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Introduction

THE NATURE OF SOCIAL WELFARE

This book looks at the concept of stigma in the context of social welfare. The 1dea of 'social
welfare' 1s commonly identified with the 'social services'. Both terms are regrettably unclear.
'Welfare' can be taken to mean relief’; a 'welfare recipient' 1s someone who receives a
monetary allowance. Secondly, 'welfare' refers to individual well-being; in economics, 'social
welfare' refers to the overall well-being of a society. Thirdly, it signifies a "pattern of
organised activities" equivalent to the social services (Butterworth, Holman, 1975, 15). This
1s the principal use of the term in studies of social administration. Social welfare

1s an omnibus term used to cover a wide range of activities in society. These activities

are concerned with the maintenance or promotion of social well-being. (Ibid, 14)
This 1s a very wide concept. 'Social well-being' covers anything that could be argued to be
good for society. "All collectively provided services", Titmuss writes, "are deliberately
designed to meet socially recognised needs" (1955, 39). (Need' is used to signify those things
which are deemed essential for the well-being of individuals or groups.) But not all services
provided on this basis are social services: the army 1s an obvious example. The needs that
are dealt with are of a specific kind. The services which are most commonly accepted in
Britain as being social services are health, housing, education, social security and social work.
They have in common, not only that they provide for needs, but that people receive directly
a good or a service from them and are therefore dependent.

Titmuss refers to "states of dependency” which are recognised as collective responsibilities
(1955, 42-3). These include myury, disease, disability, old age, childhood, maternity and
unemployment. People in these circumstances rely on socially provided goods and services,
and it is this reliance which is the distinguishing characteristic of social welfare and the social
services. KEyden writes that
A social service 1s a social institution that has developed to meet the personal needs
of individual members of society not adequately or effectively met by either the
individual from his own or his family's resources or by commercial or industrial
concerns. (in Byrne, Padfield, 1978, 1)
This defimtion implies, firstly, that the social services respond to individual need; and
secondly, that they do so only when other methods have failed. This is true of some
services, but not of others: education, or health, are accepted as social services, but are
provided without regard to other resources which could meet the need.

Greve (1971), by contrast, cites a definition of a social service from a UN report: It 1s
an organized activity that aims at helping towards a mutual adjustment of individuals
and their social environment. This objective is achieved through the use of
techniques and methods which are designed to enable individuals, groups and
communities to solve their problems of adjustment to a changing pattern of society,
and through co-operatlve action to improve economic and social conditions. (Greve,
1971, 184-5)

The definition, Greve notes, makes three points. The first 1s that
the provision of social services 1s not simply a transaction in which a passive person
receives bounty (in the form of cash, kind or counselling) from the rest of the
community. Nor, as many still think, 1s a social service concerned to get people to
adjust unilaterally to society or to their possibly squalid environment. ... society
must also adjust to the individual. (Ibld, p 185)

The second point 1s that social services help groups and communities, not only individuals.

Eyden suggested that social services were individual and residual. But dependency 1s not

necessarily a feature of individuals: a group or community may be collectively dependent.



The third point is that there is a 'positive, developmental function' pursued through
'co-operative action'.

This 1s a good definition, but it has its weaknesses. Its essential flaw 1s that it 1s prescriptive
rather than descriptive. It puts great emphasis on self-determination either by enabling
people to meet their needs, or by cooperative action - when the relationship may be one of
passive dependency. It emphasises mutual adjustment, whereas the reality may be a matter
of social control. The concept of dependency does not in itself imply either adjustment or
control, or determine a developmental function; but it is consistent with them, as it 1s
consistent with other policies.

A social service can be defined as a social mstitution which 1s developed to provide for those
conditions of dependency which are recognised as collective responsibilities. This 1s a
restricted definition, but I believe it reflects the actual use of the term. Housing, health,
social security, education and social work are social services because they deal with
conditions of dependency. Urban planning, road building, libraries and the police force do
not. This 1s the distinction between social and public services. The distinction may seem
irrational, and in some ways it 1s. The study of social policy has moved increasingly towards
treating them on an equivalent basis; but 'social policy', which takes in any policy affecting
relations 1n society, 1s a wider concept than a study of the social services. The distinction 1s
not completely arbitrary; states of dependency do present a distinctive set of problems, and
those problems are central to this study.

