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ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ΨałǎŎŀǊŀ ŘŜ ŦƭŀƴŘǊŜǎΩΣ originally printed in Souvenirs d'un aveugle: voyage 

autour du monde (Paris: H. Lebrun, 1868). 
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<Epigraph on recto if possible> 

 

 

The mantle of liberalism has been discarded and the most disgusting despotism in all its nakedness is 

disclosed to the eyes of the whole world.Χ  It is a truth whichΧteaches us to recognize the 

emptiness of our patriotism and the abnormity of our state system, and makes us hide our faces in 

shame. You look at me with a smile and ask: What is gained by that? No revolution is made out of 

shame. I reply: Shame is already a revolution of a kind.Χ Shame is a kind of anger which is turned 

inward.  And if a whole nation really experienced a sense of shame, it would be like a lion, crouching 

ready to spring   

 

Letter from Karl Marx to Arnold Ruge, March 1843 
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[CH] Introduction: Stigma, the Machinery of Inequality 

 

Stigma, noun. Figurative. A mark of disgrace or infamy; a sign of severe censure or 

condemnation, regarded as impressed on a person or thing; a ΨbrandΩ.  

Oxford English Dictionary 

 

Every news bulletin seemed to be calling me scrounger, fraud, cheat or scum. I began self-

harming, carving the words ΨfailureΩ, ΨŦreakΩ and Ψwaste of spaceΩ into my arms, legs and 

stomach.  

Stephanie, 2019  

 

 

March 2019. I am sitting with my friend Stephanie in the corner of a bar in Lancaster, the small city 

in North West England where I live and work.1 Stephanie is a former school teacher and a single 

mum whom I have got to know through our work together on the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth 

Commission, one of 13 such commissions currently running across the UK, which bring together 

people living in poverty with local decision makers to try to find ways to ameliorate the destitution 

which has followed in the wake of austerity ς a programme of government reforms which have 

eviscerated the British welfare state since 2010. When I told Stephanie that I was writing a book 

about stigma, she asked if she could tell me her stigma story, so I could sh 

are it with others, with you, the readers of this book. She asked to meet in this bar because her 

wounds are raw and she feels a public setting will allow her to retain some composure, some dignity, 
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while she speaks. So here we are, two middle-aged women drinking coffee in a city centre bar; late 

afternoon sunlight streams in from the window behind the table where we sit, casting shadows over 

StephanieΩǎ ŦŀŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ŎŀǊǾƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ words 

into her arms, stomach, thighs with a razor blade.  

ΨThe only way I can describe itΣΩ she saysΣ Ψƛǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŀ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘǎ 

cycle, you have worries and then they calm down, more worries, then they calm down. Then the 

ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƎƻŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛƴ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ to stop, 

and the only way to get that out is to attack yourself because there is nobody else left. You have to 

Ŏǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇƛƴ ŎȅŎƭŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀǎ ƘŀǊǎƘ ŀǎ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭǳƎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƘƛƭŜΧŦƻǊ ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΧǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƘŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘΦΩ 

The story Stephanie tells me begins over a decade ago, when her mum was diagnosed with 

terminal cancer, the same day her husband told her that he was leaving. Stephanie and her 

daughter, Isla, moved ƛƴǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƳǳƳΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǎƻ ǎƘŜ could care for her. After her mum died, 

Stephanie got a temporary job as a teaching assistant and started to build a better life. Not long 

afterwards, she had a serious accident at work which left her immobilised and in chronic pain. A 

cycle of medical interventions and operations began, which finally culminated in a knee 

replacement. When she was back on her feet, Stephanie secured a new teaching post, but then Isla 

became seriously ill and she had to take time off work to care for her. StephanieΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ lost 

patience with the periods of parental leave, and she was forced to quit her job.  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǳƴǇŀƛŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ 

elderly relatives and children, and how this care work can make it difficult, sometimes impossible, to 

sustain waged work. During these years of difficult, if ordinary, life events, Stephanie sold her home 

at a loss to prevent repossession. Then austerity cuts to school budgets meant that the teaching 

supply work she had been getting by on dried up. Before long she had sold everything of value she 

owned.  
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Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀƳŜ,Ω Stephanie ǎŀȅǎΣ Ψƛǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ: Ψ9ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ 

ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΦ LΩŘ ōŜ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ϻс ƻŦ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǳŜ ƛǎΧȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΧŜǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǇƛƭŜǎ ƻƴ Ƴore stigma and 

shame.Ω {tephanie was really struggling now to keep a roof over her head. She was increasingly 

relying on charitable foodbanks to survive. In desperation, she took out a high interest payday loan 

and a rapid spiral into debt followed. Before long, she says, ΨWe started getting letters to evict us.Ω 

The dry mouth each time the phone rings. Her heart beating faster in her chest each time a letter 

drops on the door mat. The rush of anxiety that accompanies every unexpected knock at the door.  

