LUBLIN STUDIESIN MODERNLANGUAGESAND
LITERATURE 39(2),2015,HTTP.//WWW.LSMLL .UMCS.LUBLIN .PL

Matgorzata Paprota
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University,
PI. M. C. Sktodowskiej 5, 20-031 Lublin, Poland

The Chantelles of Benefits Britain:
Collective representations of the clients of the vifare
state in conservative British press (2008-2012)

ABSTRACT

This paper outlines the representation of Claimantsgy social actor
relevant to the welfare state, as groups in twoseorative British
newspapers, thBaily Mail and theDaily Telegraph With recourse to
critical discourse analysis, in particular van Lwen’s 2008 work on
the representation of social actors, as well asotpus methods, the
paper shows how the representation of this soci@ran collective
terms helps entrench the discourse of (mainly dbased) prejudice,
thus working to delegitimise the welfare state.
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According to Raymond Williams, there is no sucmghas masses;
“there are only ways of seeing people as masseS60(B19).
Economic crises, with the social problems they eamsexacerbate,
are — as noted by sociologists (see Welshman 20} 3:1imes of a
heightened stereotyping of those at the bottonhefsocial structure.
Their representation in collective terms, as thesses” in Williams,
plays an important part in this stereotyping. Tdmiticle outlines such
representations of the clients of the welfare statievo conservative
British newspapers, theaily Mail and theDaily Telegraph Part of a
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broader analysis of the discursive constructionthefBritish welfare

state in the two dailies, this article is the setgmart of a study

(Paprota, 2015) which identified the key sociabext or participants
of social practice — relevant to the welfare statd examined these in
terms of role allocation and agency.

The research material comes from newspapers egna
conservative discourse of welfare reform, proclainy the Daily
Mail in line not only with that of the 2010-2015 goverent, but also
the opinion of the general public. It can thus besidered a sample of
hegemonic discourse. As noted in the first partthed study and
elsewhere (see Tyler 2013, Jones 2011, Baumbeat €012), the
conservative discourse on welfare and welfare nefbas tended to
perpetuate a negative evaluation of individuals @wer
socioeconomic classes. This article seeks to slmwthis evaluation
depends on a collective construction of Claimatitse convenient
formula” utilised, in the words of Williams, to “rea them, and
interpret them” (1960:319), which ultimately servesdelegitimise
the welfare state.

The corpus has been drawn from the LexisNexisbdat and
comprises articles from tHgaily Mail, theDaily Telegraph and their
Sunday sister papers, in which the phrase “weléage” appears at
least once; to ensure topicality, only texts inathihe word “welfare”
appears at least three times were included indhgus. The 210 texts
were analysed quantitatively with AntConc softwaned qualitatively
from a critical discourse analytical perspectivéstinctions between
the two subcorpora comprising tMail and theTelegraphtexts were
noted where relevant; diachronic analysis is leftaf the study since
the variation between the yearly subcorpora is tijtadive rather than
qualitative.

The methodological framework for the article isgkly based on
Theo van Leeuwen’'s Social Actor scheme (2008:23-24)pet of
sociosemantic categories describing ways in whimtias actors are
represented — and recontextualised — in discolise.present study
does not seek to utilise the entire network, buwu$es on these
representational choices which specifically enatile profiling of
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social actors as groups. These will be italicisedhie course of the
article.

It should be noted that van Leeuwen acknowled@gesdtegories
are not always clear-cut and may overlap. Whiletémms discussed
by van Leeuwen are chiefly nominal phrases, thdyaisain this
article does not disregard other grammatical formnscontextual
inference, as sociosemantic categories are coesideore relevant to
ideological effects than grammatical ones.

