little really separates them
in their explanation of the causes of poverty because they share the crucial dimension

of locating the ‘problem of poverty’ firmly within poor people themselves:

For Murray it is still a case of the underclass rationally maximising their
welfare benefits, for Wilson it is a case of localised cultures of poverty and
low self-esteem. Whichever way you look at it, the poor remain poor because
they’ve got an attitude problem.

Bagguley and Mann, 1992: 117

Other critics argue that the concept of underclass (especially as advanced by Murray)
involves the denial of structural causes of poverty, including class and gender
inequalities and the consequences of economic restructuring (Gans, 1990; Walker,
1990). For these authors, ‘underclass’ explanations of poverty serve only to ‘blame

the victim’:

Mr Murray’s underclass, like all previous attempts to individualise the causes
of poverty, diverts attention from blaming the mechanisms through which
resources are distributed, including the role of the Government, to blaming, in
William Ryan’s famous phrase, ‘the victims’.

Walker, 1990: 58

Gans (1993), while acknowledging the social construction of all such ‘keywords’
(such as underclass and victim) nevertheless refers repeatedly to the “victims of the
postindustrial economy” (1993: 328). Westergaard summarises such structural
explanations of poverty, which he argues understand the “new poor as victims of
market restructuring, enterprise rationalisation and regression in public policy”

(1992: 577). The debate polarised around a structure/culture binary:

While those on the right sought to identify a culturally distinct deprived
minority, those on the left sought to identify a structurally defined underclass.
The ‘culturalists™ were concerned with ‘the problem family’; the
‘structuralists’ with “poverty’.

Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992: 36



This underclass notion is the direct antecedent to the ‘dependency’ discourse that is
the focus of chapter two. As I am critical of how ‘dependency’ has been constructed,
so would I sympathise more with the structural critiques of notions of ‘underclass’
described above. Nevertheless, appealing to notions of poor people as ‘victims’ of
economic and social restructuring, however well-meaning, remains problematic,
because it tends to remove from individuals the capacity to effect change in their
circumstances: in other words it denies agency. The difficulty for the critical
researcher of such topics as welfare, unemployment and benefit claiming is how to
acknowledge the crucial determining structural factors of economic and social
inequality while still allowing space for the agency of individual benefit claimants.
Left wing analyses of welfare tend to avoid such accounts of agency “for fear of
offering hostages to right-wing opinion” (Jordan and Redley, 1994: 156), and this is
perhaps understandable for it is commentators like Murray (from whom left wing
analysts would be keen to distance themselves) who advocate the need to “sharply
reduce our readiness to call people ‘victims’” (1990b: 71). However, there are
critical researchers who find constructing poor people as ‘victims’ similarly
problematic, and suggest a new orientation for critical social research which
“li]nstead of constructing the poor as victims of restrictive government
policies...would investigate their survival strategies and cultures of resistance”
(Jordan and Redley, 1994: 156). The key concept here is the notion of the
construction of poor people in certain narrow ways, and I argue in the following
section that theoretical arguments around social constructionism and discourse
enable an approach to researching welfare change and benefit claimants that allows

space for structure and agency.

1.3 Theoretical Inspirations

1.3.1 Social Constructionism
Social constructionism is an umbrella term that covers social scientific approaches to

enquiry that understand knowledge about reality to be constructed rather than



naturally given. Social constructionist perspectives have become increasingly
common in policy studies as analysts seek to explain how and why certain
phenomena come to be viewed as problematic and therefore in need of policy
intervention, while other phenomena do not (for example, Fraser, 1989; Land, 1989;
Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Schram, 1995; Leonard, 1997; Levitas, 1998; Peck, 1998c;
Haylett, 2001a, b). These approaches contrast with functionalist approaches, which

seek to explain social disorder as pathological deviance from normality.

The current manifestation of social constructionism in social science can be traced to
developments in sociology in the 1960s including Becker’s ‘labelling theory’ (1963)
and Berger and Luckmann’s Social Construction of Reality (1967). Becker sought to
upset functionalist accounts of ‘deviance’ by examining how certain activities or
certain groups of people (in his example, people smoking marijuana) become
labelled as deviant. Berger and Luckmann focus on epistemology in their “treatise
on the sociology of knowledge” (1967). They emphasised the production of meaning
through human face-to-face interactions, which constructs an everyday world of
common sense (see also Garfinkel, 1967; Goffman, 1969). Berger and Luckmann
(1967: 208) argue that an appreciation of the social construction of knowledge allows

for a theory that has space for both social structure and individual action:

“We would contend that the analysis of the role of knowledge in the dialectic
of individual and society, of personal identity and social structure, provides a
crucial complementary perspective for all areas of sociology”.

Further, while their approach focuses on theories of action, they maintain the
importance of structural explanations (albeit in more definitive terms that might be
used today): “this is certainly not to deny that purely structural analysis of social

phenomena are fully adequate for wide areas of sociological inquiry”.

That these early social constructionists focussed on the social construction of
knowledge 1s important. They did not deny the existence of a material world ‘out
there’ rather, it is the knowledge about that world, and the meanings we impute to
objects that was (and is) understood as constructed rather than inherent. This

distinction is important because, as Trevor Barnes has argued, the view that nothing
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exists outside our heads can lead to “paralysing solipsism™ (2000: 748). Laclau and
Mouffe (1990: 101) explain clearly how ‘reality” as we know it 1s socially

constructed and there remains a material reality outside this construction:

If I kick a spherical object in the street or if I kick a ball in a football match,
the physical fact is the same, but its meaning is different. The object is a
football only to the extent that it establishes a system of relations with other
objects, and these relations are not given by the mere referential materiality of
the objects, but are, rather, socially constructed...

the discursive character of an object does not, by any means, imply putting its
existence into question. The fact that a football is only a football as long as it
is integrated within a system of socially constructed rules does not mean that
it thereby ceases to be a physical object. A stone exists independently of any
system of social relations, but it is, for instance, either a projectile or an
object of aesthetic contemplation only within a specific discursive
configuration.
In seeking to approach public policy from a social constructionist perspective, I am
not denying a material poverty ‘out there’, but suggesting that how this problem is
constructed has enormous impact on the policies that are deemed appropriate. This
relationship between the construction of policy problems and their solutions is

fruitfully approached through the lens of ‘discourse’.

1.3.2 Discourse

There are many different definitions and theorisations of ‘discourse’ (Mills, 1997).
The conception I work with and use in the first part of the thesis draws principally on
the work of critical linguist Norman Fairclough (1995; 2000; 2001) but also (as
Fairclough himself follows) Laclau and Mouffe (1985; 1990) and Foucault (1991).
Fairclough offers the simple definition of discourse as “language as social practice
determined by social structures” (2001: 14), signifying his stress on practice which,
he argues, is a way of connecting theories of social structure with theories of social
action. In this section Fairclough’s notion of practice is first expanded, before his
conceptualisation of the ideological and material dimensions of discourse is outlined.
Then, following Foucault, I suggest the power of the theory of discourse in policy
studies lies in its understanding of how discourse (as embodying ‘regimes of truth’

and ‘regimes of practice’) shapes what is to be known and limits what is thought can



be done.

1.3.2a Discourse as social practice

Fairclough (2001) assigns a central role to the notion of discourse as social practice.
He explains this as meaning three things: that language is a constitutive (rather than
reflective) part of society; that language is a social process and that language is
conditioned by non-linguistic elements of society. To take each in turn, the notion of
language as constitutive, rather than reflective, of society relates to the notion of
social constructionism outlined above. Instead of society conceived as some external
reality which language neutrally describes, language and society are thought to be in
an internal and dialectical relationship (2001: 19). This means that the social (in
part) constitutes language, and in turn, language (in part) constitutes the social. The
description of this dialectic is said to be one of the tasks of the critical discourse
analyst. In explaining the second element of discourse as a social practice,
Fairclough describes language as a social process involved in the production of texts.
Texts (written, spoken or other) are understood as ‘moments’ of discursive
production which can be analysed because they contain ‘traces’ of the process of
their production, and ‘cues’ for the process of interpretation (which is said to be the
second task of the discourse analyst). The third element of discourse as social
practice- language as conditioned by extra-linguistic social elements- hints at
Fairclough’s concerns with wider structural and ideological conditions (‘orders of
discourse’) under which specific discourses are produced. The analyst’s task in
relation to this third element is the explanation of the relationship between the wider
context of discourse production and interpretation and specific discourses (as

embodied in texts).

Fairclough takes this understanding of discourse as social practice further, by
explaining the relationship between social practices (including discourses) and social
structures (for example, social classes in society) as dialectic. By this he means that
discourses are constrained and enabled by structure, but in turn, social structure is

affected by discourse (see figure 1.1).