Stephanie ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ see a way out of her situation, so she sought advice and was told she should 

qualify for unemployment benefit and housing benefit. She applied for the relief to which she was 

entitled, during the exact period when the .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ austerity programme of welfare 

reform was beginning.  

In February 2008, in the midst of the global banking crisis, the Shadow Chancellor George 

Osbourne gave a speech with the title Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ 5ŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ to the Conservative Party. 

This was the period leading up to 2010 general election, which would see Osbourne installed as Ψthe 

austerity ChancellorΩΦ Osbourne used this speech as an opportunity to outline the Conservative 

tŀǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ response to the financial crisis, which centred on plans to implement ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀǊ-

reaching programme [of] ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ.2 There was no evidence for the claims 

Osbourne made in this speech that an overly generous system of welfare provisions was responsible 

for the national economic outlook, which he variously described as indebted, stagnant, inflexible, 

vulnerable and exposed. Yet he confidentially identified ΨƳƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ who were ΨƭŀƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ 

ƻƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΩ as a central challenge facing the British economy: an ΨunproductiveΩ 

residuum of ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ and deceitfully milking the rewards of what he 

termed a ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ. Osbourne announced that cuts in benefits, services and 

provisions, a deterrent welfare system spiked with conditions and sanctions, and punitive workfare 

programmes ƻǳǘǎƻǳǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ was the ΨǘƻǳƎƘΩ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ required to 
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move people ΨƻŦŦ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΩΦ3 He promised that these austerity reforms would end 

ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƘŀƳŜŦǳƭΩ  ΨŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩΣ ΨŦǊŜŜ ǳǇ ǎǳǇǇƭȅΩ (of capital and 

labour)Σ ΨǳƴƭŜŀǎƘ ōƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǳƴŘǎΩΣ ΨǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜǎΩΣ liberate ǘƘƻǎŜ Ψstuck 

ƻƴ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳΩ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŦŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ. In fact, as I examine in Chapter 

Four of this book, what followed in the wake of austerity is what can only be described as a planned 

social catastrophe.  

When the Conservative Party came to power in a coalition government in 2010, their 

programme of welfare reform began in earnest. A former job centre advisor has described how her 

job changed overnight from one of ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΦ4 Ψ¢ƘŜ 

ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΩΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ŀǎ frontline staff became subject Ψǘƻ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ 

ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎŜŜŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΩ to get people off benefits by imposing conditions and 

sanctions. It was, she says, ΨƭƛƪŜ άƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ōǊƻǿƴƛŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎέ ŦƻǊ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅΩΦ5   

What Stephanie experienced when she applied for benefits was a welfare system in chaos, 

as it was being redesigned in ways which sought to deter people from making claims. As we will see, 

the stigma Stephanie encountered when interacting with frontline workers and welfare agencies 

was shocking. However, this was only one element of what she describes as an ΨƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎƭȅ 

ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΩ. For what accompanied the implementation of these welfare reforms was an 

extraordinary political and media propaganda campaign which sought to manufacture public 

consent for austerity by stigmatising those in receipt of relief.  

Stories about ΨōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŎƘŜŀǘǎΩ seeped incessantly into StephanieΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ; every time she 

turned on the radio or television or brushed past a rack of newspapers in a shop, she would come 

across ΨǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǘŀȄŜǎΩ, which left her ΨǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƳŜ ǘƘŜȅΩre 

ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ψwelfare stigma machineΩ needled Stephanie from every direction: ΨIt keeps 

coming, itΩs relentless, one constant cycle of judgement, like a knife being stuck repeatedly into you.Ω 

This unremitting stigma slowly eroded StephanieΩǎ self-esteem. She began to feel that her daughter 
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would be better off without her. She started to regularly self-harm. She became suicidal: ΨL 

stockpiled tablets waiting for the right moment.Ω 

In 2015, a letter arrived alleging that Stephanie had erroneously claimed income in the form 

ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘŀȄ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ, and that this benefit was being stopped while an 

investigation took place.6  This stream of regular income (circa £250 a month) was essential to 

service the interest on her debts. When Stephanie read this letter, she broke down: ΨL ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ 

I completely lost it. I was absolutely distraught. I was hitting myself with things. I was scraping my 

ǎƪƛƴ ƻŦŦΦΩ  

That same day she was supposed to attend an appointment at the job centre, so she rang 

ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ Ψƛƴ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΩ, but they told her that a failure to attend 

would be taken as evidence she was unwilling to work, and that she would be sanctioned, 

potentially losing her right to claim benefits for up to three yearsΦ Ψ{ƻΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊΦ L ǇŀǊƪŜŘ 

illegally in the middle of the street outside the job centre. I was hysterical. I was bleeding. The 

ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƎǳŀǊŘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΦ 9ǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ L ǿŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

signing on with caƳŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳΩΦ  

The job coach ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ Stephanie; he simply handed her a pen, and she signed on in 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΦ Ψ!ǎ L ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛǘ, blood dripped all over the paper. I will never forget it.Ω bƻōƻŘȅ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ 

concern or worry for Stephanie as she stood outside the job centre with blood dripping from her 

wrists and arms. Nobody attempted to sooth her, to calm her. Nobody called for medical assistance. 

When I ask her why nobody did any of these things, she says, ΨNobody cared.Ω {he says: Ψ¸ƻǳ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ 

ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ.Ω Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ Ψǎƻ 

ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘΣ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ΨƧǳǎǘ ǎŎǳƳΩΦ  

While Stephanie is describing this to me, her voice is breaking and her body is shaking. I stop 

ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ΨLΩm worried that recalling this trauma is repeating the harm.Ω   
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{ƘŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜǎΣ ΨAt one point a psychotherapist said to me that sometimes it helps to write 

down negative thoughts rather than keep them in your head, so what I ended up doing was writing a 

ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΩ; and she recalls them:  

 

waste of space 

failure 

freak 

useless 

burden 

scrounger 

ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ƻȄȅƎŜƴΧ 

A whole list of negative things.  

 

She continues: ΨThen one day I ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΦ LΩŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƻ 

ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ LΩƭƭ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ L ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊld, who you 

perceive as looking at you like thatΥ άL ƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜΣ L ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƪƴƻǿΦ I know what 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ [ƻƻƪΦέΩ  

When I arrived home after my conversation with Stephanie, I lay down on my bed and wept 

for a long time.  

 

[A] A vigorous and relentless assault upon human dignity  

 

In the foreword to the 2016/2017 Amnesty International Report on the state of the worldΩs human 

rights, !ƳƴŜǎǘȅΩǎ Secretary General Salƛƭ {ƘŜǘǘȅ ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ψŀ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǘǊŜƴŘ 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴƎǊƛŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛǾŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ΨǳƴŘŜǊ ǾƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ 

and relentless assault from powerful narratives of blame, fear and scapegoating, propagated by 
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those ǿƘƻ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǊ ŎƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΦ7  Ψ!ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ, ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

politicians wagered their future power on narratives of fear and disunity, pinning blame on the 

άƻǘƘŜǊέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƻǊ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜ.Ω8 

It is the thesis of Stigma ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘΩ ǳǇƻƴ 

human dignity that is a major characteristic of current global authoritarian turn, we require a better 

understanding of how stigma is propagated as a governmental technology of division and 

dehumanisation. We need to track the role played by Ψstigma politicsΩ in producing the toxic climate 

of fear and hatred that is enveloping and dividing societies and communities. We need to examine 

how Ψstigma powerΩ is crafted and cultivated as a means of levearing political capital. We need a 

better understanding also of the ways in which this divisive politics gets under the skin of those it 

subjugates; how this state-cultivated stigma changes the ways in which people think about 

themselves and others ς corroding compassion, crushing hope, weakening social solidarity.  

Stigma seeks to enrich sociological understandings of stigma as a concept, idea, material 

force and practice. It hopes also to enliven wider public debates about what stigma is, where stigma 

comes from, how and by whom stigma is produced and for what purposes. Stigma is concerned with 

what social scientific accounts of stigma frequently neglect, namely: an understanding of stigma as 

embedded within the social relations of capitalism, and as a form of power entangled with histories 

of capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy. Stigma stretches the frameworks within which we 

ordinarily think about stigma. It aims to dislodge stigma from the settled meanings it acquired within 

twentieth-century social sciences, and to disrupt the individualistic, ahistorical and politically 

anaesthetised conceptualisations of stigma inherited from this tradition. Stigma is concerned with 

undisciplining stigma, with decolonising stigma, and with thinking about stigma within a distinctly 

political register.  