1. Claimants as a social actor

Claimants, referenced in 164 texts in the cormus, composite social
actor comprising groups and individuals construasdeing “on the
receiving end” of the welfare state in its narromderstanding as a
system of (social security) benefits. This congtaurcmay be explicit,
when the receipt of benefits is stated by filmectionalisation(in van
Leeuwen’s scheme, a category describing sociaratip what they
do) “claimants” or similar. It can also be implicithen an individual
or group is in a position where the receipt of éhbenefits is likely
and can be inferred from an individual's family,ndncial, or
employment status, or their health condition. Thésed to be
expressed by th@entifications(which profile social actors through
what theyare) “single mothers”, “the poor”, “the disabled”, similar.
Arguably, they can also be stated with terms such “the
unemployed”, which can be viewed as borderline betw
functionalisationandclassification where the latter label, a subset of
identification describes “the major categories by means of which
given society (...) differentiates between classespebple” (van
Leeuwen 2008:42). This ambiguity attests both ®ftlziness of van
Leeuwen’s categories and to the peculiar statusoti employment
and unemployment, technically non-permanent but etimless
acknowledged to be a central component of one'stiige noted by
van Leeuwen to be culturally-specific and subjeot ¢hange
(2008:42).
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2. Collective representations of Claimants

Claimants are most frequently, although not exuklgi referred to in
collective terms, oassimilated If a reference to Claimants is present
in 78% texts in both subcorpora, 76%NMéil (M) texts and 74% of
Telegraph(T) ones refer to Claimants in collective terms;about a
half of these Claimants are quantified agigregated57% texts in the
M subcorpus and 40% in the T one include a quantdr a statistic
concerning Claimants, most typically their counttbeir cost. The
numbers referenced in the texts are often impliedxplicitly stated
to be large. Claimants are thus constructed asssxedy numerous,
especially in the M subcorpus; this is underscdmngdhe presence of
the word “million” is among the top 10 collocates “claimant*”.
This is particularly problematic when the statistiguoted have a
referent which is not clear or easy to interpreichsas economic
inactivity in the example below:

(1) Instead of a decade of economic growth, whittaeted millions of foreign

workers to do the jobs the native workforce wouldhere would be many fewer
than the current eight million people of workingeawho are economically
inactive. What's more, the Government would have tiee money to pay the
large cost of supporting, persuading and forcirepttback into the jobs market.
(Heathcoat, DM111208)

The implication here is that the quantified grobpwdd or need to be
“persuaded and forced back” into the job marketicating it consists
largely of Claimants, in particular the unemploy#tky are in fact a
separate category), and obscures the presence amsngroup of
(non-working) students or those who retired agyoups not usually
considered Claimants, thus inflating their percdinamber.

The use of statistic connotes precision and féitguaoften to
legitimise a course of action or, as van Leeuwes fiu“to regulate
practice and manufacture consensus opinion” (2808:Here, this is
done by treating some groups and not others astisit in the
corpus, Claimants is the only group regularly cbsfEhe only other

! Terms related to economic inactivity and unemplegm and the composition of
these groups, are regularly explained by the OffareNational Statistics, see for
example Leaker 2009.
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group typically aggregated with definite quanti§iesre immigrants,
while groups such as voters, taxpayers, politicimnsConservatives
are only ever given indefinite quantifiers (such'm®st” or “some”),
usually to relate their opinion. This framing ischoice, and not
something that unideologically stems from a reatiadoproblem
which must be quantified to be tackled; rather, go@ntification is
foregrounded over other aspects of the probleneraditive framings
of aggregation are, albeit rarely, present in trpuas:

(2) Once again we face national bankruptcy. Onegnagnemployment is starting

to climb viciously and millions of British familieare facing joblessness and
poverty. (Oborne, DM020509)

Here, the problem is clearly constructed as thek laf paid
employment and ensuing poverty faced hgdregatedl Britons. It
seems notable that the compassion evident in thsaga co-occurs
with the construction of the group as “British féies”, not as
prospective Claimants, and the topos of “the burdenthe taxpayer”
is not invoked.