Discourse as Social
social %= S Structures
practice

Figure 1.1 Dialectic of discourse and structure

1.3.2b Discourse as ideological practice

This dialectical relationship is, for Fairclough, illuminating of the importance of
discourse in producing and maintaining unequal power relations in society (2001:
31). This is linked to the ideological nature of discourses as social practices.
Fairclough understands ideological power to be exercised through discourse,
discourse, he writes is the “favoured vehicle” of ideology (2001: 30). Thus he
writes, “the way in which orders of discourse are structured, and the ideologies
which they embody, are determined by relationships of power in particular social

institutions, and in the society as a whole” (2001: 26).

DI cCOmimon sense

for common sens

Figure 1.2 Ex Leader William Hague at a Conservative Party Conference
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As with “discourse’, there are many and various definitions of ‘ideology’, (McLellan,
1995) but Fairclough favours a conception of ideology that stresses its role in
sustaining unequal power relations through the ‘naturalization’ of certain practices
and conventions (making them seem ‘obvious’ and ‘common sense’) (Fairclough,
2001). (Figure 1.2 above shows ex-Conservative Party leader William Hague
speaking at a Conservative Party Conference against the backdrop of their
campaigning slogan of “time for common sense”. Politicians are only too aware of
the ideological power gained through the acceptance of certain world views as
‘common sense’.) Fairclough’s conception draws on the Marxist tradition of
ideology including Gramsci’s notion of hegemony (Forgacs, 1988) and Althusser’s
notion of ‘obviousness’ as a primary ideological effect (Althusser, 1984).
Hegemony stresses the role of consent in unequal power relations of domination and
subordination; the effective exercise of power is said to involve the consent of those
relatively subordinated groups (social classes in Gramsci’s work) in societies marked
by unequal power relations. For Althusser, ‘obviousness’ is a primary ideological
effect involved in the ‘interpellation’ (meaning calling into being) of individuals as
subjects (for example ‘patient’, ‘client’, ‘claimant’). Thus, for Fairclough (2001:

89), discourse is intimately bound up with ideology:

“| T]he coherence of discourse is dependent on discoursal common
sense...[which] is ideological to the extent that it contributes to sustaining
unequal power relations, directly, or indirectly...

A dominant discourse is subject to a process of naturalization, in which it
appears to lose its connection with particular ideologies and interests and
become the common-sense practice of the institution...

[I]n the case of the subjects and situations of discourse, their self-evidentness
and apparent independence of discourse are illusory effects of naturalization,
for they are both to a significant degree products of discourse.”

To some extent, ideology has fallen out of favour as a concept in social science as it
is linked with essentialist Marxist understanding of ideology as ‘false consciousness’,
with the role of the Marxist analyst being to stand outside this false consciousness in
order to view and critique it. ‘False consciousness’ is a problematic notion for

constructionists some of whom steer away from using the concept ‘ideology’ because
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“it is always in virtual opposition to something like the truth” (Foucault, 1979¢: 36
cited in Mills, 1997: 32). Further, the notion of ‘false consciousness’ allows little
space for notions of agency or resistance. Fairclough has acknowledged these
criticisms, but holds on to a critical conceptualisation of ideology through insisting

on the link between ideology and power relations:

“In claiming that a discursive event works ideologically, one is not in the first
instance claiming that it is false, or claiming a privileged position from which
judgements of truth and falsity can be made. One is claiming that it
contributes to the reproduction of relations of power. On this view of
ideological analysis, attacks on ideological critique because of its supposed
privileged truth claims...miss their target”.

Fairclough, 1995: 18

1.3.2¢ Discourse as material practice

The criticism of geographers (above) that the linguistic and discursive ‘turns’ in
human geography has militated against policy work within geography is linked to the
feeling that linguistic and discursive work somehow neglects the brute materiality of
things like poverty and social inequality. However the fact that something is
discursively constructed does not deny its material reality; rather it is its meaning that

is socially constructed. To draw again on Laclau and Mouffe (1985: 108):

“An earthquake or the falling of a brick is an event that certainly exists, in the
sense that it occurs here and now, independently of my will. But whether
their specificity of objects is constructed as in terms of ‘natural phenomena’
or ‘expressions of the wrath of God’, depends upon the structuring of a
discursive field. What is denied is not that such objects exist externally to
thought, but the rather different assertion that they could constitute
themselves as objects outside any discursive conditions of emergence”.

According to Laclau and Mouffe (1985: 108), this “common misunderstanding”
about the discursive lies in the assumption that the discursive lies only in the
‘mental’: “against this, we will affirm the material character of every discursive
structure”. They do this by drawing on Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language games’
which “include within an indissoluble totality both language and the actions
interconnected with it” (1985: 108). Thus, for Laclau and Mouffe, discourse

comprises both the linguistic and the extra-linguistic. The extra-linguistic represents
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the materiality that is constitutive of discourse.

Fairclough (2000b: 168) illuminates the materiality of the constitution of discourse
by linking social practice to the practice of production of zexts. Fairclough uses a
broad conception of ‘text’ to include “spoken as well as written language, and
combinations of language with other forms of semiosis including gesture and visual
images” (2000b: 168). So, for example, the discourse analysis of part one of this
thesis interprets such texts as political speeches, official publications and
accompanying press releases, as the products of orders of discourse that in turn
construct particular discourses (in this example, ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’).

Fairclough (2000b: 171) theorises this dual relationship as follows:

“The order of discourse is seen as both a precondition for and constraint on
textual action, texturing as a mode of work, and an effect of textual action,
both reproduced and transformed through textual action”.

However, discourses are not only material in their constitution, they have material
effects. This has been made clear by analysts working in the substantive area of
‘welfare reform” who have adopted theories of discourse in studies of policy change
(for example, Schram, 1995; Leonard, 1997; Levitas, 1998). Sanford Schram in a
critique of the “poverty of social science and the social science of poverty” in the US
(1995) is keen to show “how the material and the symbolic are interrelated” because
his “concerns about discourse are not limited to literary exercises about ‘how to do

L]

things with texts’” (1995: xxiv). Rather, he believes that “interrogating discourse
provides a way to challenge structures of power that constrain what is politically
possible” (1995: xxiv). In her study of discourse of social exclusion in the UK Ruth
Levitas argues, “the idea of discourse underlines the fact that the matrix of concepts
through which we understand the world and act in it profoundly affect those actions
and thus the world itself, without denying the material character of social relations”

(1998: 3).
To answer the question of how discourses produce material effects it is useful to see

discourse as a way of both shaping what is to be known on a specific subject, and

limiting what is thought can be done. Again, the concept of practice is useful here.
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For Foucault (1991: 75), for example, the focus of study is social practice:

“[T]he target of analysis wasn’t “institutions’, ‘theories’ or ‘ideology’, but
practices-with the aim of grasping the conditions which make these
acceptable at a given moment; the hypothesis being that these types of
practice are not just governed by institutions, prescribed by ideologies,
guided by pragmatic circumstances-whatever role these elements may
actually play-but possess up to a point their own specific regularities, logic,
self evidence and ‘reason’.

Mitchell Dean (1998) interprets this focus on ‘practice’ (or as Foucault later expands,
‘regimes of practice’) as evidence of Foucault’s materiality. ‘Regimes of practice’
comprise what is actually said and done in any given context and the consequences

of this. The consequences of regimes of practice are twofold: the limiting of ‘what

can be done” and ‘what is known’ (Dean, 1998).

To analyse ‘regimes of practice’ means to analyze programmes of conduct
which have both prescriptive effects regarding what is to be done (effects of
‘jurisdiction’) and codifying effects regarding what is to be known (effects of
‘veridiction’).

Foucault, 1991: 75

‘Regimes of Effects of
Truth’ vgrldlctlon
(shaping what ‘can
be known’)
[
Effects of
‘Regimes of —p jurisdiction
Practice’ (limiting what ‘can
be done’)

Figure 1.3 The role of discourse in shaping 'what can be known' and limiting
'what can be done'

If the production of discourses is part of the regime of practice (that is, part of what
is said and done) then it is possible to follow a link from, for example, the
construction of ‘lone motherhood’ as an undesirable state that is one of the

constituent parts of ‘dependency’ (demonstrating the effects of veridiction) and the
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policy to cut lone parent benefit initiated by the Conservative government in the UK,
completed by the New Labour government, that had the evident material effect of
further impoverishing an already impoverished group in society (demonstrating
effects of jurisdiction). If this insight is combined with Fairclough’s theories of
discourse, then discourse is social practice, determined by social structures, which
prescribes and limits both the effects of veridiction (what is to be known) and the

effects of jurisdiction (what can be done).