This introduction is a précis of key themes and concepts in this book, and also a guide to the 

chapters that follow.  
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[A] What is stigma? 

 

In Historical OntologyΣ Lŀƴ IŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ŀƭƭ ΨŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘŜǎΩΦ9 The 

word ΨstigmaΩ, as the Oxford English Dictionary defines it, is a figurative noun that means a 

ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƪ ƻǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ όƻŦ ŀ ōŀŘ ƻǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ƪƛƴŘύΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ƻǊ 

ƛƴŦŀƳȅΤ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ŎŜƴǎǳǊŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ 

Everyday uses of the word ΨstigmaΩ draw on both these definitions; we employ ΨstigmaΩ to describe 

the degrading marks that are affixed to particular bodies, people, conditions and places within 

humiliating social interactions.  

These two definitions of ΨstigmaΩ were composed by lexicographers at the Oxford English 

Dictionary ƛƴ мфмсΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ the word acquired an increasingly 

psychological meaning from the mid-twentieth century ƻƴǿŀǊŘǎΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ƛƴ {ǘŜǇƘŀƴƛŜΩǎ story, 

when people use the term ΨstigmaΩ today, they also tend to use it experientially, to describe the 

debilitating psychological effects of being stigmatised, with a particular emphasis on how the shame 

induced by stigma corrodes well-being and damages your sense of self. However, psychological 

understandings of stigma often focus on individual experiences of being stigmatised in ways that 

occlude an understanding of stigma as a material force, a structural and structuring form of power. 

Stigma develops a more psycho-political understanding of stigma, reconceptualising stigma as a 

form of power that is written on the body and gets under the skin. 

The Oxford English Dictionary also defines stigma as Ψŀ ƳŀǊƪ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ōȅ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ 

with a hot iron (rarely, by cutting or pricking), as a token of infamy or ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ. This literal 

definition emphasises stigma as a material practice of bodily marking and subordination. Indeed, it is 

difficult for us to imagine activities that involve burning ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ψŀ Ƙƻǘ ƛǊƻƴΩ, or cutting or 

pricking their skin for the purposes of indicating ΨƛƴŦŀƳȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ that ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

saturated with power.  
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To illustrate this definition, the Oxford English Dictionary includes a phrase penned by the 

nineteenth-century London Times journalist William Howard in My Diary North and South (1863), a 

book composed from diary entries and letters written while he travelled in North America during the 

American Civil War. The phrase reads: Ψadvertisements for runaway negroes...the description of 

the stigmata on their personsτǿƘƛǇǇƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ ǎŎŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǘǎΩΦ10  This use of ΨstigmataΩΣ to 

describe the marks left by torture on the skin of runaway slaves, furnishes stigma with a vicious and 

bloody meaning, binding the etymology of stigma to the four-hundred-year history of chattel 

slavery.  

¢ƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƻǿƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ ΨƎƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǘǘŜƭΩ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

established by English colonialists in the Barbados Slave CodeΥ Ψ!ƴ !Ŏǘ ŦƻǊ .ŜǘǘŜǊ hǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

DƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ bŜƎǊƻŜǎΩ όмссмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ !Ŏǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ŀ ǎƭŀǾŜ ΨǎƘŀƭƭ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƴȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ 

Christian Χhe shall be severely whipped, his nose slit, and be burned in some part of his face with a 

hot iron. And being brutish slaves, [they] deserve not, for the baseness of their condition, to be tried 

by the legal trial of twelve men of their peers, as the subjects of England are.Ω11 It seems likely that 

the Oxford English Dictionary definition of stigma as Ψŀ ƳŀǊƪ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ōȅ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

Ƙƻǘ ƛǊƻƴΩ derives in part from these seventeenth-century legislative codes.12  Other histories of 

stigma unfurl from this submerged etymology, histories of torture and slave labour, but also 

histories of British citizenship, for in legalising torture what these slave codes legislated is that 

chattel slaves and their descendants were not citizens; indeed, they were not considered human at 

all.   