'Social welfare' 1s not used quite synonymously with 'social services', although the terms are
very close: references to 'social welfare services' can be found (e.g. Reisman, 1977, 50),
which seem to mean, not services to promote welfare, but rather services which perform the
function called 'social welfare'. Social welfare can be defined as organised activity to imOrove
the condition of people who are dependent.

Stigma and social welfare

Stigma 1s an important concept in the study of social administration; it has been described as
the central 1ssue (Pinker, 1971, 136). A stigma marks the recipient of welfare, damages his
reputation, and undermines his dignity. It 1s a barrier to access to social services, and an
experience of degradation and rejection. The mimposition of stigma, Pinker writes, "is the
commonest form of violence used in democratic societies." (1971, 175).

Although some sociologists have tried to claim it for their own (e.g. Lemert, 1972, 1)),
'stigma’ 1s not an academic term; people who are embarrassed or ashamed of their
dependency on social services use the word to describe their feelings. An unemployed
miner talks about
the stigma of going up to the dole every week, I think it's awful. (cited Gould,
Kenyon, 1972, 21)
A tenant of a 'sink’ estate says,
It is stigmatised ... You felt ashamed to say you were from Abbeyhills, because of the
stigma. (Flessati, 1978)
A person who had been committed to a mental imstitution for three days In 1935 wrote to a
Royal Commission more than twenty years later asking
to get my name off your registers so that I no longer bear the stigma of being a
certified person. (Cmnd.169, 1957, 97)
And a recipient of Supplementary Benefit complains,
It's shame, the stigma of it. (Richardson, Naidoo, 1978, 27)
'Stigma' 1s a part of common speech; and, like many other common words, it has no precise
definition, but 1s used 1n a way that assumes other people will understand it. Exposition of
the concept has been limited, and the 1dea has been accepted, for the most part, uncritically.
References to 'stigma’ In studies of social administration tend to be made in passing; they are
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asserted, without the benefit of reason or evidence. I have built up an argument, in many
places, on the basis of references like these - a short passage from one book, a phrase from
another - in order to illustrate both the way the idea 1s used, and some of the underlying
assumptions made about it. The result 1s, I hope, rather more than a selective review; it is an
attempt to clanfy the different uses of the word, to establish whether a coherent concept can
be constructed, and to see what the implications of the 1dea of stigma are for social policy.



Part 1

Stigma and the social services



Chapter 1

STIGMA AND THE POOR LAW

The stigma of the Poor Law 1s legendary. For over a century, people who claimed poor
relief were the objects of a policy intended to deter them from seeking help and mark them
off from the normal members of society. When the Poor Law was abolished, there was
clearly a belief that the stigma which accompanied it would also be wiped out (see Stevenson,
1973, 1). Butin 1966, the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance published the results
of a survey of retirement pensioners (Ministry of Pensions, 1966). This survey showed that
large numbers of people still felt a reluctance to claim which, if it was not attributable to
stigma, was due to something very much like it. Among couples, for example, 30% had
failed to claim because of pride, a dislike of 'charity’, or dislike of going to the National
Assistance Board; nearly 209 more said that they were 'managing all right', which could
mean that they did not need help, but could also mean that they were too determinedly
mdependent to ask (Ibid, 42).

The obvious implication was drawn that, particularly in the minds of old people, the stigma
of the Poor Law had not died. In 1966, the name of the Miistry of Pensions and National
Insurance was changed to the Ministry of Social Security; National Assistance became
Supplementary Benefit; and people were given a right to benefit, instead of receiving it at the
discretion of a government agency. Douglas Houghton, the Minister responsible, claimed
that this had had "a remarkable success. Some half a million more people applied within a
few weeks." This view 1s disputed by Atkinson (1969), who shows that much of the increase in
claims can be accounted for by an increase in the level of benefit that accompanied the
administrative changes (pp.62-77).