1.3.2d Discourse as a theory of structure and action

This section on discourse has repeatedly stressed the conception of discourse as a
social practice. This is because, as Fairclough writes, “the great strength of the
concept of practice is that it allows analysis of social structures to be brought into
connection with analysis of social (inter)action” (2000: 167). Fairclough draws on
Gidden’s (1984) structuration theory to criticise theories that address only structure,

or only action:

“Theorisations and analyses oriented only to structure are incomplete because
structure as well as being the precondition for action is the outcome of action,
is transformed in action...

Theorisations and analyses oriented only to action are incomplete, because
action not only produces social life, it also reproduces structures which are its
precondition”.

Fairclough, 2000: 170-171

Discourse as practice is important because it highlights the productive capacity of
discourse, (productive of texts) and ‘textual moments’ mediate between structure and

action:

Analysis of the textual moment of social practices mediates between the
perspective of action, that is the specificity of the particular text...and the
perspective of structure i.e. the order of discourse.

Fairclough, 2000: 171

Figure 1.3 illustrates the conception of discourse outlined in this section, and used in

part one of the thesis. This conception includes the dialectical relationship between
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discourse and practice, the notion of discourse as ideological and material practice,

and the role of discourse as a theory of structure and action.

Discourse
Practice
Material Ideological
elements |g——p| elements
(eg specific (order of
texts) discourse)

! !

Action ¢—P| Structure

Figure 1.4 Discourse as a theory of action and structure

Fairclough understands texts and discourses to evidence the dialectical relationship
between action and structure; their indissolubility. There is a further way this
relationship is demonstrated: by the action of the subjects of discourses (in the case
of this thesis these subjects are benefit claimants). Dominant discourses are
structurally determined, but never fully hegemonic, sealed, all-powerful or
inevitable, instead always partial, internally contradictory and open to challenge or
resistance. This ubiquitous resistance to dominant discourses represents the ever-

present capacity for action (that is, agency) held by individuals. Gibson-Graham

(1995: 270), following Mouffe (1995), describe this partiality of dominant discourse

as the ever-incomplete articulation of elements of society, writing that “often though

not always, the elements of society are articulated, ‘sutured’ as moments in a
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‘hegemonic’ relational structure, but this articulation is always ever incomplete and

temporary’.

What is appealing about these concepts of discourse is that they allow the space for
agency that is sometimes squeezed out from structural accounts of, for example, the
causes of poverty. This agency is more usually conceived of in post-structural theory
as ‘resistance’. However, while this theoretical potential is allowed in such post-
structural accounts of power, this is not to claim that materially ‘everything is ok’
because power is always shifting, never held exclusively by some groups over others.
Equally, it is important not to assume too much for the notion of ‘resistance’, or at
least to recognise that resistance may be extremely uneven and/or unlikely to

threaten hegemonic relations of power. As Laclau and Mouffe (1985: 152) caution:

Although we can affirm, with Foucault, that wherever there is power there is
resistance, it must also be recognised that the forms of resistance may be
extremely varied. Only in certain cases do these forms of resistance take on a
political character and become struggles directed towards putting an end to
relations of subordination as such.

Nevertheless, these theoretical conceptions of discourse and resistance create a space
for the development of progressive politics of ‘radical democracy’ (Laclau and
Mouffe, 1985). If what Gibson-Graham above call ‘hegemonic moments of
articulation’ are temporary (although they may, of course, remain sutured for long
times and appear unchallengeable, this, after all, constitutes part of their power) then
there is always the potential of their dis-articulation. As Tom Shakespeare (1998:
171) puts it: “the clear benefit of taking a social constructionist approach is that it
allows for social change: if an experience is not natural then it is dynamic and open

to social intervention based on progressive values™.
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1.4 Method

To summarise this introductory chapter so far, the thesis is broadly concerned with
geography and public policy and specifically concerned with recent ‘welfare-to-
work’ policies in the UK. A primary aim of the research is to deconstruct dominant
discourses embedded in these welfare-to-work policies, namely those of
‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’. The second aim is to compare these discourses of
dependency and enterprise with accounts produced by the primary subjects of the
discourses, in this case benefit claimants. These aims were addressed with a two-
pronged methodological approach: first, the analysis of discourse in political texts,
and second, a series of interviews with benefit claimants. This methodological
approach is reflected in the two-part structure of the thesis. Part one presents an
analysis of the political construction of benefit claiming as a problem of dependency,
whose cure is enterprise. Part two contains the ‘bottom-up’ accounts (see rationale
section below) of lived experiences of benefit claiming, which challenge the

discursive account of part one.

This method section discusses three elements of the research process: first the
analysis of discourses in political texts, second, the interview-based methods and the
‘natural history’ of this research stage, and third, the analysis of the interview based

materials.

1.4.1 The analysis of discourses in political texts

This section is headed ‘the analysis of discourses in political texts’ to distinguish the
methodological approach taken from the quantitative content analysis methods of
structural linguistics (Mills, 1997; Silverman, 2000, Crang, 2001). The
methodological intention was not to perform such textual analysis, but, following the
theoretical discussion above, to do three things. First, to excavate the different
meanings of dependency and enterprise and describe how these meanings are linked
to what dependency and enterprise are associated and not associated with. Second,
to interpret who and what dependency and enterprise refer to (in Althuserian terms,

which subjects they interpellate) and how this has broadened or narrowed over time.
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Third, to explain the enduring popularity of these discourses and their continued

(re)construction. As Mills (1997: 134) writes:

[Critical discourse analysts’] form of analysis is usually less concerned with
content analysis or thematic analysis and more with questions of the possible
meanings of different discourses used by participants in speech and in text.

Fairclough (2000a) argues that critical discourse analysis is particularly useful in
contemporary political research partly because what he terms the “mediatisation” of
politics has increased the significance of language in political culture. In particular
reference to New Labour, Fairclough (2000a: 6) writes “language is becoming an
increasingly prominent element of the practices of politics and government” and that
“a focus on the language of New Labour can enhance our understanding, as well as
analysis, of the politics of New Labour”. Critical discourse analysis can aid the
uncovering of an ideological rationale behind a particular direction in government
policy (for example from welfare to workfare), and this policy direction has

enormous material effects on peoples’ lives.

In analysing the discourses of dependency and enterprise I focus on three ‘genres’ of
political text: official publications (OPUBs) such as Green Papers, White Papers, and
other position papers published by government departments; political speeches,
especially the annual budget and pre-budget speeches delivered in parliament by the
Chancellor of the Exchequer; and press notices released by government departments
to advertise a new policy initiative or keynote speech of the relevant minister.
OPUBS in the general field of welfare and work and the budget speeches were the
primary texts analysed as these embody what government prioritises, both
discursively and financially. Press notices were chosen because, as stated above, the
New Labour governments have been and continue to be increasingly aware of the
power of media “spin’ and the importance of ‘manipulating the message’
(Fairclough, 2000a). Press notices serve as a genre where important elements of
discourse are distilled for wide dissemination in newspapers and other media genres.
The complete list of texts analysed is listed in the sources section at the end of the

thesis.
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A further aim of this methodological approach was to discern the extent of coherence
of the political discourses of ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ as produced by New
Labour. While contradictory aspects of the discourses are highlighted in part one, it

is argued that a recurrent hegemonic discourse remains.

1.4.2 Interview based methods

The interview-based methods were used to directly access claimants’ accounts of the
worlds of ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ (see comparison with Schram (1995)
discussed in rationale section below). Specifically, interviews were used to access
the attitudes, experiences and opinions of claimants on a range of topics in the

interest of producing alternative knowledges about the ‘problem’ of benefits.

The process of gathering the interview-based data followed a path of progress and
setbacks, unforeseen trials and tribulations, fortuitous chance meetings, periods of
paralysis and periods of intense activity. In other words, it was a fairly typical tale of
doing qualitative research (see, for example, the accounts in Silverman, 2000). After
completing initial reading I had already focussed in on dependency and enterprise as
framing political discourses, and knew I wanted to analyse these discourses in terms
of their primary subjects’ experiences, attitudes and opinions. It seemed surprising
that despite the prominence of ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ discourses (and their
prominent construction in opposition to each other) there was little research done that
compared the two discourses. An exception is the work of sociologist Robert
MacDonald (1991, 1994, 1996) on efforts to encourage an ‘enterprise culture’ in
areas of the north-east of England traditionally conceived of as ‘dependency’ ridden.
When I wrote to ask Robert Mac Donald about research on ‘dependency’ versus
‘enterprise’ he replied, writing “there are few, if any, studies which directly contrast
discourses of enterprise with those of underclass and dependency” (1997). I was

hopeful that my research would fill this gap.