 

[A] A mark made upon the skin by burning with a hot iron 

 

In Black Reconstruction in America (1935), the sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (1863ς1963) described the 

!ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎ {ƭŀǾŜ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜƴ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ 

their mother continent into the new-found Eldorado of the West. They descended into Hell.Ω13 From 
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the beginning of this trade in the sixteenth century, Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ǘƻƻƪ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ōȅ 

ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŜǎƘΩ, permanently stigmatising 

people as chattel.14 In 1527, Nzingna Mbemeba Affonso, then ruler of the African Kongo Kingdom, 

wrote to the King of Portugal asking him to cease the trade.15 5ŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ Ƙƛǎ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ŦǊŜŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩ 

ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƪƛŘƴŀǇǇŜŘ Ŝƴ ƳŀǎǎŜΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ Ψŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

branded with a red-Ƙƻǘ ƛǊƻƴΩ.16  Once stigmatised, people were stored in prison hulks, barracoons 

and factories (the terms used for the barracks and pens used to temporarily hold the enslaved) on 

the coast of West Africa, before they were shipped across the Atlantic. Those who survived the 

terrors of this factory complex, and the death ships of the Middle Passage, were often further 

branded or tattooed when they were auctioned in Caribbean and North American slave markets. 

±ƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǎȅŎƘƻǇŀǘƘƛŎΩ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǇΩ ǿŀǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ΨǎǿŜŀǘΣ ōƭƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŜǎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ƎƻƭŘΩΦ17 

To understand what the literal definition of stigma adds to our understanding of the 

meaning of this wordΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀ ŦǳƭƭŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ǌǳƴŀǿŀȅ slave announcement.  The 

following is an advertisement posted in The London Gazette, seeking the return of a young woman 

called Sabinah, who has escaped the ship Hannah while it was docked in London on 6 June 1743, at 

the height of British involvement in the Atlantic Slave Trade:  

 

A Black Negro Woman, about nineteen Years old, with two Letters on her Breast and 

Shoulder, made her Escape out of the Ship Hannah, Capt. Fowler, for Jamaica, the 6th inst. 

ƎƻŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ bŀƳŜ ƻŦ {ŀōƛƴŀƘΣ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎΩŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜƭǳŘŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ .ƭŀŎƪ ŀōƻǳǘ 

Whitechapel, Rag-Fair, oǊ wƻǘƘŜǊƘƛǘƘΦ ²ƘƻŜǾŜǊ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ aǊΦ bŜŀƭŜΩǎΣ ƻƴ 

Lawrence-Pountney-Hill, shall have three Guineas Reward; or if put on board the Ship again 

any time between this and next Tuesday, Ten Shillings more.18 
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This advertisement is one of 800 similar advertisements published in English and Scottish 

newspapers between 1700 and 1780, and recently collected in the Runaway Slaves in Britain 

database.19 ²ƘŜƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ǌǳƴŀǿŀȅ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ {ŀōƛƴŀƘΣ ōǊŀƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ψtwo 

[ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ .ǊŜŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƘƻǳƭŘŜǊΩΣ we can begin to ascertain how stigma marks functioned as a 

visual form of identification; that is, as technologies of surveillance and mechanisms of capture.20 

We might also consider the stigmatising gaze these advertisements seek to inculcate in the public 

they address. The readers of eighteenth-century London newspapers are being solicited to search 

for identifying stigmata on the bodies of those they encounter; encouraged, with the inducement of 

financial rewards, to apprehend and return this lost property. The US-based Freedom on the Move 

database has amassed over 20,000 runway advertisements, many of which are similarly ΨŦŜǎǘƻƻƴŜŘ 

with descriptions of scars, ōǳǊƴǎΣ ƳǳǘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǊŀƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƴŘǎΩ.21 Stigma is certainly not 

metaphorical in these examples: these are marks that have quite literally been impressed on people.  

