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Abstract

This research focuses upon a group of women who are white and working class
they live on the St Anns council estate in Nottingham and they are all mothers to
mixed-race children. The focus of this study from the outset is to challenge the
often negative and homogenous readings and namings of council estates in the
UK and their residents. The problems that are within Britain's council estates are
often complex and difficult to understand, therefore the research sets out to
explain some of those complexities, whilst highlighting the disadvantages the
women experience in their daily lives. The research explores the interaction
between class, race and gender but also space, examining how poor
neighbourhoods have become known in recent times as spaces of social
exclusion and their residents have become known as ‘the excluded'. The
research explores how the women find value for themselves and their children
when their social positions have been subject to stigma, and disrespect and their
practices are misrecognised. Therefore the research examines the local value
system and the local resources which are available and used by the residents of
this council estate and asks in the absence of universal social and economic

resources can people find value locally.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

It is an unfortunate truth that over recent years there has been an
excessive amount of moral panic, fear, and political gesturing regarding
and aimed at what is known to be the British ‘underclass’, and this
moral outrage has been specific and vengeful in its tone towards
council estates, and especially the mothers who live on them with their
children. There have been two high profile cases which have given rise
to much of this moral panic in recent years: the case of Karen Mathews,
a single mother living on a West Yorkshire council estate who was
convicted of neglect, cruelty and kidnapping her own child; and the
Baby Peter case, another single mother living on benefits and allowing
her child to be brutalised by other people living in her rented house In

Tottenham, London, where the baby eventually died.

These are two extremely sad and high profile cases, and although both
had devastating and appalling consequences for the children involved
they were not representative of family life within poor neighbourhoods.
Nevertheless they have been used by the media and politicians to make
way for a barrage of accusations, suspicions, and stigmatisations
regarding those who live on council estates, especially mothers: how
they live, their practices, and their inadequacies. Newspapers, talk
shows, and politicians have frequently told us of the outrages which

happen on council estates, and amongst Britain’s ‘council estate




mothers’. Ed West (14" August 2009) recently wrote an article in The

Telegraph titled ‘How to create an underclass: stalk council estates

handing out condoms’.

~In this article he stated that he had ‘pinpointed the five points of entry to
the underclass — educational failure, substance abuse, debt, gambling

| and casual s_ex’. He writes that ‘Labour has presided over the
entrenchment of ha benefit-_addicted underclass, bereft of aspiration,
trapped in dependency and unable or unwilling to escape’ (The
Telegraph14™ August 2009). These common discourses of a ‘benefit-
addicted underclass’ are not only located within the British media. The
Guardian reported on the Conservative Party councillor John Ward

who wrote a reaction to the Mathews case in 2008:

‘There is an increasingly strong case for compulsory sterilisation
of all those who have had a second child — or third, or whatever —
while living off state benefits’. (Botton, The Guardian 06 /12/08)

This type of angry media and political rhetoric regarding those who live
on council estates, unfortunately in recent years have not been
exclusive to'the right wing section of the British press or politicians. In
December 2008 the New Labour Government introduced the welfare
reform White Paper. Within it there are sanctions for lone mothers
claiming state benefits if they refuse to ‘prepare for work’ once their
youngest child has reached one year of age. Those mothers whose
youngest child is seven years old will be taken off income support and
put on Jobseekers Allowance with the expectation that they will be

actively seeking work (DWP 2008a). Regrettably this type of moral




outrage followed by welfare policy, particularly relating to mothers living
on benefits on council estates, has become mainstream, and politicians
from all political parties have used the fear and outrage regarding
welfare dependency, unemployment, and lone mothers as ways of

showing the electorate their ‘toughness'.

Aim of the thesis

This research, set on a Nottingham council estate, aims to challenge
the homogenous reading of council estates and their residents by
focusing upon white mothers to mixed-race children. The research
challenges those readings of council estates described in the opening
paragraph of this thesis, and those negative views from newspapers,

both broad sheets and red tops, which appear to have come to a

consensus that ‘council estates spawn a new underclass’ (Hill A. The

Observer Nov. 30" 2007). The aim of this research is simple: to

challenge the‘ view that the political classes. fromlall parties seem to
agree upon, which is that our British council'esr.tates are severe social
problems or,' as the ConservatiQe Party constantly remind us, that
Britain is broken and council estates ‘are broken ghettos’ (Duncan-
Smith I. The Telegraph 30" Nov. 2008). Whilst the New Labour
Government since 1997 has used the Social Exclusion Task Force to
explain how social exclusion is very often a 'spatiai problem’, a
‘neighbourhood problem’, where disadvantage becomes ‘generational’,

like the colour of your hair or the size of your feet, these traits, along




with being unemployed or becoming excluded, are understood now as

being passed on through families.

This thesis is set in contemporary Britain, amongst a very contemporary
British group of women, and is situated within the context of the
problems that the people on this council estate St Anns in Nottingham
understand, experience, and have to deal with. Therefore, it only seems
right that when challenging those negative readings of council estates
we must do so by looking at how those estates are known today, and
that is through the ‘social exclusion’ agenda. The thesis looks at the
social exclusion concept, and asks whether this concept can tell us

anything about the women and their families’ lives in Nottingham.
However, this term ‘social exclusion’ not only applies to neighbourhoods
but also to people; they become ‘the excluded’. Therefore, the research
asks: what have been the consequences for those on this estate who
have now been known as socially excluded over 12 years. Does it

matter to the women on this estate that they are known as benefit
claimants, single mums, council estate residents and socially excluded
to boot? Do they know that they are socially excluded; are they aware
of the stigmatising readings about council estate lives? These are some

of the questions the research has asked of itself, but have also been

posed to the women on the estate.

The estate and Its residents appear from the outside to be unruly, and

chaotic, and often in line with some of the comments made about them



INn the press, and by politicians. There are real social problems on this
estate, linked to crime, drug dealing and drug using, anti-social

behaviour, and the lack of employment, education and skills held by the

resident population.

However, there are both philosophical and political elements to this
thesis which are locked into the unruly appearance of this council
estate. The thesis does not shy away from some of the problematic
areas of council estate life but engages with them, taking what it is
thought to be known about those living in social housing, claiming

benefits, engaging in criminal and anti-social practices and then

challenging those perceptions, and analysing the findings using social
theory. However, the ultimate aim is to use this research to challenge
those negative namings more widely, as Marx says ‘the philosophers
have only interpreted the world in various ways: the point is to change it

(Marx 1998 p.49).