The stigma of pauperism, which had seemed to be the result of a conscious policy, has
proved greatly resistant to abolition. As time has gone on, memories of the Poor Law have
dimmed, but stigma 1s talked about as much as ever. It 1s difficult to understand why, when
deterrent policies have been abandoned, entitlement to benefits established, and the
administration of benefits substantially changed, this should be so. A study of the history of
the stigma of the Poor Law may help to explain the persistence of the i1dea.

The development of deterrent policies

In the middle ages, charity was given as a religious duty, intended more for the salvation of
the donor than the advantage of the recipient (Fairchilds, 1976). This form of charity
dechned as feudal society developed. War, famine and disease drove itinerant beggars across
Furope; men who spread the diseases they were trying to escape, and who were forced to rob
if they could not receive charity (see Briod, 1926). Laws were made to restrict the movement
of labour - the first in England was made in 1349. A recurrence of the problem in the
sixteenth century inspired more draconian measures: mendicancy was punished by flogging

and branding (Chambliss, 1964).

At the same time, the growth of the townships and the emergence of a new economic order
provided the foundations of the Reformation (Tawney, 1936), a movement which destroyed
both the ancient religious basis of charity, and many of the monasteries which dispensed it.
The "protestant ethic' - which was not confined to Protestant communities - emphasized
labour as a mark of divine grace (Weber, 1904-5), and led to the treatment of idleness as sin.
Calvinism favoured the teaching of St. Paul, that a man who does not work shall not eat.

But charity was not abandoned altogether: it was reformed on a new moral basis. The poor
were separated mnto 'deserving' and 'undeserving', with a strong emphasis on the latter. Luther



recommended the creation of a 'common chest' for the 'worthy' poor (Luther, 1536).
Zwingli, another of the Protestant reformers, wrote ordinances on poor relief in these terms:
The following types of poor persons and country folk are not to be given alms: any
persons, whether men or women, of whom it 1s known that they spend all their days
mn luxury and idleness and will not work, but frequent public-houses, drinking places
and haunts of ill-repute. ... But to the following folk poor relief shall be distributed,
the pious, respectable, poor citizens. (Zwingli, 1575, 100-1)
The Elizabethan Poor Law was conceived in less explicitly moralistic terms. An Act of 1576
had made provision for "setting the poor on work and for avoidance of idleness"; 'houses of
correction' were established for persistent idlers. The Act of 1601 retained the concern with
setting the poor on work; it made an implicit distinction between the able-bodied and
mmpotent poor. The able-bodied became 1dentified as time went on with the 'undeserving'
poor, and 1dentification which was strengthened by the growth of puritanism in the
seventeenth century. The later development of deterrent workhouses - the first was set up at
Bristol in 1697 - was a natural extension of a principle established more than a hundred years
before.

The other main deterrent policy in use at this time was badging the poor. Zwingl
commended the practice of fixing a badge to the clothing of a pauper to mark him out, in
order that the poor who are in receipt of relief may be known, they must have a stamped or
engraved badge, and wear 1t openly. (Zwingh, 1525, 101) This was enacted as law in England
m 1697. Unlike the workhouses, badging fell into disuse, probably because it failed to
distinguish the able-bodied poor from others. Alcock, writing in 1752, complained:
And tho' Badges by the 8th and 9th of William, seemed rightly ordered to be fix'd as
some public Marks of Shame, and to distinguish Parish Paupers from those
industrious Poor that live by their own Endeavours: Yet these marks of distinction
have had but hittle effect, and for that Reason, I suppose, have been almost every
where neglected. (Alcock, 1752, 17)
The editor of a report by John Locke, reprinted in 1791, gave a more convincing reason for
the dechine of the practice:
The law which appointed the poor to be badged was, perhaps, meant for the purpose
of deterring paupers from unnecessary applications for relief: but, by its universality,
was more calculated to produce a contrary effect; and has, therefore, by common
consent, gone into total disuse in most parts of the kingdom. Who can bear the idea
of affixing a stigma to a child, and of mntroducing it to the world under a reproach, or
at least with a mark of degradation, which it cannot have deserved? (Locke, 1791,
139)
This is the earliest reference to 'stigma’ that I have been able to discover in the context of the
Poor Law; it seems to be an 1solated instance.