I was also interested in spaces where ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ seemed more

ambiguous and shifting than their portrayal in political discourse. There had been a
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growth in interest in the geographical literature on the role and nature of local
exchange trading systems (LETS)-community trading organisations whose members
use ‘virtual’ currencies to buy and sell goods and services (for example, Lang, 1994,
Lee, 1996, 1999; Linton, 1986; North, 1999; Pacione, 1997a, 1997b; Purdue et al,
1997; Seyfang, 1997; Thorne, 1996; Williams, 1996a, b, c, d, e, 1997). At this time
(at the beginning of the interview stage), LETS were springing up all over Scotland,
and I thought they would provide a fruitful space for research around the themes of
dependency and enterprise. Members of the schemes depend on each other for
trading, and LETS seemed an archetypal example of social initiative and enterprise.
My specific interest was in benefit claimants who were LETS members and the
research path began with a fortuitous coincidence. I contacted and met with a ‘LETS
promoter’ who put me in touch with a well developed LETS in a town in central-belt
Scotland.! At the time I first contacted this particular LETS the co-ordinators were
in the process of starting a project to encourage LETS membership amongst residents
of a particularly deprived part of town. This area, as ‘Alex’, (the worker hired to
develop LETS in the area) put it in a later interview, “has all the usual indicators that
the Scottish Office says are used to define deprivation”. Unemployment is high, at
around 20%, and there is in the area a high proportion of both lone parent households

and residents claiming sickness related benefits.

At this stage of the research I was not sure how big a part of the overall project the
LETS would be. The LETS development worker (called ‘Alex’ in chapter five)
allowed me to join him in his initial meetings with key community figures in places
like the local family centre, community centre and credit union. Alex was extremely
helpful throughout this entire stage of fieldwork, and I ended up working alongside
him on a voluntary basis for most of the following year. I thus became a relatively
well-known face in the various centres where the LETS development work took

place.

During this time I took field notes and developed ideas about themes and questions

for the series of interviews I was planning. Three focus groups with benefit

"I promised the interviewees confidentiality, and given their frankness in interviews, think this is only
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claimants who are also LETS members, were completed as a pilot exercise. These
focus groups fulfilled a number of functions. They enabled me to experiment with
questions and ways of phrasing topics I wished to cover in the individual interviews
and they yielded a wealth of ‘local” knowledge and information about, amongst other
things, the state of the local jobs market, the priority assigned to poverty traps and
the degree of cynicism (or realism, depending on your perspective) about the
potential for change with the then new New Labour government. They also provided
a useful early warning sign of the potential logistical difficulties of actually arranging

interviews.

The interviews were focussed on three broad themes: work, benefits and community.
The interview schedule was worked and re-worked a number of times, in
collaboration with supervisors and in the light of the focus groups interviews. The
final interview schedule used in the thirty individual interviews is attached in
Appendix 2. The three main themes of work, benefits and ‘community’ (questions
about what respondents thought of the areas in which they lived) were used as an
attempt to operationalise the concepts of dependency and enterprise, and a third
substantive concern of alternatives to dominant narratives of poor people and poor
places. It is argued in chapters two to five that dependency and enterprise are
individualising discourses, meaning they work to locate the nature of problems and
solutions in the character of individuals to the exclusion of social structures. The
third section of the interview schedule was designed to access questions of networks,
trust, ‘neighbourliness’, mutuality and informal support common to contemporary

debates on the importance of the social (chapters six-seven).

My first attempts at recruiting interviewees involved putting up posters in the family
centre, community centre, credit union and housing office in the study area (see
Appendix la for a copy of the poster). I should have listened to Alex, as there is a
theory in community development circles that posters do not work (either because
no-one reads them or people do not like to be the first to sign up to something).

Either way, the posters did not work very well. Only four people responded and

effectively and meaningfully ensured if the area where the fieldwork took place is anonymized.
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were interviewed (these were my first four interviews). In retrospect, the poster was
not very well worded for the family centre at least, as most of the centre’s users are
lone mothers who (if they claimed benefits) claimed Income Support rather than Job
Seeker’s Allowance and might not be considered, or consider themselves, to be
unemployed (although some of course, might). In retrospect, I should have just put

“are you claiming benefits?” on the poster.

Having said this, one of the four who first responded is a lone mother on Income
Support. Through my readings of the political texts on ‘dependency’ I was
beginning to develop an argument about the broadening of the discourse in recent
years to encompass more and more groups of claimants, other than just unemployed
people (see chapter two). At this early stage (despite the poster asking “Are you
unemployed?”) I decided to aim to interview a range of claimants of different types
of benefits, including unemployment related benefits (Job Seekers Allowance),
income support benefits and sickness related benefits. The next challenge was to

‘recruit’ this range of interviewees.

The lack of response to the first set of posters was a worrying hiatus in the research.
Luckily, Alex and the other LETS workers on hand offered advice and help in
recruiting interviewees. I focussed on the building where the LETS had an office
and a café. This gave me a physical focus for trying to get interviewees and there
was always someone in the office to chat to. I put a poster up in the office and
spread the word around my contacts that I was keen to interview LETS members
who were also benefit claimants. Through this poster, though mainly through
physically hanging around at the centre, a further thirteen interviewees were
recruited. The accounts of this subset of thirteen interviewees forms the basis for

chapter five.

However, I hit a second stumbling block once this willing pool of interviewees was
exhausted. This caused another period of anxious reflection about ‘not getting
enough data’ or the ‘right kind of data’. I was also worried that the arguments I was

beginning to develop (for example, about claimants displaying enterprise in their



everyday lives, contrary to dominant discursive accounts of benefit claiming and of
enterprise) might be undermined by the dominance of LETS members in my group
of interviewees. A counter-argument could be made that benefit claimants who are
LETS members might be a relatively atypical group of claimants. These concerns
about sampling and generalizability are long running in debates about qualitative
research (see for example, Burgess, 1984; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Mason,
1996; Bailey et al, 1999; Baxter and Eyles, 1997; Silverman, 2000; Dwyer and Limb,
2001). Qualitative researchers are sometimes reluctant to use terms such as
generalizability because of their connotations of ‘statistical representativeness’
associated with some quantitative research methods. For example, Limb and Dwyer
(2001: 6) write:

The emphasis when using qualitative methods is to understand lived
experience and to reflect on and interpret the understandings and shared
meanings of peoples’ everyday social worlds and realities.

[Qualitative researchers] seek subjective understandings of social reality
rather than statistical description or generalizable predictions.

Accepting this, it still obviously remains the case that who one interviews is crucial
for the research design, execution and building of later arguments. Mason (1996: 93)
suggests this crucial aspect of interviewee selection should be thought of as
“theoretical sampling”, which, she writes, means “selecting groups or categories to
study on the basis of their relevance to your research questions, your theoretical
position...and most importantly the explanation or account which you are
developing”. To deal with my concerns about the predominance of LETS member
interviewees [ aimed to ensure the final group of interviewees were not LETS
members. To this end, the flexibility of qualitative research was advantageous, as
researchers are expected to adapt to circumstances as they arise. “Theoretical or
purposive sampling is a set of procedures where the researcher manipulates their
analysis, theory and sampling activities interactively during the research process”

(Mason, 1996: 100).

Again, Alex helped me over this second impasse. He had a contact who worked at

an employment company that was contracted by various institutions to deliver



‘welfare-to-work’ type policies (the company, which I call in later chapters “Work
Connect” received funding from, for example, the New Deal and the European
Social Fund). I met this contact and explained the project to him. He was happy to
let me talk to his ‘client’ group (all by definition long-term benefit claimants) to see
if any of them would be interested in talking to me about their experiences of work,
benefits and community. Having gained the approval of his boss (see letter in

Appendix 1b) a further thirteen people volunteered to be interviewed.

Between these thirty individual interviews and the three focus groups (with a total of
ten people) I spoke with forty benefit claimants, and felt confident that I had a
sufficient range and depth of data to work with. I completed a further interview with

Alex (the LETS development worker) that I draw on in chapter five.

[ still had one area of concern regarding the third theme of the interviews-
‘community’-where I asked interviewees about their opinions and views of the areas
in which they live. Through the months when I assisted and worked with Alex I
became increasingly aware of the numerous community groups and the associated
activity going on in the poorest parts of the town. It was during these months that I
started to think about including questions on the residential areas of the interviewees
in the schedule. I had originally planned to only interview people who lived in what
one interviewee describes as “areas in need”, that is areas of relatively high
unemployment that are the focus of local, national and European regeneration
schemes. It is these types of ‘neighbourhood’ that are the focus of the Labour
government’s New Deal for communities, and are the topic of study in recent debates
about the nature and role of ‘social capital’ (see chapter seven). However, the
employment company worked with a ‘client” group from a wide area, and four of
these interviewees live in areas that are not characterised by high unemployment.
Again, I became anxious that this did not fit with my original plans. In retrospect,
however, I think I was probably being a bit too rigid, and as it turns out, these four

cases provided interesting counter-examples that I draw on in chapter seven.