In the next section some of the common terms used about the women
featured in this research will be defined, and an explanation given as to
why the women in this research are best placed to tell us what is
happening within some of our inner city council estates. As noted
earlier in the chapter, this is a research about contemporary Britain, with
contemporary issues, through the experiences of contemporary women,
which is how the women see themselves. Some of the more

contradictory aspects of their lives, for example their lone parent status,



will also be defined. As already noted, there are practices within council
estate life that often appear obvious; however, many of those practices

are often misinterpreted, and should not be taken at face value.

Definitions

The main focus of this research has been a group of white working-
class women who live within this estate; and they are all mothers to
mixed-race children. Although this research focuses upon council estate
life, inequalities and disadvantages within the estate, it looks at the
dimensions of those inequalities, through gender, class, race and
ethnicity. In the later chapters the representation of ‘class and welfare’
are analysed; however, there is also a cultural dimension to those
representations. Chris Haylett (2001) raises questions about how the
white working class have been represented through ‘social exclusion
discourse’ as lacking, ‘un-modern’ and ‘dirty white' (2001 p.353).
Meanwhile, Bev Skeggs (1997, 2004) argues that when working class is
added to woman there becomes a distorted representation of a
sexualised, unrespectable and unworthy position, which working-class
women struggle to identify with. As noted at the beginning of this
chapter, it seems that when ‘welfare’, ‘council estate’ and ‘mother’ are
put together in any sentence for public consumption the outcome is a
fierce moral outrage. Therefore, the women who live on this estate
know only too well how difficult it is to live with unfair representations of

who you are, how you live your life, and the serious and negative



impacts those representations can have. However, it is the aim of this
research to find out how those representations can disable but also

what happens to a neighbourhood that lives with those representations.

When meeting with most of the women for the first time, they were
usually asked how they would describe their own ethnic identity, what
box they might tick on the back of an application form in the ‘Equal
Opportunities’ section. They described themselves in this context as
one of the white categories, ‘white Irish’, ‘white English’, ‘white other".
The women were also asked about their families and their upbringing,
where had their parents been employed, had they always lived on the

estate, or had they lived on other estates. They were asked about their
educational attainment, and their own employment status. This
background information was collected on all of the women spoken to.
Thirty-four out of the thirty-five women spoken to had lived on this
council estate or another council estate as children; only one woman

had not and this was because she had grown up in France. None of the
women had attained any formal qualification beyond GCSE; two of the
women were undertaking undergraduate degrees, in nursing and in
youth services, which they had secured through local Access courses.
Only one woman was employed full time and she was a director of a
voluntary sector service. Forty per cent of the women were solely reliant
on state benefits for their income; however, at least half of these women
were engaging in unpaid and voluntary work within the community. Al

of the women lived on the estate and only two of the women were



buying their council houses. The other thirty-three women either rented
their homes from the council or a housing association, and three of the
women rented their ex-council houses from private landlords. As a
consequence of this background data, and also with the women’s
acknowledgment of their official ethnic status, the women in this

research are known as white and working class.

The women were asked how they described their children’s ethnic
identity. They all without exception said mixed race; some of the older
women with grown-up children said ‘it used to be half-caste’ but now
they preferred mixed race. The women with younger children still at
school also chose mixed race even though the local schools preferred
the terms ‘dual heritage’ or ‘biracial’, which the mothers did not like: one
said she thought it ‘sounded American’, another thought it sounded ‘too
Catholic’. None of the women said that their children were ‘black’ as
they thought that by calling their children black it removed their families
and themselves out of the children’s lives. However, none of the women
would call their children white and again thought that this was offensive
to their children even when they knew that some of their children might
‘pass’ as white. Therefore, throughout this thesis the term ‘mixed race'
will be used when describing a person who has parents from differing

racial backgrounds.

There is another term which also needs defining, and that is how the

term ‘single mum’, or ‘lone parent’, is used. When the women were



asked about their relationship status, most of them classified
themselves as single mums. This might imply that the women are single
and are not in a personal relationship either with the children’s fathers
or another person. However, what this usually meant is that their official
status according to the Benefits Agency is one of lone parent.
Sometimes the women had casual relationships with their partners, or
their partners did not live with them full time. Often the men in their lives
had their own flats in the neighbourhood and stayed at the women's
homes on some nights of the week. On more than one occasion the
women said they were single parents even when they were living with
their partners. This might have been because their partners were not

their children’s father, or they did not see themselves as being in a solid
relationship, and sometimes it was for the benefit of the tape. One of
the women, ‘Zena’, who was in a relationship with her youngest child’s
father, hoped that one day she would be able to get a job, and claim tax

credits so she could afford to live with her partner full time, and officially.
It was often noted that the women thought that becoming a ‘proper
couple’ was an aspiration for the future. Other women identified as
single mums, because they ultimately held full responsibility for their
children, even though there were often men in their lives. One woman
was married, and another woman stated she was living and raising her

children with her partner.



Motivations

There is a philosophical and political aim to this research, and this
particularly relates to the motivations regarding the subject, the
questions, and the research participants. The project has developed
through an interest to explore the experiences of white working-class
women and was motivated by my own personal experiences of living on
council estates rather than a purely academic curiosity or about gaps in
literature. | was born onto a council estate in a mining town In
Nottingham, and | have lived on the St Anns estate in the inner city of
Nottingham since 1989. The life and experiences of being a daughter,

mother and resident, living in poor neighbourhoods, belonging to poor
families, and suffering from all the effects that those positions bring,

have informed this research; and the knowledge which has come from
my own experiences of how poor neighbourhoods and people can be
exploited and represented has been my moral compass. Three years as
an undergraduate student, and five years as a postgraduate student at
the University of Nottingham have led me to think about my own
personal journey. When | am asked by friends and relatives what all this
learning has done for me, or what | have possibly gained by studying for
this long, the answer has always been immediate and easy. | have
learned that being a working-class woman does not determine me to be
my mother, or my grandmother; and that being a working-class woman
means the hurdles that life puts in front of you are high but not

impossible.
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This has always been the motivation for this research: to highlight, and
show how difficult life can be for people living on council estates, but
also to show the strength, humour and resistance that can also make

up council estate life.