Most collective terms through which Claimants assimilated
whether functionalisations or identifications are in themselves
neutral, but a minority carry a strong negative leaton. Some
examples are “the workshy”, “the idle”, or “scroemg’, terms
ascribing to Claimants such failings of character dishonesty,
laziness or indolence, rendering them not “desgiviri support (see
Offe 2006:73). Occurring chiefly in the M subcorpubey are
classifiable as instances appraisementand can, it seems, also be
viewed asfunctionalisations(“scroungers”) oridentifications (“the
workshy”), although van Leeuwen’s scheme does eatufe a nest
for psychological identificatiomnder the latter term, a possibly useful
counterpart tophysical identificationhe does include. Nominally
applicable to a subset of Claimants, these termsfien used in the
corpus in a way which facilitates an oversightladttcaveat, such as
in theMail’s paraphrase of a statement by Jeremy Hunt:

(3) Just over a year ago, Culture Secretary Jeremyt drovoked a storm by

saying it should not be the state's responsittititiund the ever-growing families
of the workshy.
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He said: ‘The number of children that you have &haice and what we're saying
is that if people are living on benefits, then tmagke choices but they also have
to have responsibility for those choices’. (Marfdii090112)

While Hunt implies that Claimants are irresponsitdléhave children,
a claim contentious in itself, th®ail uses thedentification “the
workshy” as a straightforward equivalent of “peopitebenefits” in its
paraphrase, creating a clear equivalence betwedm teoms and
groups.

On several occasions, always in the M subcorassimilationis
achieved by means ghysical identification Always overdetermined
according to van Leeuwen, it carries a strong rmegatvaluation in
the passage below:

(4) 1 went to Shettleston Road, the poorest pamviwdt is probably the poorest

constituency in Britain. (...)

We might be back in the Depression and the earB049were it not for the

baseball caps, tracksuit bottoms and trainers witiehinhabitants - all of them

white - wear. They shuffle listlessly down the streor gather to have a smoke
outside the numerous pubs.

Some of the younger women are grossly fat, butotder men are thin, almost
emaciated.

Their faces look pallid and unhealthy, and theyallgwdon't have any teeth, false
or otherwise. (Glover, DM230708)

The individuals described in the passage, cleastyim employment,
are assimilated into a group by means of theireattheir addictions,
and their ill health evidenced by their physicapa@gance, all of
which are clearly indicative of their social statuBhe passage
represents social actors as a group in a way wiiggrounds their
bodies and through them their social class; it @lamies a strong
negative evaluation: most if not all aspects ofirtla@pearance and
their behaviour are construed as problematic. Toadlective
evaluation is then given a spatialised dimension:

(5) On Tuesday | encountered George Osborne, taddshChancellor. Wisely,

perhaps, he did not venture far outside Dewar'skyhbottling plant (...). He was
accompanied by a charming, well-bred young femalsstant called Poppy -
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Poppy! - who was rightly not subjected to the uaplmtnesses of Shettleston
Road. (Glover, DM230708)

The “unpleasantness” consists not only in the sinass of the
businesses in the street; it is also — in van Lessvterms — an
abstraction specifically aspatialisation of its assimilatedresidents.
Skeggs (2005:112) notes the tendency in politicadalirse to refer to
an area as a virtual synonym to a social problenséweral), which
she labels the “spatial fixity” of (lower) classhds constructed
Shettleston Road is contrasted withnaminated elite individual,
George Osborne’s assistant Poppy — a middle-clasge n(see Fox
2004:80-81); the class connotations of the contasesttherefore quite
clear. Notable is the extension of the “problematace” to all of the
country, evident in the headlines “(...) Journey te tHeart of
Feckless Britain” (Phillips, DM040110) or “BenefiCheat UK”
(Ellicott, DM050311). These headlinabstractindolent or fraudulent
Claimants as Britain/the UK. In this way, they atate the incidence
of both indolence and fraud, the latter vaguelyestan the article to
be “rife”; arguably, they also conjure up a pafalend thus separate
— Britain, as good as shrouded in the Conradiaknéas alluded to in
theMail headline.