The movement to reform the poor law

Opver the course of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Poor Laws operated in
a climate of mustrust of the poor, and a growing concern about the increasing financial
burden that pauperism represented. A belief that the poor had been corrupted by the Poor
Laws began to be expressed in the mid-eighteenth century, and grew from that time onwards.
Alcock (1752) wrote that
When the Statute of Elizabeth relieving the Poor first took place, the Burthen was
light and mconsiderable. Few applied for relief. It was a Shame and a Scandal for a
person to throw himself on a parish ... but the Sweets of Parish-Pay being once felt,
more and more Persons soon put in for a share of it. One cried, he as much wanted,
and might as well accept it, as another; the Shame grew less and less, and Numbers
encouraged and countenanced one another. (pp.16-17)
Porteous (1783) claimed that
It has been the experience of every country, that a liberal provision for the poor has
been followed by sloth, prodigality, and neglect of their families. (p.1)
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Gascoigne (1818) stated that only thirty years beforehand,
A general feeling of self-dependence pervaded the labouring class; that parish relief
was considered as disgraceful and disgusting; and that to apply for it, even in old age,
was to admit either idleness, improvidence, or extreme misfortune. (p.8)

EKarl Grey (1834) believed that
It was aforetime a shame such as no man could bear, to be dependent upon
parochial aid - the name of '‘pauper' coming next, in the estimation of the peasant, to
that of 'felon'. (p.20)

Another writer in 1835 commented,
Poverty will leave its impress upon all men, both as regards habits and manners, but it
was left for the pauper system of England to show that it might be rendered available
to the destruction of their feelings, and strike out of the machine of man the
mainspring of his moral movements, namely - a sense of shame. (Wontner, 1835, 4)

These opinions represent an important strand of a complex debate. (See Poynter, 1969, for
other arguments.) It was believed that pauperism had grown because men were no longer
ashamed to depend on the parish; it was essential to restore in the poor a proper sense of
degradation. The means of doing this were provided by the model of the deterrent
workhouse. Joseph Townsend, writing in 1788, commented that
the workhouses operate like the figures which we set to scare the birds, till they have
learnt first to despise them then to perch upon the objects of their terror.
(Townsend, 1788, 19-20)
It is difficult to know whether this is true, or whether it belongs in a class with the general
nostalgia for a bygone age when people were more ashamed to be poor. Becher wrote, in
1828, that
the advantage resulting from a Workhouse must arise, not from keeping the Poor in
the House, but from keeping them out of it; by constraining the iferior Classes to
know and feel how demoralising and degrading is the compulsory Relief drawn from
the Parish to silence the clamour, and to satisfy the cravings, of wilful and woeful
indigence. (Becher, 1828, 20)
This passage was marked by George Nicholls, who on the strength of his success as the
overseer of a deterrent workhouse was to become a Poor Law Commussioner; and Nicholls
gave the text, which 1s now in the British Library, to Edwin Chadwick, the man principally
responsible for the Poor Law Report of 1834.