Unfair representations

The beginning of this chapter illustrated some of the media and political
rhetoric which has been used unfairly in representing poor working-
class people and the social housing estates they live on. Steph Lawler
(2008) and Les Back (2002) have both argued that working-class
people and poor working-class neighbourhoods are rarely taken
seriously. However, it is often assumed that they are easily ‘readable’ to
middle-class observers. Yet it is rarely considered by those who
observe working-class people and neighbourhoods that working-class
people, and especially the poor working class, can know or understand
themselves or the neighbourhoods they live in, and can articulate their
understandings, perceptions, and feelings extremely well (Lawler 2008
p.133, Back 2002 p.40). The ways in which working-class people ana
neighbourhoods are represented is important within this thesis, as it is
often through those negative, stereotypical and patronising
representations that the women on this estate unfairly see themselves,

and their families; they know they are ridiculed, and ‘looked down on’,

and ‘made to feel small’ because of those representations.
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Unfair and mean representations of poor working-class people, and the
places where they live are everywhere in the UK and have been
documented in the work of Skeggs (1997, 2004, 2009), Nayak (2009),
Lawler (2002, 2008), Reay (2000, 2002, 2004), Haylett (2000, 2001,
2003), Munt (2000) and Sibley (1995). Lawler (2008 p.133) argues that
working-class people are rarely named as class subjects but are often
known and reproduced as ‘disgusting subjects’, usually through
targeting descriptions of bodies and clothing, shell suits and large gold
earrings, which are often used as shorthand descriptions in recognising
working-class people. Skeggs (2004) shows in her work that working-
class women in particular are subjects of ridicule and prurient
fascination, often sexualised, and associated with dirt and disease. She
cites a passage written in a newspaper by Germaine Greer, who
describes 'Essex girls’ as having ‘big bottoms which are barely covered
by their denim mini skirts' (Greer 2001 in Skeggs 2004 p.112). It seems

that there are always new ways in reproducing these unfair and mean

representations. On the social networking site Facebook there is a
facility where you can send ‘Council estate gifts’ to your friends. The
most popular council estate gift is an image of a group of young people
In sportswear titled ‘Mob of chav scum’: 824,000 people have sent this
'gift’ to their friends on the site; this is followed by images titled ‘a piss
stained phone box’, and ‘run down community centre’. There are other
‘Council estate gifts’ such as ‘Over the top Christmas lights’, and
‘Balcony draped with washing’. Lawler (2008 p.137) argues that cultural

references can invoke signifiers, which do a great deal of work in coding

12



a way of life which has been deemed valueless, and repulsive. Bodies,
their appearance, their bearing and their adornment, are also centrai to
coding working-class people, and when those codes are joined up with
living space and in particular the term ‘council estate’ it leaves the
reader or the viewer to ‘join up the dots of pathologisation’ in order to
see and understand the picture: that certain ways of dressing, speaking
and also where you live indicate a despised ‘class position but also an
underlying pathology’ (Lawler 2008 p.133; Skeggs 2004 p.37). This
underlying pathology that Lawler (2008) and Skeggs (2004) uncover Is
also about taste, or the lack of it. They use the work of Pierre Bourdieu
to argue that those with the most power get to decide what cultural

resources are tasteful regarding ways of dressing, personal styling,
music, art, speaking, and social pursuits. However, what Bourdieu
(1986 pp.14-19) argues is that, whilst the culture of the middle class is
deemed legitimate and tasteful, it is the culture of the working class
which is lacking in ‘taste’ and illegitimate. Lawler (2008) and Skeggs

(2004) transport this argument further by exclaiming that the culturat
practices of the working class are not only ‘tasteless’, but are also
pathologised, coded as immoral, wrong and criminal or, to take the

official meaning of the word, ‘a disease’.

There are three key elements to this research, themes which weave in,

out and through the complexity of the lives of the women on this estate.
These three themes underpin many of the daily struggles the women

undertake. The first is the process of identification: the women'’s

13



constant battle to protect their own profile against unfair representation
of council estate mothers. The next is location: the centre point in the
women'’s lives, i.e. where they live. Their physical location becomes
ever more important to them as they struggle to hold on to who they are
and how they wish to be known, but so does their social location: where
they are positioned in social space; they are always aware of ‘being
looked down on’, and situated ‘at the bottom’'. Lastly, there is the notion
and understanding of value: how the women value themselves, and

what they value in return, what is important to them.

The process of identification

The process of identification is how the women see themselves, and
understand their own positions within the local neighbourhood, and also
within wider Nottingham. The women in St Anns that have been part of
this research are white, and have children who are mixed race; their
process of identification is complex and includes the
interconnectedness of the dimensions of class and gender, but also of
race, because of theirimmediate multi-racial families, and the wider
multi-racial neighbourhood. The following chapters show how the
women have a particular attachment to the West Indian community in St
Anns, and more specifically the Jamaican families, and the culture
which is associated with them. By understanding and by mapping the

process of identification the research shows the processes that a group

or individuals might engage in, in order to protect and have some

14




control over who they are, rather than handing over their profile to the
state, and the wider British public. This shows that there are resiliencies
and resistances within this community, even though they are often

misunderstood and misrecognised as further examples of lacking in

taste and judgement.

Location

Location is important throughout the thesis and becomes the lynch pin
in the centre of the other two central themes. It is the physical, the
actual location of St Anns as the women’'s home and neighbourhood,

and their social locations of being a woman, white, working class,
mother to mixed-race children, lone parent, and benefit claimant, which
show when these locations are interconnected and how they move
through social and actual space but also how and where they are
restricted. The mobility of the women and their families in this research,

which is both actual and social, is also an important theme. Throughout
the later chapters, mobility and restriction are often spoken of, and
understood in complex ways within the estate. It becomes clear that

location becomes ever more important to those who live here.

Value

How do the women find value, not only for themselves, but also their

children and community? Diane Reay (2007) has argued that value is at
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the heart of the middle-class identity: being a person of value with good
taste, and having access to the legitimate cultural resources within a
society, which in turn means that your practices are also legitimate,

enabling a group or individual to have a social identity which is

respected, valued and legitimate.

However, value is also important to working-class people: even though
they are rarely represented in this way, value is a measurement of
success; how we are judged and valued is important. Bourdieu (1986)
argues that what is even more important is how value and respect are
given to some as if ‘natural’, making some social identities naturally
valued, whilst others have to work at it with no assurance that their goal
can be met. It is easy to understand that, if value is difficult or in some
respects impossible to attain for some groups within a society, they may
create their own endogenously-constructed systems of attaining value
for themselves; these can then be exchanged for local resources, which
have a use-value for that community, and an exchange-value within the
local system. The thesis goes on to question: to what extent do the
endogenously-constructed and exchanged forms of value both enable

and constrain those who take part.

These three central themes weave in and out of the whole thesis. They
are important in understanding the processes and meanings behind the
complexities of this neighbourhood. They will help in looking beyond the

one-dimensional representations of council estates and their residents.
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The research has a unique perspective on life in modern and multi-
cultural Britain. It throws up interesting debates about how class and
gender interact; also, notions of race, particularly how being white and
working class, may be understood by those whose class positions have
been devalued and whose physical locations, i.e. where they live, are
subject to the process of exclusion and their practices are subject to
public scrutiny. The women who have taken part in this study have a
specific understanding of life in contemporary Britain, which they
believe is unique but extremely important. Their stories tell of life on a
council estate: they tell of past working-class histories, the stories of
their childhoods, and their parents’ lives represent important histories of

being white and working class. However, their stories today are modern

and contemporary, about life in multi-cultural Britain.