Particularly interesting are the cases, admittegtg and exclusive
to the M subcorpus, where the names of specificivithgials
classifiable as Claimants are used in connectioth wbllective
reference:

(6) Well, such ‘domestic drifters’ [as Karen Mativg} are responsible for

monstrous child abuse in which the Shannons of wadd grow up with no

stability, no love, no moral structure, no valuesl ano dignity. Most of these
children - fed on welfare dependency - will grow uplead the same kind of

wasted lives as their parents as Britain's burgepnnderclass grows bigger and
bigger. (Platell, DM061208)

(7) Whether or not Alfie is the father of baby Maisr whether that honour goes
to one of Chantelle's reputed other boyfriends, fw is that the length and
breadth of this country there are many Chantellasing sex and often getting
pregnant while under age. (Phillips, DM160209)
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The traits and behaviour, or the likely life trany, associated in the
text with one individual are deployed to represematny others. The
“Shannons” (after Shannon Matthews, whose motheefKataged her
kidnapping) are children brought up in chaotic figneonditions with
a lack of moral values, destined to re-enact therheir homes; the
“Chantelles” are teenagers represented as actimgoiaily (as is
evident from the broader context) by being sexuattive. The
second example in particular appears closedonotationin van
Leeuwen’s scheme, where the name Chantelle isadilio represent
functionalisationsor identifications(here, a sexually active girl and a
prospective teenage mother), in this case applying many
individuals. It seems relevant that, in this supcgt only the names
of individuals of lower socio-economic classes subjected to this
loss of individuality. It is also relevant that r-theMail in particular
— it is the moral failings of women which are cgated particularly
frequently, although not exclusively:

(8) Principally in the inner cities, there are hreab of thousands of youngsters

who believe that they have a hereditary entitlententelfare benefits.(...)

Think of the contrast with Tom, the crossing sweedpeBleak House. His kind
knew nothing about public expenditure and were wisé&eep well clear of it.

()

By the time they are old enough to become seriousirtals, whom the state will
pay £30,000 a year to incarcerate, Tom's moderrivélgats have already
notched up tens of thousands in school costs, welfmyments and NHS
spending. (Anderson, ST110410)

The last sentence sarcastically positions a caneserious crime as
something they aspire to, reinforcing and normadjghe connection
between criminality and the welfare state; furthéie syntax
precipitates an initial misconstruction of the pron “whom” as
Beneficiary of “pay” rather than Goal of “incarcexa Notably, the
male Claimantsaggregatedand notnominate¢ are compared to a
nominatedand functionalisedminor character from a Dickens novel,
who in van Leeuwen’s terminologgymboliseshem. This fictitious
19"-century character is a favourable reference ploinyoung men
from workless families as far as state expenditsireoncerned; what
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IS glossed over in this comparison is the charactarly death of
pneumonia. lronically, the character’'s actual nafde, not Tom)
escapes the writer's memory.

Individual Claimants are mentioned in a minorifytexts — 12% in
the T subcorpus and 18% in the M one — and evere marely
nominated But everindividualisedClaimants are usuallyategorised
either by beingdentifiedor functionalisegl in this way, the attributes
they share with others are foregrounded, inevitat@presenting
Claimants as members of groups: Toorpakai SaiadipBless Afghan
immigrant with seven children” (Peev, DM130611)m&ntioned by
the Mail and theTelegraph(Lefort, ST030110) not as an outlier, but
as one example of presumably many foreign womerh Witge
families supported by benefits, with each of thgseups critically
scrutinised by both papers.