The above description of what Silverman (2000) calls the ‘natural history” of this
part of the research process is probably not an unusual account of the ups and downs
of doing qualitative research. At times I despaired because it felt like nothing was
going according to plan, but at the end of the process looking back, I was satisfied
that I had (eventually and with much help) responded positively to the various
challenges that arose. As the interviews were transcribed my confidence grew that
they had accessed the range and depth of data sought, as part two of the thesis

hopefully shows.

The interviews were conducted either in respondents’ homes, in a community café
or, in the case of the thirteen respondents from the employment company, in an
office at the company’s building. All but two of the respondents agreed to me tape-
recording the interviews”, which ranged in length from 25 minutes to over 2 hours,
although most interviews lasted approximately one hour. The interviews were
transcribed in full, and the transcriptions (and notes from the two non-recorded
interviews) were analysed with the assistance of a qualitative data analysis software

package called HyperResearch.

1.4.3 Analysis of interview material

The development of appropriate categories with which to code the interview
transcripts was another process which went through various stages of refinement in
consultation with supervisors through reading and re-reading interview transcripts
and anticipating the way in which the material would be subsequently written about
in the thesis. The full set of codes as they were used in the analysis is attached in
Appendix 3. It will be clear that they mirror both the interview schedule and the
structure of this thesis, and as Ian Dey (1993: 111) writes, “developing categories
usually involves looking forwards to the overall results of the analysis as well as

looking backwards towards the data™.

Although the initial attaching of codes to sections of transcripts using HyperResearch

was a time consuming process, it was invaluable for the later speed of retrieval of

;
“ In these two cases I took contemporaneous notes.
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thematic sections of data. However, geographers should be wary of the uncritical use
of such software programmes as HyperResearch in analysing qualitative data (Crang
et al 1997; Hinchliffe et al, 1997). While Crang et al (1997: 783) acknowledge that
such programmes can provide a “structure to which fledgling researchers could
cling” and “tangibility to the process of interpretation”, they warn against viewing
such programmes as attempts to gain some notion of ‘scientific respectability’ for
qualitative research. The authors recommend a critically reflexive use of such
programmes, and a scepticism of some perhaps over-zealous aspects of the
programme design (Hinchliffe et al, 1997). I tried to adopt such an approach. For
example, the main part of HyperResearch involves clicking on sections of text (from,
in this instance, interview transcripts), selecting a code and clicking to assign the
code to the highlighted section of text. Multiple codes can be assigned to each
section of text. This part of the programme proved extremely useful, not least
because I had to re-read (and think about) each transcript line-by-line while coding.
By the end of the coding stage I had done all the interviews, transcribed them all in
full and coded each line of each transcript, so I felt I knew the material in depth in its
entirety. However, there is another optional element of the HyperResearch
programme called “hypothesis tester” which I did not use. During the coding stage I
felt fully in control of the process of interpretation and analysis, but this ‘hypothesis
tester’ was not relevant to the conceptual frame of the project. In short (as I hope is
clear from the discussion so far), I did not conceive of the research as a series of
hypotheses I wished to test in the field, and did not feel this part of the programme to
be appropriate. Computer aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) are
best used critically (Hinchliffe et al, 1997).

This coding process is also a critical part of the analysis of the material, and
conceptual lines of thought initiated in field diaries and scraps of paper (what Strauss
(1987) calls ‘theoretical memos’) were later developed through the process of
coding. As can be seen in Appendix 3 the data was, in the main, coded directionally,
that is the direction of opinion about a certain theme was included within the code
(for example, ‘benefits system helpful” and ‘benefits system unhelpful’).

HyperResearch requires codes to have a maximum of eight characters, with no



punctuation or numbers, hence the code names listed in Appendix 3. Pairs of codes
were developed within four over-arching themes of work, benefits, LETS and social
capital, which later became the themes (and titles) of chapters four to seven. This
process of “looking forwards and backwards” data analysis has been described by

Dey (1993: 265) as an iterative process which:

[E]mphasizes the interdependence of procedures used in the analysis. In
reading and annotating the data, for example, we anticipate the tasks of
categorizing and linking the data. While making connections between
categories, we review our initial links and categories. At any particular phase
in our analysis, we may return to re-reading the data or look forward to
producing an account.

This account of the process of reading and annotating, categorizing (or coding),
linking and connecting, corroborating and producing an account describes well how 1

went about this stage of the research.

Geographers have been forthright in acknowledging the challenges, problems and
pitfalls than can characterise all stages of doing qualitative research (Limb and
Dwyer, 2001; Kobayashi, 2001). Certainly my experience, despite attendance at
‘advanced qualitative data collection and analyses’ courses, was more one of
‘learning by doing’. However, while this section has explained how I did the

research, it does not explain why I did it. It is to this I now turn.

1.5 Rationale

I have described the research discussed in this thesis as an attempt to contribute to a
newly reinvigorated geography of public policy, in this instance, on the substantive
topic of welfare reform. The theoretical inspirations of the research have also been
outlined, with the aim of showing that it is possible to combine critical geographic
research of policy with conceptions of the role of discourse. The methods that follow
from this approach, particularly critical discourse analysis and semi-structured

interviewing, were the focus of section four.
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However, I have yet to answer a simple question about the research: why do it?
Before moving on to describe the structure of the thesis I offer some tentative

explanations as to why such a study is worthwhile.

1.5.1 Producing resistant knowledges

One of the innovative elements of this work is that it compares political discourses
with ‘lived experiences’ of benefit claiming. As noted above, it is no longer unusual
for political discourses to be the focus of study in academic work on welfare reform
(Fraser, 1989; Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Schram, 1995; Leonard, 1997; Levitas,
1998; Peck, 1998c; Haylett, 2001a, b). However, within geography at least, it
remains relatively unusual for the subjects of discourses of welfare reform (benefit
claimants in the UK) to be interviewed. The interview based research reported in
much economic geography is more often based on ‘elite’ or corporate interviews
than on interviews with unemployed people or people disadvantaged by economic
and welfare restructuring (for example, Schoenberger, 1989, 1994, 1997; McDowell,
1997a, b; Clark, 1998; O’Neill and Gibson-Graham, 1999). Part of the rationale

behind the research reported here is to fill this gap.

To expand, Sanford Schram (1995: 59) advocates a focus on what he calls “bottom-
up discourse” as a strategic choice for researchers to enable an examination of the
“political-economic system in terms of its consequences for those on the bottom™.
Schram goes on to describe the proliferation of soup kitchens, food shelves and food
banks in the US which he argues is a consequence of retrenchment in public
assistance programmes and has led to the point where “by 1992, one in ten
Americans was receiving food stamps” (1995: 60). This proliferation is in the form
of private emergency food programmes and shelters, effectively resulting in the
privatisation of much public assistance, without such an explicit public policy.
However, “private contributions have never matched the lost public funding” (1995:

61) and the result has been the further impoverishment of the poor.
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Schram (1995: 75) evokes the notions of resistance to dominant discourses described
above, and Haraway’s (1991) notion of ‘situated knowledge’, in his rationale for

studying “bottom-up discourses™:

Narrating political economy in terms of a discourse that accounts for the
consequences of those on the bottom can help produce situated knowledges
resistant to the homogenizing and marginalizing practices of top-down
discourses. Inverted political economy can make central what is taken to be
marginal. Without claiming a monopoly on the capture of authentic or
genuine experiences of those on the bottom, bottom-up discourse can help
offer alternative understandings that are attentive to how those on the bottom
are denied voice, identity and agency.
Schram’s emphasis on the consequences of welfare retrenchment programmes is
taken up in chapter five of this thesis, where the notion of an ‘over-generous’
benefits system is critiqued. However, it might be argued that Schram could have
produced “situated knowledges resistant to marginalizing discourses™ by listening to
those ‘on the bottom’ and allowing space in his narrative for their words. Of course,
there are dangers in assuming too much for this strategy, and Schram warns against
‘claiming a monopoly” on the ‘genuine experiences of those on the bottom’.
Nonetheless, interviewing those ‘on the bottom” could be considered a more direct
way of accessing knowledges resistant to marginalizing discourses. Thus, in a way
analogous to developments in the disability movement, benefit claimants might be
seen as experts in their own lives in more than one way: as ordinary members of the
public they are aware of popular constructions of welfare ‘scroungers’ and as benefit
claimants they are the focus of welfare reform policies. While not suggesting that
claimants speak with a single voice, working with the idea of ‘claimant as expert’

rather than ‘claimant as victim” allows space for the agency that Schram writes is

frequently denied.