Outline of chapters

Chapter 2 will examine the significance of space, the social and
symbolic and also the reality of living in spaces which have been
subject to poverty, disadvantage and named as excluded. The concept
of ‘social exclusion’ will be examined, as it is within this framework that
the neighbourhood and its residents have been classified: they are both
excluded, and ‘the excluded’. Within this chapter the relevance of the
notion of ‘social exclusion’ will also be examined: what does this
concept mean, and under what conditions are you deemed to be

excluded. The idea and relevance that poverty and disadvantage can
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be perpetuated by the behaviour of the poor will also be looked at
through the work of Oscar Lewis and the notion of ‘the culture of
poverty'. It is important to address the behaviour of those who are
considered poor, excluded, or disadvantaged; these issues cannot be
ignored as if they do not matter. However, there is a more serious point
to addressing the behaviour of those who live on council estates: by
understanding their everyday practices, and the processes within the
estate, it shows us what is important to them, and also how they might

compensate for things they have no or little access to.

The next chapter, Chapter 3, moves on to the debate centred around

the ‘social exclusion concept’ by examining how the underlying
disadvantages connected to the notion of class is a dynamic and a
shifting process allowing people to be named and known. Within this
chapter it is argued that the poorest working class have now been
named as un-modern, a part of Britain which no longer exists, outdated,

and on the outside needing inclusion. It has become increasingly
difficult for sections of the community to engage with a class identity,
and it has been argued by Walkerdine, Lucey and Melody (2001) that
there has been a ‘remaking process’ which is especially utilised by
women in order to develop a resistance from the disadvantages which
occur when class and gender intersect. This chapter also examines the
literature that asks how people find value for themselves, particularly in
the absence of adequate education and decent jobs. Therefore, it is

important to debate alternative value systems: the ways that people find
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value for themselves and their community within their neighbourhood,

and from the resources which are available to them.

Chapter 4 sets out the processes of doing the research, and producing
the thesis. It engages in wider methodological and epistemological
arguments about the meaning of experience, where knowledge comes
from and the responsibility of informing knowledge without further fixing
a group’s social positioning. As ‘researcher’ my own position within the
research will be examined. | debate researcher reflexivity as both

researcher and resident’, and the journey that was taken from council

estate to PhD.

Chapter 5 puts this research in a wider context, the context of history.
St Anns has been a living space for the poor working class of
Nottingham for over 150 years. It has an interesting and rich history
within each generation of the families who have been born, lived,
migrated, worked, and died there. This chapter also puts the
neighbourhood in the wider context of being a part of Nottingham City,
where it is placed within the city geographically and symbolicaily. The
chapter also explains, through the local and national statistics that have
been gathered about this neighbourhood, how the realities of living
within poor and socially-excluded neighbourhoods impact upon its
population, their educational attainment, the levels of unemployment,

and the difficulties that the local schools face in trying to ensure that the

children on this estate receive a fair education.
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Chapter 6 is the first of four chapters which present and analyse the
research findings. This chapter focuses upon the relationship the
women have with the estate: how do they recognise themselves and
also how do they think ‘others’ recognise them. This chapter shows the
consequences of being stigmatised and known as ‘lacking’ and how the
concept social exclusion is understood, or accepted, or not, by those
who live with the label. The consequences of being stigmatised can
have seemingly unrelated issues for the women on the estate; mobility
is one of those issues. Towards the end of this chapter mobility will be
discussed, and the difficulties that the women and their families have of

becoming mobile, moving out of the estate physically, and also moving

out emotionally, and socially.

Chapter 7 looks at community networks through the official services
such as the Sure Start initiative. The women in St Anns understand
these services from a certain perspective. They are aware that they
have been ‘put here’ because they are considered ‘not good enough’ as
mothers, or they do not have the resources to look after their own
children. The women who live there are often hesitant about the
services set up in the neighbourhood to help them. They explain some
of the difficulties they encounter with the local services such as schools,

the police and the probation service.
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Chapter 8 examines the resources within the estate, what is available
locally to the women and their families, and how are they used. In this
chapter the resources that the women have identified will be introduced

such as the importance of belonging and ‘being St Anns’.

The next chapter, Chapter 9, the last of the analysis, examines value
and argues that value is central to the women'’s lives: how they are
valued and how they value others. This chapter looks at how the
women view value, but also how they find it within the estate, through

the local value system.
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Chapter 2

Social and symbolic space: The exclusion, stigmatisation
and management of the poor

Introduction

In the Introduction to this thesis the aims of this research project were
laid out. It was stated that the main aim was simple: to challenge the
negative representations of poor neighbourhoods and their residents.
Although it might seem that this aim is simple, the processes involved Iin
achieving this aim in actual fact are not. There are complex networks,
and rationales behind even more complex practices, understandings,
and behaviours on council estates in the UK, because of the many
disadvantages which those who live on council estates experience. The
later chapters will outline the disadvantages experienced by those living

on council estates which have high incidences of drug use and dealing,

anti-social behaviour, and high levels of unemployment, along with the
problems which occur due to the thoughtless planning and building of
estates, which have been well documented (Coates and Silburn 1970,

1984; Power 1997; Byrne 2001; Hanley 2007; Power and Houghton

2007).

Over several generations there have been some well-intentioned

politicians, and some not so well-intentioned who have treated the
disadvantages, and inequalities found within council estates as a matter

of morality, blaming the practices of the poor for their poverty (Levitas
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1997; Welshman 2000; Skeggs 2004; Gillies 2007; Tomlinson, Walker
and Williams 2008). For generations in the UK there have been
boundaries drawn around certain territories: places where the poor live,
places one should avoid going if at all possible not because of the
poverty in that particular place but because of the behaviour of those
who live there (Coates and Silburn 1969; Orwell 1986, 1940; Welshman
2000; Collins 2004; Skeggs 2004; Hanley 2007; Morrison (1896) 2009).
These territories have been known as ‘unsafe’, ‘poor’, ‘slum districts’,

and in recent years ‘sink’ and socially-excluded council estates.