The workhouse test and less eligibility

The functions of the deterrent workhouse were interpreted i different ways. Some people
wished to make it as unpleasant as possible: a letter to Chadwick in 1832 argued that
The workhouse should be a place of hardship, of coarse fare, of degradation and
humility; it should be administered with strictness - with severity; it should be as
repulsive as 1s consistent with humanity. (Milman, cited Chadwick, 1833)
However, according to Finer, Chadwick did not share this view.
Chadwick, it must be stressed, never saw in the workhouse, as many of his
contemporaries did, 'an object of wholesome horror'. Its food was to be nutritious, its
ventilation and accommodation vastly superior to that of the independent labourer.
It would deter by its stigma, its bleakness, its task work. (Finer, 1952, 85)
Chadwick was strongly influenced by Jeremy Bentham, whose secretary he was for a period.
From Bentham, Chadwick learned the doctrine of 'less eligibility' (Poynter, 1969, 126). The
Poor Law report of 1834 laid it down as 'the first and most essential of all conditions' that the
situation of the pauper
on the whole shall not be made really or apparently so eligible as the situation of the
independent labourer mn the lowest class. (Checkland, Checkland, 1974, 335)
Porteous had written, in 1783, that
where the public maintains them as well as they were maintained by their own
mdustry ... if they are better supplied, it 1s holding out a temptation almost irresistible
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to become poor. It follows, that no person maintained on charity should be raised
above that rank which he held in the period of health and industry: - That every
person on charity should descend at least one step below the station which he
occupied n the season of health and labour ... (Porteous, 1783, 1-2)
This passage 1s underlined in Bentham's copy of the tract (although it 1s impossible to say
with certainty that the underlining was made by Bentham); the copy was later passed to
Chadwick. The argument contains the beginnings of the 1dea of less eligibility; it would have
appealed to Bentham, because it was entirely consistent with his philosophy. Bentham
believed that man 1s motivated by the pursuit of pleasure or the fear of pain, a principle that
has been dignified by the name of 'psychological hedonism'. He argued that it 1s more
pleasant not to have to work, and therefore that pauperism could only be reduced 1if
somehow 1t was made relatively undesirable. Porteous had suggested that this could be done
by making a person's condition less desirable than the same person's status in work; Bentham
chose to compare the pauper with independent labourers as a class, and concluded that the
pauper should be put in a worse situation - one less to be desired - than that of the poorest
labourer.

In a fragment on the subject of 'badging’, Bentham outlines his position.
The expedient of a badge has experienced violent censure: it 1s a degradation of the
human character; it 1s stamping infamy upon misfortune: it 1s confounding innocence
with guilt. Answer. - Degrading a man is turning a man down from the class in which
you find him, into another class which 1s below it. The badge marks the class in
which it finds him: and there it leaves him. Degradation changes the class; badging
idicates it only ... If the mark for a pauper were the same as that for a felon, then
indeed the affixing of it would be stamping infamy upon what would oftentimes be
mere misfortune; then indeed it would be confounding innocence with guilt. The
mark branded upon the body of a felon certifies him to be a delinquent ... The Mark
termed a Badge and locked to the garment of a pauper does not certify him to be a
delinquent in any shape. What it does certify 1s that he 1s poor, and so he 1s: that he
is a burthen upon others; and so he is. (Bentham, 1831-2, 602)"

Pauperism, to Bentham, was a degraded status rather than one on which degradation had to

be mflicted. At the same time, he was prepared to defend the practice of badging on the

principle of less eligibility:
The good ... consists in rendering the condition of the man of industry (in
appearance) more eligible than that of the man of no industry: it consequently tends
to dispose men to embrace the former condition in preference to the latter. (Ibid,
603)

There 1s a nice distinction here between putting a pauper to shame and degrading him. A

badge did not degrade, but it humiliated, and Bentham did not think that humihation was

undesirable. His conclusion shows this to be a principle of more general application:
By all this, I do not mean to say that under the proposed system I would make a
point of affixing a badge ... What I mean to say 1s that should that same effect follow
from that or any other operation, with or without that view, so much the better: that
the principle upon which the effect i1s grounded 1s a principle not to be censured, but
adopted with applause. (Ibid, 603)

It is difficult to assess how far Chadwick was influenced by these or similar arguments. It
seems likely that he knew Bentham's opinions, even if he did not know this particular essay.
In the event, he did not follow Bentham's reasoning slavishly: it 1s clear from the report that

""The fragment is undated, and Poynter (1969, 126) has suggested it may date from
1797. In fact, although it has been classified with other fragments of an earlier date, the
watermark of the paper reads '1831", and the hand has been 1dentified for me, by Ms. Clare
Gobbi of the Bentham Project, as that of Arthur Moore, Bentham's last amanuensis. The
piece was presumably written in 1831 or 1832, before his death.
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he hoped as much to improve the relative condition of the independent labourer, by ending
the depressed wages caused by the Toundsman' system, as to lower the condition of the
pauper. It is noteworthy, and perhaps surprising, that the Report did not really argue for the
mmposition of a stigma. All it says 1s that
the labourer was tempted to abuse the system
by the absence of a check of shame, owing to the want of a broad line of distinction
between the class of independent labourers, and the degradation of the former by
confounding them with the latter. (Checkland, Checkland, 1974, 377)
This 1s framed in the same terms as Bentham's arguments. The workhouse was not intended
as an engine of degradation; it would be shameful because it was the mark of a low status.
Rather than emphasising the disgrace of the workhouse, the Report stressed its discipline,
which would be "Itolerable to the indolent and disorderly” (p.338) but relatively a comfort to
the old and feeble. The 'workhouse test' would separate the deserving from the undeserving
poor.