1.5.2 “Getting indignant about income inequah’ty".‘?
Of course, there is more to it than this. The main impetus behind the research was an
indignation (Martin, 2001b) about the enormous social and economic inequalities of

modern western societies (let alone between ‘developing’ nations and the “west’) that

¥ This phrase is taken from a recent editorial in Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers
(Martin, 2001b).
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are increasing as redistributive policies are weakened or withdrawn, and a feeling
that governments seem to be increasingly absconding responsibility for this situation.

(Even The Economist is asking if inequality matters-see figure below).

The 5 '.rheT |e:. dawn but not out
Eco nomlSt Bush Eurcpe and global warming
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Figure 1.5 The Cover of The Economist, 16™ June 2001

For Martin (2001b: 267) there is a key role for geographers as social critics, whose

goal should be:

[T]o expose and explain the inequalities and injustices that our socio-
economic system produces and reproduces. And following from this, we
have an obligation, indeed a duty, to assess and debate policy responses to
those inequalities and injustices, with a view to exposing the limitations of
existing approaches and helping to reshape the political and public opinion as
to possible alternatives.

Noel Castree writes in a similar vein, recommending that geographers should ask

themselves “how urgent is my research?” (2001: 4). Of course, this depends on who
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you are and where you are looking from, but for Castree, the urgency is about

combating the oppressions caused by capitalist economic relations.

The notion of some all-inclusive ‘we’ of geographers that ‘should’ agree to only do
‘urgent’ research in terms of combating capitalism is of course highly problematic.
Geography is a wide-ranging multi vocal discipline with space for different
theoretical approaches to different substantive topics. However, I sympathise with
the sentiments of Martin and Castree above, which suggest (in a similar way to the
geography and policy debate discussed above) that there is room for more
geographical work on socio-economic inequalities. This thesis aims to contribute to

this.

To return to Schram, the reason why it is important to study such inequalities is
because of their devastating consequences for those at the wrong end of the socio-
economic spectrum (as well as their damaging effects on societies as a whole). To
take just one causal component of benefit claiming, unemployment, there is much
evidence of the psychological damage that can be caused by long spells of
unemployment (for example, Jahoda, 1982; Ezzy, 1993; Burchell, 1994; Gallie et al
1994; Gershuny, 1994; Nordenmark and Strandh, 1999; Strandh, 2001). There is
much debate in this literature around how unemployment and mental health problems
are linked, nonetheless commentators agree that, at the least, negative consequences
often arise from unemployment. In later chapters I argue that claimants, including
unemployed people, display remarkable enterprise and resilience in, for example,
getting by on the low incomes provided by benefits. However, this is not to deny the
damaging effects of unemployment, but to show the complexity that defines

subjectivities of benefit claimants.

A further rationale for this research is linked to my comment earlier that public
policy affects people’s quality of life for better or worse, and that critical
geographers can have a role in attempting to affect the way policy develops. Public
policy that acknowledges and incorporates, for example, benefit claimants” own

multiple understanding of what the ‘problem’ is might lead to better and more

41



effective policies. Again, there are analogies here with the “nothing about us without
us” campaigning of the disability movement. Iexpand on this theme in chapter

eight.

To summarise, the rationale behind this research is partly to fill the gaps in
geographical research and produce resistant knowledges about the ‘problem’ of
benefit claiming, and partly because of a feeling of injustice at worsening socio-
economic inequalities and the role of a particular ideologically driven welfare reform
policy in constructing these. The final section of this first chapter outlines the

general structure of the rest of the thesis.

1.6 Structure of Thesis

I have already described the structure of the thesis as comprising two parts, first a
discourse analysis of political discourses of ‘dependency’ and ‘enterprise’ and
second a study of long-term benefit claimants and their understanding of the worlds
of work, benefits and community. Part one comprises chapters two and three, with
chapter two focussing on the discursive production of ‘dependency’ and chapter
three focussing on ‘enterprise’. This part of the thesis argues that dependency is
associated almost exclusively with benefit claiming and constructed in opposition to

enterprise, which is associated almost exclusively with paid work and business.

Part two of the thesis comprises chapters four to seven, which are based on the
interview material. Chapters four and five analyse the themes of work and benefits
in the lived experiences of the long-term claimant respondents with the aim of
contesting the discursive production of claimants’ subjectivities as described in
chapters two and three. It is argued the discourses of dependency and enterprise are
individualising, and with the aim of illustrating the lack of inevitability of such
dominant discourses, chapters six and seven highlight contemporary examples of
sites where the social is privileged: the local exchange trading system (LETS) and

the academic debate around “‘social capital”. Chapter eight concludes with examples
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of alternative policy opportunities in the field of welfare reform and advocates

further research into the “struggle to make a living” (Lee, 2000b).

As with this introductory chapter, each chapter commences with an abstract of the
principle argument of the chapter in bold type. There then follows a brief section
introducing the chapter and outlining its structure. Although much of the
presentation of data in chapters two to seven follows the conventional presentation
style of qualitative research (quotes from sources followed by interpretative
commentary from the author), I attempt to accompany this with different
presentation techniques. Tables are used in each chapter to group similar responses
together or to contrast different ‘typical responses’ to a particular question, or, in
chapter three, to highlight the budgetary changes made by New Labour in the name
of promoting enterprise. In part two of the thesis it will (hopefully) be clear that the
interviewees were frank and articulated so well the intermingling worlds of work and
benefits. In some instances respondents tell aspects of their stories at length and in
gripping ways. I wanted to give full space to these parts of interviews, and use
excerpts of interview transcripts in these chapters. Third, vignettes (bullet-pointed
brief character sketches) are used to offer background biographical details of
pertinence to a particular point being made. Finally, the thesis uses a variety of
figures, either to illustrate a general point (for example, figure 1.5 above) or to

diagrammatically represent an argument (for example, figure 1.4 above).

To conclude, in arguing against the relative under-valuation of policy research in
academia, Ron Martin asserts the demanding and complex questions faced by the
policy researcher, including “How do we deconstruct policy practice, to reveal its
ideological, political and instrumental as well as social purposes?” (2001a: 199). It is

my ambitious hope that this thesis shows one way of doing exactly this.



Part One: Interrogating Political Discourses

The Construction of ‘Dependency’ versus ‘Enterprise’
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Chapter Two Dependency

Chapter two argues that the political debate about the welfare state in the UK
has, to a large extent, narrowed around a political discourse of dependency on
social security benefits. The aim of the chapter is to analyse this discourse and
its implications for social policy. Unemployment policy, and social security
policy generally, has been declared in need of urgent reform by governments
since 1979. The various attempts to reform the system have been based on
discourses about the nature of work, the structure of the family and the
existence of a benefits “dependency culture”. The problem of unemployment,
and, increasingly, all benefit claiming, has been constructed as a problem of

"dependency"'.

The greatest challenge for a democratic government is to refashion our
institutions to bring the new workless class back into society and into useful
work. Governments can all too easily institutionalise poverty rather than
solve it, lock people into dependency rather than give them a means to be
independent.

Tony Blair in his first speech as Prime Minister of Britain, Aylesbury Estate,
London, 2 June 1997

“Welfare reform” is a central plank of New Labour policy. Tony Blair indicated this
centrality by dedicating his first keynote speech as Prime Minister of Britain to the
problem of the *“ new workless class”. The choice of location for the speech was
significant: although only a few miles from Westminster, unemployment and poverty
are high in the estate. By choosing such an estate as the backdrop to his speech,
Blair was producing a visual geography of the types of places that are, by
implication, outside society. As Haylett (2001b: 351) has remarked, “the symbolism
of the event was heavy”. The language of Blair’s speech, the associations (and lack
of associations) made between issues, is a signpost for the direction New Labour

welfare reform policy was to take. Immediately obvious is the central role ascribed
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to “useful” work, and the problematising of government institutions as “dependency”
inducing. The construction of dependency is the focus of this chapter. While the
New Labour government continue to construct welfare reform policies on the basis

of reducing dependency, the dependency discourse has a long and ignoble past.

Structure of chapter

The chapter is organised into four sections. First, a brief history of the dependency
discourse is traced and the specific dimensions of the New Labour version of
dependency mapped. Second, the increasing reach of the dependency label is
charted, from unemployed men to all people ‘of working age’. Third, internal
contradictions of the dependency discourse are analysed, particularly the tension
between the self-interested, active ‘knave’ playing the benefits system and the
passive, dependent victim ‘trapped on benefits’. Finally, despite these internal
contradictions, it is argued that the dependency discourse is increasingly dominant in
government circles, and that this is directly related to the government concern that

Britain be ‘competitive’ in an increasingly ‘globalised’ world.