 

 

[A] The coining of blood into capital  

 

In 1663, the Royal Mint in London began ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƎƻƭŘ Ŏƻƛƴ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƻŦ wƻȅŀƭ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǊǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩΦ 22 Impressed with the figure of an 

elephant, these coins were originally made of gold from Guinea in West Africa and were designed 

for ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ DǳƛƴŜŀ ǘǊŀŘŜΩΦ As {ǳƪƘŘŜǾ {ŀƴŘƘǳ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨNot for nothing did a coin ς the guinea ς 

derive its etymology from the West African region of that name, the area from which hundreds of 

thousands of indigenous people were seized against their will. For traders in 17th and 18th-century 

Britain, the stigmatised African was quite literally a unit ƻŦ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΦΩ 23 Slaves were an extremely 

valuable commodity. Identifying Sabinah by the letters impressed on her breast and shoulder, and 

returning her to Captain Fowler on his slave ship bound for the Jamaican market, would have netted 

you as a reward the equivalent of £260 in guineas.  
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The tattoos, brand and whip marks inscribed on the bodies of the enslaved and the 

reproduction of these stigmata in the publicity produced by slave traders reveal the extent to which 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ DǳƛƴŜŀ ǘǊŀŘŜΩ. As Simone Browne argues, 

ΨōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ƭŜƎƛōƭŜ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻ 

work in the ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜ ŀǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōƻǳƎƘǘΣ ǎƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜŘΩΦ24 The violence 

ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎέ ǎƭŀǾŜǎΩΦ25 

An example of the branding irons used in barracoons and plantations can be seen at the 

Liverpool Museum of Slavery, while the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York has in its 

collection an 1863 photograph of a freed slave called Wilson Chinn, who is branded on his forehead with 

the letters ΨV. B. M.Ω, the initials of his owner, a sugar planter called Volsey B. Marmillion. This stigma 

archive reminds us of the ways in which the catastrophe of slavery was written on the skin ς with 

stigmata that transformed human beings into property, into things, into commodities, and into 

guineas. A stigma practice captured in Karl MarxΩǎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōƭƻƻŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩΦ26 

This other etymology of stigma is entangled with the history of the small city of Lancaster, in 

which I live. In 1754, a Lancaster-born slaver called Miles Barber established one of the most 

significant commercial slaving hubs in the history of British involvement in the Atlantic slave trade. 

This ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƘƻǊǊƻǊ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨCŀŎǘƻǊȅ LǎƭŀƴŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ located on one of the Îles de Los, a group of 

islands off the African coast of Guinea, at the mouth of the Sierra Leone River. Over the course of 

the following decades Barber developed and managed an estimated 11 slave factories and 

barracoons along this stretch of West African coast, and by 1776, was being described by his 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ DǳƛƴŜŀ IƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΦ 27  

In the eighteenth century, Lancaster was heavily involved in the Atlantic slave trade. It was 

the fourth largest slave-trading centre in England, and Lancaster slavers developed extensive 

commercial networks in the West Indies and Americas, importing slave-produced goods such as 

ƳŀƘƻƎŀƴȅΣ ǎǳƎŀǊΣ ŘȅŜǎΣ ǎǇƛŎŜǎΣ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ŦƻǊ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƭǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ 

plantations, and exporting fine furniture, gunpowder, woollen and cotton garments. Young men 
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from Lancaster slave-trading families worked as agents and factors across the West-Indies. Over 

generations these families accumulated land and property, plantations and slaves. As Eric Williams 

details in Capitalism and Slavery (1944), slave traders and their descendants dominated local 

political life in towns such as [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ Ψŀǎ ŀƭŘŜǊƳŜƴΣ ƳŀȅƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎΩ. 28 Some invested their 

inherited fortunes in the development of local mills and businesses. 29 It was the profits from slavery 

that financed the industrialisation of England and the development of its civic infrastructure and 

welfare estate. The history of slavery is the history of capitalism, and it remains, as the American 

novelist and essayist James Baldwin put it, ΨƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻΩΦ30 

 

[A] Letters of blood and fire 

Situating stigma within the historical scenography of chattel slavery foregrounds the violence within 

the more passive conceptualisation of stigma that we have inherited from twentieth-century social 

sciences. It binds stigma to practices of bodily marking, and emphasises the role of stigmatisation in 

systems of social discipline and punishment. ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǘƻŘŀȅ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 

use it to mean the literal acts of inscription that this definition suggests. In supplementing the 

meaning of stigma with this other etymology, I am aware that I am already asking you to think about 

stigma from a strange perspective. You likely already associate stigma with suffering and cruelty. 

