
Intolerant Times 
 The Disabling Effects of Cultural and Political Economies of Stigma 

Imogen Tyler, Lancaster University  
i.tyler@lancaster.ac.uk,  
@drimogentyler @stigmadoctrine 

mailto:i.tyler@lancaster.ac.uk


 

‘Broken Britain’ an ‘ideological displacement’ that enables 
‘structural conditions of a deep social, political and economic 
crises’ to be imagined as problems of ‘individual behaviours’  
(Dowling & Harvie 2014: 872 and see Slater 2014).  

‘How extraordinary that David Cameron should […] have the political courage and the honesty 
to say that some of the obese, lazy or poor spend too much time blaming social problems 
rather than their own lack of moral fibre for their own shortcomings’ (Fabricant, 2008).  



(c.1942-3)  

Daily Mail, 2 Dec 1942 

From Welfare to Anti-Welfare Commonsense 
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From state propaganda FOR a welfare state                  
A state-led “war on welfare” 

Humphrey Jennings’ (1946) Diary for Timothy, a visual diary 
composed from the perspective of a new-born baby in the 
final stages of the Second World War, closes with the 
narrator asking baby Timothy whether ‘greed for money or 
power’ will oust ‘decency from the world as they have in the 
past’ or whether he will work ‘to make the world a different 
place’ (in Page, 2007: 10).  

“The benefit system has created a benefit 
culture. It doesn't just allow people to act 
irresponsibly, but often actively encourages 
them to do so” (David Cameron, Conservative 
Prime-Minister, 2011) 
  



What Britain thinks of the “welfare 
commons” today 

Two recent influential accounts of the current accelerated 
round of welfare reform, Taylor-Gooby’s (2013) The Double-
Crisis of the Welfare State and What We Can Do About It 
and John Hills’, Good Times, Bad Times: The Welfare Myth 
of Them and Us (2015) draw on social attitudes data, to 
offer in-depth exegeses of the fracturing of consent for the 
welfare state.  

 

Hills argues that this welfare myth of ‘them and us’, has 
enabled the welfare state to be reimagined as an 
unaffordable system of provision for parasitical ‘benefit 
dependent others’; those in poverty, disabled people, those 
living in social housing and/or receiving unemployment 
benefits.  

 

He details how programmes of cuts are legitimated by the 
myth that welfare provision disproportionately supports a 
minority population of ‘economically inactive’ people, 
rather than the ‘mass services’ of state provision from 
which the vast majority of citizens benefit. 



The crafting of consent 

In order to understand the persistence and 
popularity of neoliberal ideas, and the idea that 
‘there is no alternative’, we need to examine 
critically how neoliberal ideologies, such as an 
anti-welfare commonsense, are ‘anchored in 
(and help to anchor) specific social practices, 
organizational routines and institutions, and/or 
[are] partly constitutive of specific social 
identities in the wider society’ (Jessop, 2014: 
355). 



the hardening of public 
opinion into consent relies 
upon the repetition and 
accumulation of expressions 
and beliefs ‘on the streets’, in 
‘conversations between 
neighbours, discussion at 
street-corners or in the pub, 
rumour, gossip, speculation’ 
(Hall, et al., 1978, p. 129). 

Mail, Tuesday, 14 July 2015 

Stigma 
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Rethinking stigma 

Goffman makes four central claims 
 
1) that ‘the stigmatized are not 

persons but rather perspectives 
[…] that are generated in social 
contexts’  

2) people manage the shame of 
stigma by employing multiple 
strategies of passing, 
concealment and refusal.  

3) and this is more implicit in his 
work, that stigmatisation is 
historically specific in the forms 
it takes 

4) stigma functions ‘as a means of 
formal social control’ 



Stigma Activation  

• Stigma produced as social control, in different 
scales and forms 

• The relationship of stigma-activation to the 
movement of capital and production of value 
(“accumulation by dispossession”) 

• Stigma as the structuring cultural political 
economy of neoliberal governmentality  



Stigma and anti-stigma as a site of 
social and political struggle 

 

 

 ‘Violent Crazies’, Daily News, New 
York, 1999 

‘mental illness is an 
illness like any other’ 
paradigm 
 
Creating a “liberal, 
knowledgeable, 
benevolent, 
supportive orientation 
toward the mentally ill” 

Mad pride anti-anti stigma 
campaigns which return 
disablement to social, 
economic and political and 
demand rights 



From the Shock Doctrine to the Stigma Doctrine 

Naomi Klein details the ways in which ‘the policy trinity’ 
of neoliberalism, ‘the elimination of the public sphere, 
total liberation for corporations and skeletal social 
spending’ has been enabled through the invention and/or 
exploitation of crises, be they natural disasters, terrorist 
attacks.  