Pierre Bourdieu (1999) explains this process of the negative namings of
the places where the poor live through his concept of ‘reified social
space’. Bourdieu argues that reified social space has been attributed
different values, defined by the ‘distribution of agents and the
distribution of goods in social space’ (Bourdieu 1999 p.125). The result
of this reification of physical space means that there becomes a
concentration of the ‘rarest goods and their owners in certain sites of
physical space’ whilst in other physical spaces there becomes an over-
representation of the poorest and disadvantaged groups, as it is in St
Anns. This physical space becomes a reified social space; it has
meanings for those who live in it and for those who do not. Bourdieu
argues that both spaces, wealthy and poor, have positive or negative
stigmatising properties, which attach themselves to the people who live,
work, and occupy them (Bourdieu 1999 p.125). What this means,

according to Bourdieu (1999), is that there becomes ‘a silent call to
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order’ through which the ‘appropriated or reified physical space’ is one
of the mediations in which social structures gradually convert into
mental structures, and into systems of preference and meaning

(Bourdieu 1999 p.126).

Therefore, it is important that this thesis has meaning to the people who
have been involved in this research by being relevant to the issues they
currently experience. It is noted that this research is about
contemporary Britain, and contemporary problems that the women who
have been involved experience. Therefore, this chapter will begin by
discussing the concept of ‘social exclusion’, as it is through the
Government'’s Social Exclusion strategy that poor neighbourhoods are
now conceptualised. The relevance of introducing and examining this
strategy is because it is through the concept of social exclusion that
estates like St Anns in Nottingham have become measured and
appraised. Therefore, this chapter will begin to ask whether this term is
an appropriate concept when trying to understand council estates and
their residents or, as argued in the introduction, is social exclusion
simply a tool to measure the problems that the poor working class
amass through their behaviour and practices? This leads into a
discussion regarding the implementation of strategies used to combat
the phenomena termed as social exclusion in the UK over the last 12

years by the New Labour Government.
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These debates around social exclusion are important to this research,
not because social exclusion in its current form is important to the
people who live in this neighbourhood. In the later chapters it is argued
that social exclusion as a concept is not understood as meaning
anything to the people who live in St Anns. What is asked within this
research is, rather than use a measurement like social exclusion to find
out only what is lacking in poor neighbourhoods, through creating a
boundary around the poor and as Skeggs (2004) argues ‘the rest of us/,
there may be another way of understanding poor neighbourhoods. If we
were to engage in the local value systems within poor neighbourhoods
and find out what is already there and working, thereby understanding

local value systems, we might see what is needed, but also how the
community might compensate through their practices. It is argued that
big, one-size-fits-all, rolied-out policy initiatives like social exclusion
quite often miss the very people they are supposedly aimed at by
assuming that everyone and everything within a poor community is

lacking in every way.

What this means to this research is that it is not only important to
examine the social exclusion concept but also how we think about
soclal exclusion being situated in specific physical spaces. Those
physical spaces are often regarded as lacking and those who reside in
those spaces become ‘the excluded’. This is always done in
comparison to other physical spaces, and their residents. Therefore, it

seems obvious that what is needed, rather than ‘a new one size fits all
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spaces policy’ focused upon disadvantaged neighbourhoods, is a re-
conceptualisation of how physical space is viewed and reified as

spaces and the agents which are lacking (Bourdieu 1999 p.125).

Steph Lawler (2008) has recently asked whether the narrative of ‘lack’
when used in trying to explain anything about working-class life is often
accompanied ‘by a narrative of decline, in that there once was a
respectable working class who held respectable working-class values:
they knew who they were and to what purpose they were assigned
(2008 pp.136-137). According to Lawler, this class has now ‘allegedly’
disappeared, part of it being absorbed into the middie class, whilst the
other part has fallen into a workless and feckless underclass, living

within a culture of poverty, and passing this deficient culture down to a

new generation (2008 p.136).

Oscar Lewis’s (1961, 1966) work on the culture of poverty may not be

an obvious choice when explaining the complexity of local value
systems within a poor neighbourhood. However Lewis’s work
highlighted how practices in poor communities became cultures of
behaviour often passed down through generations. However, what he
also noted was that a ‘culture of poverty has to be examined within the
circumstances in which it develops’ (1961 p.151). All government-led
policy implementation relating to poverty for generations has had

behaviour and individualised fault built within them (Hill 2009).
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Therefore, it is important to deal with the issues around the practices of
those who live in poor neighbourhoods.

This chapter then asks whether the concept of social exclusion in the
UK reifies and stigmatises specific physical space, as Bourdieu (1999)
arqgues. Through its purpose of measurement, it identifies a
contemporary British underclass, through highlighting a ‘normal’ set of
behaviours on the one hand, whilst drawing boundaries around those
who are somehow ‘different’, and therefore lacking, who then become

‘the socially excluded’ on the other.

Social exclusion

The conception and existence of the term ‘social exclusion’ was initially

debated in France throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s. The
combating of ‘social exclusion’ has since become a part of the wider
European agenda. Hilary Silver's article in 1994 (pp.534-578) explored
the origins of social exclusion in France from as far back as the 1960s.
Silver argues that the term ‘social exclusion’ had a specific meaning: an
extension of the French Republican tradition and ‘exclusion’ in France
was understood as a breakdown of the structural, cultural, and moral
ties which bind a society (pp. 534). This model then broadened out to
consider groups who had become marginalised, economically, socially,
or culturally. Loic Wacquant (2008) noted that it was in the late 1970s in
France that the model of ‘exclusion’ was identified as the ‘new poverty’

(2008 p.163). It was focused specifically upon the long term and
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recurrent unemployed but also those within specific neighbourhoods:
‘Le banlieue’, the outer suburbs of French cities where the poorest
working class and immigrant citizens often resided. In the largest of
those cities, ‘Le banlieue’ often became disconnected from the cities
they sat on the margins of, and many of the residents found themselves
physically and socially marginalised and excluded from the ‘norms’ of

French life (Levitas 1998 pp.22-28).

In the UK, throughout the 1980s, Hillary Silver (1994 ) argues that the
British Conservative Government struggled with the concept of the ‘new
poverty'. Silver argues that the concept of ‘new poverty' did not fit with
the Conservative Party and the government’s neo-liberal ideology
during the 1980s. This government, led by Margaret Thatcher from
1979-1990, according to Silver, was far more comfortable with the
‘cycle of deprivation' and the underclass discourse. This was in contrast
to what was happening in France during the same period because the
French administration had a largely socialist ideclogy, particularly
around poverty discourse and policy (1994 pp.560-564). Silver (1994)
argues that in France there were concerns with relational issues to
poverty, such as lack of social integration and lack of power. This,
according to Silver, was a different approach to poverty than in Britain
even when considering activists and academics who were opposed to
the right wing policies of the British Government. Those activists and

academics in the UK at the time tended to consider the notion of
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poverty as Issues of distribution, the lack of resources at the disposal of

an individual or household (Silver 1994 p.540).