2.1 The History of ‘Dependency’

2.1.1 The origins of social security

The idea that poor people are to blame for their poverty is not new. As long as there
has been public assistance for the poor there have been concerns about its potential
effects, especially on the moral character of recipients. The aim of the Poor Relief
Act of 1601 was “to provide aid to the deserving and to deter wandering beggars and
vagabonds” (DHSS, 1985b: 59). This distinction between the “deserving” and the
“undeserving” poor became a common theme in subsequent public assistance
programmes, and was explicit in the New Poor Law of 1834. The “undeserving”
poor were those who could work, but ‘chose’ not to, the indolent, lazy and workshy.
Work was considered a ‘civilising’ force, therefore any public assistance had to be

lower than the lowest available wage, lest ‘idleness’ was made attractive.
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The first and most essential of all conditions, a principle which we find
universally admitted, even by those whose practice is at variance with it, is,
that his [the able-bodied person’s] situation, on the whole, shall not be made
really or apparently so eligible as the situation of the independent labourer of
the lowest class...every penny bestowed, that tends to render the condition of

the pauper more eligible than that of the independent labourer, is a bounty on
indolence and vice”

Webb and Webb, 1929, quoted in Ditch, 1991:25

Some of the themes of the dependency discourse of the last two decades are
illustrated in this quote. The value of independence, the importance of work and the
link between non-work and moral degeneration have been prominent discourses in

social security policy for at least the last 160 years.

Concern about the distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor remained
prominent at the beginning of the twentieth century, the time of social reformers such
as Beatrice Webb and Charles Booth. William Beveridge, architect of the welfare

state, wrote of his concern about distinguishing between categories of poor:

The line between independence and dependence, between the efficient and
the unemployable, has to be made clearer and broader...[the latter] must
become the acknowledged dependents of the State, removed from industry
and maintained adequately in public institutions; but with complete and
permanent loss of all citizen rights-including not only the franchise, but civil
freedom and fatherhood.

Beveridge, 1906:327, cited in Jones and Novak, 1999:120

Further, Winston Churchill in a speech on the new programme of National Insurance

(introduced in 1911) was concerned to stress the role of work and insurance in

combating the perceived threat of socialism:

The idea is to increase the stability of our institutions by giving the mass of
industrial workers a direct interest in maintaining them. With a ‘stake in the
country’ in the form of insurance against evil days these workers will pay no
attention to the vague promises of revolutionary socialism...It will make him
a better citizen, a more efficient worker, and a happier man.

Churchill, cited in Jones and Novak, 1999:122

The labour market and social policy parameters have substantially changed since

these words were spoken, (neither the “mass of industrial workers” nor insurance
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based unemployment payments exist on anywhere near a similar scale today), but the
overall themes of ensuring economic stability for business, of workers having a stake
in society, of the idealization of work and its conflation with efficiency and

happiness, have proved remarkably stable.

2.1.2 The Tory Years

The current discourse of dependency is embedded in this long tradition of concern
for the unproductive and non-working poor. It is, however, possible to trace the
origins of the phrase “dependency culture” in current British political discourse to
the mid 1980s. The 1985 Fowler Review of Social Security concluded that Britain’s
welfare state was in urgent need of reform. There was concern that ‘over generous’
benefits were encouraging large sections of society to stay ‘on the dole’. In the 1985
Green Paper on Social Security Reform efforts were made to ensure that the earnings
gap between benefits and wages was widened. American welfare policy strongly
influenced British social security reforms throughout this period (Dolowitz, 1997).
Welfare payments were thought to exacerbate poverty, not relieve it, by encouraging
the development of a “dependency culture” of claimants. It became common sense

that over-generous benefit payments were creating a ‘something-for-nothing’ society.

The concepts of dependence and independence became more prevalent in British
social security policy at this time, and featured prominently in a 1987 speech by John
Moore, then Secretary of State for Social Security. Moore gave the speech to the
Conservative Political Centre Conference, shortly after he returned from a tour of US
welfare initiatives. The ‘problem of dependency’ was a concern in US political
discourse at this time with President Ronald Reagan warning in his 1986 State of the
Union address of America’s need to “escape the spider’s web of dependency”

(quoted in Dolowitz, 1997:31). John Moore used similar language in his speech:

Dependence in the long run decreases human happiness and reduces human
freedom. We believe the well-being of individuals is best protected and
promoted when they are helped to be independent, to use their talents to take
care of themselves and their families and to achieve things on their own,
which is one of the greatest satisfactions life can offer. Welfare measures, if
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they are to really promote economic and social welfare, must be aimed
ultimately at encouraging independence, not dependence
Moore, 26-09-87, Conservative Political Centre

David Dolowitz stresses the extent to which British employment policy in the 1980s
was transferred from America, commenting that “two of the key attitudes transferred
were the need to blame the victims for their unemployment and the rhetoric of
dependency” (1997:31). The ‘rhetoric of dependency’ became part of the polarised
thinking around work and benefits that has persisted to this day. This polarisation
conflates work with independence, activeness and enterprise, as opposed to benefits,
which are conflated with dependence, passivity and unhappiness. This polarisation
has been (and continues to be) central to social security reform, and yet, as later
chapters show, it is unrelated to many people’s lived experience of work or benefits,

and unhelpful in the formulation of policy.

The final major change in social security policy by the Tories before they lost power
in 1997 was the replacement of Unemployment Benefit and Income Support with the
new “Jobseeker’s Allowance™ in 1994 (Department of Social Security, 1994).
Again, the morally corroding effects of public assistance were railed against and the
distinction maintained between the deserving ‘actively job seeking’ unemployed and

the undeserving skiver:

The new Jobseeker’s Allowance, as its title makes clear, will be a means of
support while an unemployed person looks for work, not an income for a
lifestyle divorced from work.
DSS, 1994, Cm. 2687:10
The notion of unemployment as a “lifestyle” works to deny the issue of labour
demand, and focus the blame for unemployment on those who suffer it. The blame

slips between the welfare state and the claimant, with the state of the labour market

conspicuous by its absence.
2.1.3 New Labour

The construction of benefit claiming as welfare dependency has continued apace

under the New Labour government. Throughout Blair’s Aylesbury speech he
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stressed the need to reform the welfare system, warning of the “tough choices”
ahead. The first minister put in charge of making such tough choices as Minister for
Welfare Reform was Frank Field, M.P. for Birkenhead and veteran campaigner on
social welfare issues. Field was given the oxymoronic but catchy task of ‘thinking
the unthinkable’ on welfare reform. His thoughts on the problems of the benefits
system are well documented in numerous publications (for example, Field, 1996,
1997, 2000). Field bases these thoughts on the assumption that people act in self-
interested rational ways to various incentives and disincentives (much like the
‘rational man’ of orthodox economics). Benefit claiming is understood as a

symptom of dependency enabled by a misguided welfare state:

I wish to stress that this debate about welfare dependency rests on a simple,
but I believe important truth, namely that welfare provisions affect both
people’s behaviour and thereby their character.
Field, 1997: 38

The principle problem with current welfare provisions, according to Field, is their

emphasis on means testing:

Means tests ensure that claimant’s energy is channelled into working the
system rather than working themselves off welfare. It is the way they have an
impact on effort, savings and honesty that means tests are the most potent
recruiting sergeant there is for the dependency culture.
(Field, 1996: 17)
Although Field castigates the system as part of the problem in this analysis, it is the
character of the individual that comes under attack. The assumption is that, as self-
interested rational actors, all claimants of means tested benefits lack effort in their
job search and are dishonest about savings or other income that might affect benefit
levels. Further, there is a presumption that all benefit claimants share some notional

‘culture’ by virtue of their claiming, as unemployment was described above as a

“lifestyle”.

However, it seems that Field went too far in thinking the unthinkable. His plans,
aimed at reducing the means testing he blames for inducing dependency, included
universal contributions and mutual benefits, at a policy cost of £8 billion pounds

(Toynbee and Walker, 2001). Alistair Darling took over as minister and the focus on
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means testing as the problem suddenly dropped. Since Darling’s take over,
government social security policy has focussed almost exclusively on work.
Significantly, ‘social security’ as a phrase is rapidly disappearing from political and
government language, succeeded by ‘welfare’ and work. The Department of Social
Security is no more, succeeded by the Department Work and Pensions. The new
emphasis is on employability. The dividing line between deserving and undeserving
poor has shifted during this current period of low unemployment. As I argue below,
increasingly, all benefit claiming is problematised as ‘dependency’ with a subtext
that dependency epitomises the undeserving poor who fail to take responsibility for

exploiting ‘opportunities’ in the labour market.