My current work on stigma aims to develop a nuanced 
account of “the ways in which neoliberal modes of 
government operate not only by capitalizing upon 
‘shocks’ but through the daily, pervasive production and 
mediation of stigma” (Tyler, 2013: 2010).  



DWP: Benefits - Do The Right Thing 

Reality TV, ‘Undercover Benefits Cheat’ Channel 5, 2015 

The activation of stigma is central to the 
proliferation of fears about border controls and 
terror threats, economic insecurity and labour 
precariousness.  
 
 
As I argue in Revolting Subjects argues, “in 
such a climate public anxieties and hostilities 
are channelled towards those groups within 
the population, such as the unemployed, 
homeless people, welfare recipients, irregular 
migrants, disabled people, ill and elderly 
populations who are imagined to be a 
parasitical drain upon scarce resources” (Tyler, 
2013: 2011).  

Stigma Activation 
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The neo-cultural political economy of stigma 

 
 
benefits cuts and work(fare) to cure depression 
 
IDS stated that one in four people claiming jobseeker's 
allowance have a common mental health condition and need 
more support to find, and stay, in employment, adding that 
claimants' health could improve by taking a job. 

 
“There is one area on which I believe we haven't focused on 
enough - how work is good for your health. 

 
Work can help keep people healthy as well as help promote 
recovery if someone falls ill. 

 
So, it is right that we look at how the system supports people 
who are sick and helps them into work”. 
  
Iain Duncan Smith  

 
24 Aug 2015  



 
 
1. Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) 
2. Disability Living Allowance (DLA) abolished and replaced with the “tougher” 

Personal Independence Payments (PIP) 
3. Bedroom tax 
4. Loss of Council tax benefit  
5. Independent Living Fund (ILF) closed 
6. Social care slashed 
7. Access to work fund cut 
8. Benefit Sanctions 
 
“The coalition’s cuts have fallen 18 times harder on severely disabled people in poverty 
than on the average citizen. Disabled people are losing £28 bn of support – with 
individuals hit by up to six different cuts” Frances Ryan, 2015. 
 
 “Austerity has pushed the system to crisis point...turning back the clock on disabled 
people’s independence” Scope, 2013. 

 
“40% of disabled people are failing to have their basic needs met” Scope, 2013. 

 

 

Cuts particularly affecting disabled people and their families  

The Disabling Effects of Cultural and Political Economies of Stigma 



figurative methods  

I use the term ‘figure’ as a method to detail the ways in which 
the populations I examine become fetishistically over-
determined and publicly imagined and represented in 
excessive, distorted and/or caricatured ways. 
 This figurative method involves tracking the fabrication and 
repetition of abject figures across several different sites - 
popular culture, news media, policy documents, political 
rhetoric, academic discourses, and within a range of social 
spaces including the communicative practices of everyday life.  
This method makes it possible to ascertain the ways in which 
national abjects are employed to incite and legitimate ‘tough’ 
economic measures and punitive governmental responses, 
even when these policies frequently curtail the freedoms of 
all citizens and further impoverish democracy.  



Rights Not Charity: Struggles against 
the disabling effects of Stigma 



We are Figures 

“Figures is a mass-
sculptural 
performance that 
makes visible the 
human cost of 
austerity and urges 
action against it.” 

#WeAreFigures 

 

Created and performed by Liz Crow 
Mass-sculptural durational performance, 2015 
 
Liz moulds ‘humans’ from mud, both a 
comment on a refusal of the ways in which 
stigma moulds our perception of the human, 
and is unravelling tolerance for the 
disenfranchised 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-32220448