Welshman (2006 pp.186-189) maps in his work ‘Underclass: History of
the Excluded’ that, towards the end of the 1970s and during the 1980s,
social exclusion as a concept was taken up and used by lobby groups
such as the Child Poverty Action Group in order to capture the multi-
dimensional consequences of poverty, which were emerging in the UK
out of the changing social and economic conditions of the time. It has
been well documented that during the years of 1979 -1997 poverty and
disadvantage in the UK was exacerbated by the ideology of the
Conservative Government with Margaret Thatcher at the helm as Prime
Minister, and her specific strand of neo-liberal policy which was carried
on by her successor John Major until his election defeat by New Labour
In 1997 (Room 1995; Lister 1996: Silver 1996: Townsend 1996; Levitas
1997, 2001; Haylett 2000; Power 2000; Harvey 2005; Welshman 2006).
Ruth Levitas (2004) argues that at this stage poverty and social
exclusion were inextricably linked, and linked within a framework which
saw poverty as part of a wider pattern of social inequality including the
exclusion of having any political power, or being excluded from having

any control over your destiny.

During the 1980s in the UK individuals as well as pressure groups like
‘The Child Poverty Action Group’ began to rethink the way they had

traditionally viewed poverty. An example that Welshman uses in his
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account of exclusion in Britain is that of Peter Townsend, an academic
who was at the forefront in raising awareness of UK poverty for
decades (2006 pp.188-190). During the 1980s Peter Townsend, who
had previously been suspicious of the social exclusion concept because
of the debates within it around behaviour, however admitted he had
been wrong in thinking that ‘social exclusion’ had been a diversion away
from more crucial issues of poverty. According to Welshman (2006),
Townsend conceded that social exclusion was in fact crucial in itself
because of the way it focused attention on the denial of rights (p.185).
Nevertheless, Townsend remained reluctant to engage in debates
around behaviour and the underclass discourse (Welshman 2006
p.188). What Townsend was most concerned with was the processes of
exclusion, and the processes involved in the defining of the ‘excluded’,
and indeed the consequences of those processes for ‘the excluded'. It
seems that Townsend was right in his trepidation around the processes
of ‘making the underclass’ through the social exclusion concept. Rather
than focus upon how people become excluded, and how those multi-
dimensional processes of being poor and excluded disadvantage
groups and neighbourhoods, it is argued here that the British use of the
social exclusion concept since 1997, either intentionally or
unintentionally, has helped to identify and define excluded
neighbourhoods by what they are lacking, morally, spiritually, physically,
and economically (Haylett 2000 p.351; Welshman 2000 pp.198-204:

Lister 2004; Skeggs 2004 p.97; Lawler 2008 p.132). At the root of this

discourse of ‘lack’, behaviour of the poor is central, despite the many
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efforts by researchers in arguing against the view that behaviour of the
excluded might be relevant within the social exclusion discourse
(Walker 1995 pp. 102-28; Levitas 2001; Lister 2004; Power 2007).
However, recent findings taken from the British Household Panel
Survey have clearly shown that poverty and social exclusion is multi-
layered and far more complex than the Government’s Social Exclusion
Unit has planned for (Tomlinson et al 2008 p.598). That research shows
that ‘income is only weakly associated with other generally accepied
manifestations of poverty’ (2008 p.615), whilst shame and stigma,
which are generally more difficult to measure, are inherent components
of poverty and social exclusion, and feature highly in poor people’s

experience (2008 p. 598).

Social exclusion in the UK

The term ‘social exclusion’ as we understand it in the UK today is a
term which is connected to New Labour, who became interested in the
European concept in the early 1990s before their election landslide
victory in 1997. The election of the New Labour Government
Inaugurated a new period of ‘policy-making for Britain’ (Haylett 2003) in
which social exclusion became a central policy target. Within the first
year of the New Labour Government, the ‘Social Exclusion Unit’ was
launched in order to ‘fight evil with a new name’: ‘social exclusion’ (Blair

T. 1997 in Levitas 1998 p.7).
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New Labour defined social exclusion within the UK, according to Tony
Blair in December 1997, when Blair outlined government plans to tackle

social exclusion in the following way:

Social exclusion is about income but it is about more. It is about
prospects, networks and life-chances. It's a very modern

problem, and one that is more harmful to the individual, more
damaging to self-esteem, more corrosive for society as a whole,

more likely to be passed from generation to generation than

material poverty’. (Blair T. 1997 in Welshman 2006 p.183)
This definition laid out in 1997 clearly shows that New Labour's
emphasis regarding poverty and disadvantage was on the structural
causes of deprivation, but they also acknowledged the role of
behavioural factors, and stressed the way that exclusion can be passed
on through generations. It seems a much narrower understanding of
exclusion that the early French model, which included exclusion from
politics and citizenship, and the lack of personal and group power within
neighbourhoods. The hallmark of New Labour’s policy approach initially
was ‘connection’, the aim of which is to establish worthy circles of social
regeneration through worthy circles of policy connection: ‘joined up
policies for joined up problems’ (Lister 2004). The purpose of forming
these honourable connections between various welfare fields was that
they would manifest strong ‘opportunity effects’ with special focus upon
the kinds of opportunities necessary to enter and compete in the
modern labour market. That formuia of ‘web-like opportunities’ was
meant to work for places and people (Haylett 2003 p.64). There is both
a moral and a practical element to this. The moral element involves the

adoption of the appropriate set of values and attitudes for inclusion,
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notably the substitution of the ‘work ethic’ for ‘poverty of aspiration’
(Levitas 2004 p.49). The overall aim is that once there has been a
moral conversion of poor neighbourhoods and poor people there will be
Increased skills and ability for those people and places in the
employment market. However, what this concept lacks is the
understanding of the complexity of disadvantaged places and
disadvantaged people. It was argued earlier that there are real
problems in how physical space is reified and becomes part of a doxic
understanding of poor people and poor neighbourhoods; those
understandings gradually become part of the mental structure of
society, and make up systems of preference and meanings, where

shame and stigma, and people and places which ‘lack’ become part of
those systems (Bourdieu 1999 pp.125-126; Lawler 2008 p. 137;

Tomlinson et al 2008 p.599).

New Labour (Things can only get better, can’t they?)

There were others during the late 1990s who wanted the social
exclusion project to focus upon the lack of resources, especially within
urban environments. Anne Power (2007) suggests that, by 1997 and
after 18 years of Conservative policy, the New Labour Government was
extremely worried, particularly about housing and urban policy and the
effects that the neo-liberal Conservative policies had on communities
and poverty. Power (2007) recognised to some extent the multi-

dimensional issues of poverty and exclusion. As many areas with large
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social housing stocks had been depleted and run down, many estates
within the larger cities were in chronic disrepair. Their residents were
suffering badly from poor housing and rising crime, especially crime
relating to property such as burglaries and car theft, which made life on

social housing estates horrendous for the residents.