This opmion was not shared by the Report's critics, who objected that the pauper was to be
humiliated. The Times (1834), in a major editorial, commented that
heretofore the employment given to paupers, or the relief extended to them, has not
In many cases been attended with circumstances so irksome or humiliating as to mark
with a line sufficiently strong the difference between the free labourer and the pauper.
- thereby 1dentifying 'less eligibility' with circumstances that were 'irksome' or 'humiliating'. In
Parliament, Cobbett opposed the reform vociferously:
Mr.Cobbett said, the whole object of the bill was, to deter the poor from seeking
relief. He had heard of an overseer in Sussex who cut off the hair of two women who
applied to him for relief, put degrading badges on them, and 1n this condition
marched them through the village to the parish church. (Hansard, 1834a., col.352)
Badging was revived for a period by certain parishes. A Guardian reported, in 1838, that
In the Alresford, Andover, Portsea Island and Westhampnett Unions a badge of
distinction has been placed on women of immoral character with Bastard children
with considerable effect, several left the Houses in consequence ... (W.Hawley, cited
Anstruther, 1973, 113-4)
Unlike Chadwick, the administrators of some workhouses evidently did intend to make their
mstitutions 'the objects of wholesome horror'.

'Less eligibility' was difficult to maintain in material terms, largely because the condition of
the 'mdependent labourer’ was so bad. Conditions in the workhouse could be better than
those outside (Digby, 1978): Taine (1874), on seeing a workhouse, wrote that "this was a
palace compared with the kennels in which the poor dwell". He understood the reluctance
of the poor to enter the workhouse to be due to the loss of freedom they would experience;
but I think it is fair to say that more than this was involved. The sanction of less eligibility, as
Pinker (1971) points out, took a necessarily psychological form. It imposed the pain of
humiliation and stigma. (p.58) Stigma became essential as a means of preserving the
distinction between paupers and labourers, and deterring the poor from dependency.
Abel-Smith (1964) cites, for example, a statement by Longley in 1873:

it was important that ... the stamp of pauperism 1s plainly marked on all relief given

. the words 'Dispensary' or 'Infirmary' should never be used in forms,

advertisements and addresses without the prefix 'Pauper' or 'Poor Law' or

'Workhouse' ... (p.89)
In Birmingham, patients at the mfirmary were required to enter and leave by the workhouse
grounds to emphasise their dependence on the Poor Law (Ibid, 131). The policy of
deterrence came increasingly to rely on measures of this sort. Beatrice Webb (1948) quotes
F.H.Bentham, who was with her on the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, saying in 1906
that

We must mark off for stigma the dependents of the state there must be no blurring of

the lines between persons who were supporting themselves and those that were being
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supported out of the rates - whether on account of old age, sickness, or
unemployment. (p.358)
The Webbs record that, in evidence,
The Chief Inspector and his staff had warned the Commission that medical relief was
'the first step to pauperism', and had insisted that medical treatment at the expense of
public funds ought to be rigidly restricted to persons who were actually destitute, and
accompanied by the stigma of pauperism through the disenfranchisement of the
recipients. (Webb, Webb, 1929, 514-5)
And the Boards of Guardians in 1913 favoured the retention of a stigma on poor children
educated as paupers, as a spur to parents to take the full responsibility for them. With what
the Webbs call "a curious inconsequence’, they also argued that there was no more shame
for a young poor parent to get help through the Poor Law than from a Local Education
Authority (Webb, Webb, 1929, 748). These people were fighting a rearguard action. The
care of the sick ceased to be pauperising in 1885; dependency by the old was widely
accepted. Charles Booth wrote, in 1893, that
There are a few parishes where out relief 1s considered a disgrace, but in most places
no stigma attaches to its receipt by the old. Itis reg