3. Social class

One aspect of collective representation of Claimastsocial class.
An ambiguous notion, social class has had its deatiounced by
politicians and analysts, to see some of the la¢teirn to examining it

in a variety of contexts (see an overview in Ben@6t3:28). In the

corpus, social class figures in several ways, maiskd as shorthand
for “socioeconomic status”, except for the few aioas when it

denotes “a commonality of interests”, usually disseid as “class
warfare”. Relevant for the discussion of Claimaats three terms
used in the corpus: “middle(-)class(es)”, “workif)glass(es)”’, and

“underclass”, with 72, 47 and 16 occurrences rdssyg.

One of the strongest divides evident in the corpudetween
Claimants and individuals denoted as middle classet largely
overlapping with “taxpayers”. In its narrow senge welfare state is
often construed as a system of benefits, but whime benefits
(primarily child benefit and winter fuel allowancean be and are
claimed by middle-class individuals, and are ofeplicitly stated to
be “middle-class benefits” in the corpus, the iidiinals claiming
them are never described with the functionalisatidaimant”; they
are also never constructed as Claimants in thees#riseing subjected
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to scrutiny in either moral or physical terms. lhe tcorpus, there are
virtually no middle-class single mothers or disalledividuals.

If, in the corpus, a middle-class status is camséd as
incompatible with being represented as a Claimaaotjs — for the
most part — a working-class one: Claimants areatejly constructed
as not belonging to the working classes. This izedo several ways.
One is using the term *“working class” in a positig®ntext
exclusively with a past time reference; anothefiasexplicit claims:

(9) And this brings us to the third reason for tteath of the working class in

Britain: welfare. Welfare brought not well-being,tlaudependency culture which

sapped the wills of the formerly hard-working peopif this country. (Wilson,
DM191111)

(10) The welfare state has many virtues, but itdreated a new social class -- the
permanently unemployed. There are housing estdtesawsuccessive generations
have never worked and are entirely dependent offiargeland on crime for
survival. (Oborne, DM020509)

Both passages — (9) explicitly, (10) implicitly enstruct Claimants as
having in fact replaced the working class spedifichecause of the
welfare state. The working class has a generalkitipe semantic
association (evaluation relating to the contex¢ Bailip 2011:61) in
the corpus; excluded from its ranks, Claimantscanmestructed as its
opposite in moral terms, which is evident in batisgages.

This exclusion and its accompanying negative ataln is even
more evident inidentifications such as “the workless class” or
“underclass”. The latter term in particular hasoagd tradition in the
discourse of social reform (see Welshman 2013) awiile not
frequent in the corpus, works to strongly deleggenthe welfare
state, deemed to have created it.

In a wider context, “underclass” has been termaddistinctly
neoliberal context, designed to expunge class gleuijom political
vocabulary” (Tyler 2013:186), which is here ache\Jgy obscuring
class as a structural factor in social change oarstgal out in the first
part of this study (Paprota, 2015). Instead, clas&ery much present
in the corpus as an individual’'s socioeconomicustaboth inferrable
from and determined by an individual's occupatiomhich is
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frequently stated, and even deemed to be a basipament of one’s
identity, or ascertained from an individual's narwed appearance,
with accompanying specific judgments on the maoralitf that
individual as well as the “mass” he or shessimilatednto. Further,
the references to the “hereditary” aspect of clagsue the concept
with racial overtones, a point also noted by TyR13:188).

4. Summary of findings

As shown, collective constructions of Claimants donservative
newspaper discourse of welfare reform in the UkKpmtextualising
them as an excessively numerous group, constructimigserving
Claimants as patrticularly salient, and subjectimg to physical and
moral scrutiny not applied to other groups, framase not in work for
whatever reason — rather than unemployment itsaff & major social
problem. In this way, a warrant (Hart 2010:66) isovpded in
reasoning schemes seeking to curtail or abolistwtitare state in its
narrow understanding as a system of social secbetyefits, thus
delegitimising the very concept of the welfare etgparodied as
“Benefits Britain”. Individual representations ofanants, especially
with regard to gender, ethnicity and social classt, discussed here
owing to constraints of space, deserve a sepanadly,sas does van
Leeuwen’s scheme itself.
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