Therefore, the Social Exclusion Unit, which was set up by New Labour
in 1997 to tackle the UK'’s social problems, had a wide remit from
homelessness, truancy, parenting, and child poverty. The major urban—
social programmes that structured this vision included The Single
Regeneration Budget, The New Deal programmes, The Employment
Education and Health Action Zones, and the Sure Start Initiative for
under-5s. These are all positioned as the ingredients for the National
Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal, a strategy tackling the multi-
dimensional aspects of poor neighbourhoods, worklesness, low skKills,
single parents, and early years' development, through stimulating local
strategic developments, in addition to environmental improvement

(Gough et al. 2006; Power 2007).

The large part of intellectual input into the Social Exclusion Unit has
been provided by CASE, an ESRC research centre established in the
London School of Economics in 1997. Anne Power has used the

research centre to develop her understanding of what social exclusion

IS about:

‘The tendency to push vulnerable and difficult individuals into the
least popular places, furthest away from our common aspirations
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... Inner city areas and some large outlying housing estates have

become a receptacle for problems’. (Power 2000 p.521)
Power argues that the British concept of social exclusion is about
‘'neighbourhood collapse’, and the tendency for poorer neighbourhoods
to form ‘poverty clusters’. For Power, social exclusion is an urban issue
(1997 p.372). One of the first reports to come out of the Social
Exclusion Unit was the dramatic report ‘Bringing Britain together’,
published in 1998. The report identified almost 3,000 seriously deprived
urban communities, trapped in a vicious cycle of physical decay, social
breakdown, high unemployment, low skill, high crime and

abandonment.

The concepts of urban—social inequality and exclusion are important
within this thesis because these concepts are industrious in themselves;
they behave as signifying systems. As Bourdieu (1999) argues, they
reify physical space, creating ways of thinking, and they carry their own
definitions of success and failure: they stigmatise, and have negative
effects for the people who are defined by those concepts. Chris Haylett
(2003) and Ruth Levitas (2004) both argue that they represent a ‘policy
culture’ through which urban—social inequality and exclusion are given
both definition and solution. They also create ‘ideas of culture’, or types
of culture and cultural groups; for example, ‘sub-cultural’ welfare groups
living on socially excluded and deprived council estates, which these

concepts have defined as ‘sink estates’ along with all the other symbolic

and actual definitions which come with the term. David Sibley (1995)
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argues that ‘other people and ‘other’ neighbourhoods are constructed
out of the geographies of belonging and exclusion, which can be local
or global (1995 p.69). The boundaries of society appear to have shifted,
including more of the population, and class divide becomes more
elusive. Then living space, combined with the class positioning of those
who live on the margins of a society, are key indicators for the rest of
the population to identify ‘the imperfect people’ (Sibley 1994 p.69).
Those who are lacking, and live in spaces of ‘lack’ find themselves both
excluded and ‘the excluded’, and class divide again becomes crystal
clear through the use of reified physical space, and the stigmatising of

the culture and practices of one group in opposition to ‘the rest of us’

(Skeggs 2004).

In turn, these concepts of exclusion and ‘the excluded’ produce cultural
meaning and identities for the people and places they target. They
become part of the cultural texture of people’s lives. These concepts

and definitions are absorbed into the language and understandings of
the wider public but also those who they are aimed at. This is the
process of how others identify the poor, but also the poor can identify

themselves within the process.

Norman Fairclough, who has intensively studied New Labour speeches,

also supports this view that this specific social exclusion discourse in
the UK combines the moral underclass concept of a deficient culture

shown through behaviour and culture within specific spaces (poor
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communities). Therefore, Fairclough argues that New Labour has
justified interventions into changing culture as a method of tackling
social exclusion, the argument being that changing cuiture changes
physical spaces (2000 p.57). The launch of The Social Exclusion Unit in
1997 is often given as an example of how the pathology of the working
class is reproduced in the form of the underclass discourse (Haylett
2000 p.59; Skeggs 2004 p.88). Peter Mandelson, at the launch of The
Social Exclusion Unit, heavily leaned upon the given definitions of the
'sub-cultural’ welfare groups, with statements such as ‘our culture is yob
culture’, and ‘we are still having babies instead of careers’ (see
Mandelson 1997 in Haylett 2000, p.49). As Bourdieu (1999) argues, this
immerses those definitions into society, and at the same time they are

used to critique the inadequate and wrong solutions by which those

defined groups and individuals react to social problems (1999 p. 127).

It should by now be clear that the term ‘social exclusion’ signifies much
less, but indicates much more than is obviously apparent. Haylett
(2003), Levitas (2004) and Skeggs (2004) strongly suggest that the
dominant causal model of exclusion informing policy is both spatial and
cultural, in which the poor (meaning the excluded) have the wrong
values, the wrong attitudes, and are themselves simply wrong. They
pass on their ‘wrongness’ to their children, who simultaneously fail in
acquiring the necessary skills and qualifications to succeed. Chris
Haylett (2001) has taken this argument one step further by adding that

the excluded are not only poor, excluded and wrong, they are also un-
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modern, belonging to a place and time in history before New Labour.
They have no place in New Labour’s vision of Britain; their exclusion
then becomes spatial and temporal. This concept of the process of
exclusion works on two levels: it obscures and legitimises wider social
inequalities, and provides a magic lens onto the behaviour of the poor,

and makes the rich almost invisible.

The modernising project

Writing in 2000, Chris Haylett follows the history of New Labour and
their modernisation programme: initially a modernising of the Labour
Party, then their constituents in the Labour heartlands, and later as she
argues encompassing the whole of the UK in their programme. Levitas
(2004) critiques the New Labour view on welfare policy as one which
accepts that capitalism creates inequalities but, through its social
democratic understanding of its morals and ideals, will address
economic inequality because of a moral obligation to help those who
are economically disadvantaged on ‘a situational basis’ (Haylett 2001
p.67). Haylett (2001) and Levitas (2004) argue that the government’s
discourse on urban—social renewal has a resonance with many of the
reforming ideals of late 19" century liberalism and 20" century notions
of justice as fairness (Rawls 1999). Nevertheless, the government leans
heavily on the notion of individual responsibility, civic order and

community feeling to counter the effects of a de-regulated free market,

and places the interests of ‘fairness’ within a tight boundary of ‘fairness’.
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This seems only available to those who can be situated within the
location of a modernising and cultural change and away from the sub-
cultural weltare groups which have been identified and recognised in
the popular media, but also through government initiatives which are
fed through the Social Exclusion Unit. The effect is that the wrong must
be righted before ‘fairness’ can operate. This is a notable departure
from those more liberal ideals of ‘fairness’ to a more prescriptive and
interventionist method of welfare policy which warrants coercion in
order to secure the ‘right outcome’ (Lister 1998 p.12). Is it right then to
assume that the Social Exclusion Unit's focus in 1997 was to solve the
problems of the socially excluded through changing culture, and
changing cultures within neighbourhoods, rather than through an

interest in ‘fairness’.