Benefit claiming has become de-legitimised to the point where claimants/dependents
are not considered full members of society, just as Beveridge, above, assured
‘dependents’ should lose their franchise. Blair’s challenge to get the workless
classes ‘back into’ society is illuminating here, and repeated often in government, for
example by Employment Minister Andrew Smith in a press release supporting the

Princes Trust business start up scheme:

It is excellent too in that the young people involved [in the scheme] do not
come from wealthy backgrounds. Many are helped back into society from
welfare dependency and the threat of exclusion from the mainstream of

economic and social life.
DfEE, 1999¢, PN

Self-employment and business start-ups are the epitome of the ‘enterprise culture’
deemed the necessary antidote to the ‘dependency culture’ (see chapter three). The
young person who starts a business is welcomed ‘back into society’; the young
claimant is outside the mainstream. Other Labour government ministers continue
this notion of dependents located outside society: Peter Mandelson, launching the

Social Exclusion Unit in 1997 said:

This is about more than poverty and unemployment. It is about being cut off
from what the rest of us regard as normal life.
Mandelson, 1997:1



Harriet Harman, then Minister for Social Security, talks of these ‘others’ cut off from
‘the rest of us” in a similar way in a speech to launch the Centre for the Analysis of

Social Exclusion (CASE) at the London School of Economics in 1997:

They [the ‘socially excluded’] and their families are trapped in dependency.
They inhabit a parallel world where income is derived from benefits, not
work ... these are whole communities which are completely disconnected
from the world of work.

Harman, 1997

The way Harman describes ‘families trapped in dependency’ as inhabiting a parallel
world implies in some way that claimants are a different species who inhabit the
world called Dependency in contrast to the ‘rest of us’ normal people who live in the
world called Work. The ‘less-than-human’ element of the dependency discourse is
compounded through the continuous use of the metaphor of entrapment. Benefit
claimants are said to be ‘trapped in dependency’ (for example, the families Harman

refers to above), or to quote Alastair Darling, to ‘fall into’ the dependency trap.

This Government is determined to modernise the welfare state and end the
dependency trap so many people fall into.
DSS, 1999b, PN

A benefits led strategy becomes increasingly expensive and to no good effect-
it leaves people trapped on benefits and excluded from the mainstream of
society.

Harman, 1998, Speech at University of York

The effect of this entrapment metaphor is to evoke a slightly intimidating feeling
about dependency and benefit dependents and continue the discourse of dependency
as a state outside the mainstream. Harman also alludes to the economic imperative
of welfare reform as benefits become ‘increasingly expensive’ (this is expanded on

in the conclusion of the chapter).
Another element of the entrapment metaphor is the documented existence of what

have been termed poverty traps and benefit traps, where individuals are financially

better off claiming income support and housing related benefits than they would be
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in a job at the lower end of the labour market. These concerns are similar to the Poor
Law’s ‘principle of less eligibility’ and the drive to widen the gap between earnings
and benefits in the 1985 social security reforms. In the New Labour version, on the
surface there are signs of a shift from blaming individuals for their benefit claiming
towards a more sympathetic interpretation of claimants as victims of an out of date
benefits system. Thus, Tony Blair in the forward to the 1998 Green Paper on

Welfare Reform writes:

We want to make the system work better for the thousands who want to work
but are trapped on benefits.
DSS, 1998, Cm 4101: 2

The Green Paper continues with another entrapment metaphor and a further

castigation of the system as the problem:

Welfare should become more focused on helping people to become
independent, rather than locking them into dependency.
ibid, p.8

Alistair Darling too blames the benefits system:

The system has become part of the problem-encouraging dependency by
passively paying out benefit.
DfEE, 1999b, PN

The benefits system is associated with passivity in contrast with the ‘active labour
market’ policies deemed essential in a ‘modernised’ Britain. Blaming the system
rather than the claimant might be seen as a positive development. Unfortunately,
what such a discursive strategy also enables is the development of policies to change
the system, and the subsequent blaming of individuals who remain claimants, despite
the welfare ‘reform’. This is in effect what has happened around the introduction of
the New Deal for young people, which obliged young JSA claimants to choose one
of four options: subsidised employment, full time education, voluntary work or work
on an “‘environmental task force”, with the constant reminder that there was to be no

fifth option of staying at home doing nothing.
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“New Deal is also putting an end to the culture of benefits dependency and
there is no longer an option of a lifetime on benefits for those who are fit to
work”

Department for Education and Employment, 1999d, PN

Notions of unemployment as an ‘option’ deny uneven geographies of labour demand.
This is the defining characteristic of contemporary understandings of unemployment
in the UK and across the OECD. The ‘work detachment’ perspective dominates
government (especially Treasury) thinking on the causes of unemployment and
benefit claiming. The thinking behind this perspective stems from economists such
as Richard Layard and Stephen Nickell (Layard, 1997a, b, Layard et al, 1991) who
have been influencing UK government policy on unemployment for the last twenty
years. Layard and his colleagues focus especially on long-term unemployment, for it
is thought that the long-term unemployed are so far removed from the labour market
that they no longer operate as an effective labour supply, and therefore have little
effect on wage levels. By focussing on the long-term unemployed, the argument
goes, it is possible to reduce unemployment without putting upwards pressure on

inflation. As Layard (1997b: 56-7) writes:

Can we reduce unemployment without simply pushing up inflation?

The answer is yes, especially if we focus on eliminating long-term
unemployment. Once people have been unemployed that long, their chances
of finding work have been largely destroyed. The very fact of failure makes
failure more likely, and many employers will not even look at someone who
has been out of work for a long time.

It is clear from this quote that it is the quality of the labour supply that is deemed
problematic and the causative factor in unemployment. Consequently, the emphasis
is on supply-side solutions or “active labour market’ policies, focussed exclusively
on unemployed people. These supply-side policies are said to reduce unemployment
without increasing inflation by pushing down the ‘non-accelerating inflation rate of

unemployment’ or the NAIRU.

As Harman, above, asserts, the ‘socially excluded’ are said to be “completely

disconnected from the world of work™. Gordon Brown (2000), Chancellor of the
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Exchequer, laments the lack of “work ethic™ in areas of high unemployment. The
‘work-detached’ are said to be removed from worlds of work, lacking in positive
attitudes towards work and unaware of job opportunities around them. As the
following section illustrates, young long-term unemployed claimants were the first of

many targets of the new ‘welfare to work’ orthodoxy.

2.2 The Expanding Boundaries of Dependency

One of the principle pre-conditions for ‘membership’ of the “dependency culture” is
financial dependence on the state, but as the Royal Family and even Tony Blair
himself would qualify under that condition, there is obviously a bit more to it.
Specifically, it is dependency on state social security benefits that is deemed
problematic. The welfare system, and efforts to reform it, are based on assumptions
about society, the nature of work, the structure of the family and the roles of women
and men. The discourse of ‘dependency’ depends on, and interplays with, these
other discourses of work and family. By interrogating the dominant discourses of
work and family it is possible to begin to deconstruct and destabilise the discourse of

dependency.

The boundaries of the *dependency culture’ construct have continuously shifted and
expanded since its introduction. Various groups of ‘dependent subjects’ have been
under attack at various times. One of the objectives of the social security system is
the surveillance and control of claimants (Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992). As part of
this surveillance, government polices the boundaries of the ‘dependency culture’,
shining their spotlight on different categories of claimants at different times. One

group of claimants that has remained constantly in that spotlight is unemployed men.

2.2.1 The Unemployed

Work brings a sense of order that is missing from the lives of many
unemployed young men.

Harriet Harman, then Secretary of State for Social Security, speech at the
launch of CASE, 1997



It is not surprising that unemployed young men have been the principal target of
social security reforms and welfare to work programmes. When the discourse of
dependency first became prominent in the mid 1980s the stereotypical dependent
subject was the young able-bodied unemployed male, lazing around, waiting for his
giro to arrive through the door every fortnight, infamously goaded by Norman
Tebbitt to get on his bike and get a job. The unemployed young man threatens the
dominant discourse of paid work, still gendered despite the increase in women’s
participation in the paid labour market. The dominant discourse of work is concerned
almost exclusively with paid work in the labour market (Leonard, 1997). This is
precisely the type of work men have traditionally been expected to do (in contrast
with unpaid domestic work), and when young men are failing to do paid work in
large numbers it is imagined in part as a moral threat to the natural order of things.
Fairclough (2000a: 58) has argued that this is the implication of language such as
that in Harriet Harman’s speech at the launch of CASE. He analyses the excerpt

above:

Harman might have said: “Work brings a regularity which is not found in the
lives of many young unemployed men’. By saying the sense of order is
‘missing’ she suggests a lack, by referring to a lack of sense of ‘order’ she
implies a morally reprehensible disorder, and by referring to a lack of ‘sense’
of order she implicitly points to deficiencies in values and culture.
However, the New Labour government believe that “a job for most people is the
best route out of poverty” (DfEE, 2001, Cm. 5084: 29) and a government focus on
poverty and policies to address poverty is