During New Labour's first two terms in government there was a mild but
nonetheless clear redistribution through active welfare policies to the

‘in-work poor’, and in those first two terms there were definitive
departures from the Conservative administration of 1979-1997, not least
by New Labour in the level of spending and in engagement with
poverty. However, the similarities were that both governments have
committed to using the markets and the incentives to change citizen
behaviour (Taylor-Gooby 2008 p.169;: Watson 2009 p.203-204).
Consequently, there have been 30 years of free market individualism,

and the behaviour of the poor has been seen as legitimate causes of

poverty. This defines exclusion through a ‘sub-culture’, and in particular
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locating exclusion within ‘sub-cultural’ weifare groups, their practices

and their living spaces.

Over the last 12 years, the government’s policies on welfare such as
the New Deal for communities, claiming state benefits and local area
programmes now include new benefit regimes and sanctions, curfews,
parenting and anti-social behaviour orders, and compulsory
participation in re-employment schemes. The Welfare Reform Bill 2009
(DWP 2009) has recently been published and focuses intensely upon
getting people into work, reducing the numbers claiming incapacity
benefit, and tackling lone parents and ‘parental responsibility’ through a
number of measures, one being ‘a requirement for both parents to
reqister a child’s birth’ (DWP 2009b). It seems that the scope for
individuals and communities to reform their behaviour has been greatly
extended, and a more comprehensive understanding of what is ‘lacking

in those communities rather than what is happening has become the

focus.

The reification of working class ‘bad’ behaviour

When Lawler (2008) argues that poor working class people and
neighbourhoods ‘lack’ what is needed to be of value, we might think of
resources linked to the economy, such as employment, skills, and
training. However, there is also an argument that ‘lack’ can be culturally

pitched, and more finely distinct than the lack of ‘cultural capital
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associated with education. Although this research would vehemently
argue against the view that council estates should only be known as
'lacking’, there are some areas which we can argue are lacking. There
Is a definite lack of positive namings and valuations of working-class
practices and behaviours, particularly those situated within the unofficial
community networks and the unofficial resources which are within poor
communities and often go undetected and under the radar of
government scrutiny. In the later chapters it will be shown how the
mothers on this estate who depend upon state welfare benefits and live
in council houses have an acute awareness of how they are often
negatively valued. Nevertheless, they are extremely active and work
voluntarily, officially and unofficially within their community, for the
benefit of each other and the community. Haylett (2001), Skeggs (2004)
and Lawler (2008) have all argued that within the politics of social
justice there needs to be an urgent address of how working class
neighbourhoods and communities are viewed, and that they should be
represented in a more positive way and less as merely a Labour utility,
in addition to the structural and distributional issues of inequality. Fraser
(1997) and Bourdieu (1999) both argue that, in order for us to
understand how inequality seeps through the skin and into the fabric of
a community, there needs to be a social and theoretical reflection. In
particular, questions should be asked about the relationship between
class inequalities and class differences, and also regarding class

practices and social exclusion as a concept. The significance of those

questions is to persist in the idea that welfare policy needs to be more
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than just a means to an end: policy needs to change its focus upon
changing culture and changing neighbourhoods from what it sees as
unproductive and problem places and people into economically
productive and ‘less troubled’ communities. Instead, a different
perspective is needed and that is a process through which the goals of
any government wishing to tackle inequality have a cultural merit and
value beyond the economic. Chris Haylett (2001) argues that what is
needed is to rethink what ‘policy means to working classness and what

working classness means to policy’ (2001 p.69).

Through the early work of Oscar Lewis (1961) we can see how the

practices of the poor become named as ‘deficient’ when trying to cope
with the everyday stresses that being poor can bring. Lewis noted that
some of the poorest people in Mexico City at the time had regular work,
but many survived from day to day through a miscellany of unskilled

occupations, child labour, pawning personal goods and borrowing from
local money lenders at exorbitant rates of interest. According to Lewis,

first and foremost they survived because of their local social networks:
family, neighbours and friends. Lewis described the social and
psychological characteristics of what he calls the ‘culture of poverty’
(1961 pp. 26-27). He also described other characteristics of this poor
neighbourhood, which includes being:

... distrustful of the basic institutions of the dominant classes,

hatred of the police, and they are aware of middle class values

... but do not live by them’. (Lewis 1961 in Coates and Silburn
1970 p.63)
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Lewis understands the actual living conditions of the poor, along with
their everyday practices as a ‘culture of poverty'. He also noted that
violence, and abandonment of women and children are common and,
as a result, mother-centred families and communities which have

greater knowledge and ties to maternal relatives become the ‘norm’.

Lewis also argued that, within the ‘culture of poverty’, other traits

develop:
... a strong present time orientation with relatively little ability to
defer gratification and plan for the future, a sense of resignhation
and fatalism based upon the realities of their difficult life situation,
a belief in male superiority which reaches its crystallization in
machismo or the cult of masculinity, a corresponding martyr

complex among women, and finally, a high tolerance for
psychological pathology of all sorts.’ (Lewis 1961 p. 27-29)

These traits then become the everyday practices of the community and
therefore the ‘norm’, and passed on to each generation. It is almost the
theory of ‘if nothing changes then nothing changes’, a commaon phrase

which is used within poor communities in Nottingham today.

The description that Oscar Lewis painted of this community in Mexico
City is very harsh, but he also described a mutual solidarity among
neighbours and the moral obligations among family members. What
Lewis described is an alternative value system created within this poor
neighbourhood in order for that community to survive the extremes of
social inequalities at that particular time in that particular place.
However, Lewis’s theory of the ‘culture of poverty’ was mis-used by the

British Conservative Government and the American neo-liberal and
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right wing social commentator Charles Murray in the 1980s in order to
create their own theory of ‘the cycle of deprivation’, the supposed
perverse effects of welfare dependency, in order to implement neo-
liberal policies by rolling back welfare and state benefits and focusing
upon the family rather than the causes of inequality. There is no doubt
that Lewis's wor<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>