Certainly, we know from contemporary social scientific literature that stigma often has devastating 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ-being. You might even imagine stigma as a form of subjection 

which is socially embroidered, pressed and needled upon people through hurtful words or degrading 

ƭƻƻƪǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊily associate stigma with physical violence, use the word stigma to 

describe physical wounds or scars, relate stigma to the branding iron, or associate it with the 

ΨǿƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ-ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦ 31 
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If we imagine stigma as a form of violence at all, we tend to think of it as a more nuanced 

form of persecution. For example, in 1970 the sociologist Robert Pinker argued that what 

distinguishes stigma from other forms of violence, is that it is ƻŦǘŜƴ ΨǎƭƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƴƻōǘǊǳǎƛǾŜΩΥ Ψa 

highly-sophisticated form of violence which can best be compared to those forms of psychological 

torture in which the victim is broken psychically and physically but left to all outward appearances 

ǳƴƳŀǊƪŜŘΩΦ32 Pinker is correct: in liberal democratic societies the violence of stigma is often 

symbolic, diffuse, slow and indirect ς but not always. Stigma argues that recoupling the concept of 

stigma to economic and materialist histories of bodily marking deepens our understanding of the 

social, political and economic function of stigmatisation. As Michel Foucault suggests, even when 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ΨŘƻ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ƻǊ ōƭƻƻŘȅ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜ 

άƭŜƴƛŜƴǘέ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻdy that is at issue ς the 

ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƻŎƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩΦ33 Stigma 

marks people out: Ψit is intended either by the scar it leaves on the body, or by the spectacle that 

accompanies it, to brand the victim ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŦŀƳȅΩ.34   

Of the source materials drawn on by the lexicographers at the Oxford English Dictionary to 

build a definitional picture of stigma, ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀǘŀΩ to describe the marks on the 

bodies of runaway chattel slaves, is the most ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ōŜƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ 

the concept of stigma. Critically, this other etymology emphasises the ways in which stigma is bound 

to ΨǘƘŜ ǾƻǊŀŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƳƛǎŜǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ 

ƛƳƳƛǎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ35 

Lƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ hƴŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ ¢ŀǘǘƻƻΩΣ L ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ that 

unfold from histories of stigma. As you will discover, we cannot disentangle stigma power from 

histories of slavery, colonialism, Empire, capitalism, the history of enclosures, the industrial 

ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ Ψis written in the 

annals of mankind in letǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ōƭƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜΩΦ36 
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[A] Stigma power 

²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΚ Robert tƛƴƪŜǊ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŜǎǘ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ǳǎŜŘ 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

power. 37  Indeed, scholarly research on stigma has, until recently, remained largely impervious to 

ǿƘŀǘ {ǘǳŀǊǘ Iŀƭƭ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

upheavals and freedom movements of the mid-twentieth century. 38 It is this gap in our 

understanding of how stigma functions as a form of power that this book seeks to address. In short, 

Stigma seeks to make it impossible to think of stigma separately from power. In this endeavour, this 

book builds on a new body of social scientific research.  

Over the last decade there has been a growing recognition of the constraints of the existing 

Ψexcessively individualistic focusΩ of twentieth-century social scientific research on stigma.39 This has 

led to attempts to Ψexpand and reorient stigma's theoretical lens to focus on meso and macro socio-

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩΦ40 Most significant for this book is Bruce Link and Jo PhelanΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ 

ǇƻǿŜǊΩΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψexploitation, control or 

ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΦ 41 There is an important recognition in this term that Ψstigma arises and 

stigmatisation takes shape in specific contexts of culture and powerΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ 

deployed in ways that seek to amplify ΨŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǊŀŎŜΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ. 42 

This recent focus ƻƴ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ suggests an emergent cross-disciplinary social scientific 

consensus on the pivotal significance of stigma in the reproduction and distribution of social 

inequalities. Stigma extends this work, but also departs from some of its disciplinary constraints ς 

for example, I draw more on history than social science in reconceptualising stigma as power in this 

book.  
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Stigmatisation, as I reconceptualise it, is a practice that, while experienced intimately 

through stigmatising looks, comments, slights, remarks made in face-to-face or digitally mediated 

encounters, is always enmeshed with wider capitalist structures of expropriation, domination, 

discipline and social control. Stigma is a more productive form of power than that currently 

understood in the contemporary social scientific literature.   

I opened the introduction with the stigma Stephanie carved into her skin, as her scars testify 

to the entangled relationship between stigma as experience and the governmental exercise of 

stigma power, the consideration of which lies at the heart of this book. Indeed, when listening to 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Ψstigma storiesΩ, I grew increasingly frustrated with the weak understanding of stigma that 

underpins much social scientific writing on stigma ς particularly research in which stigma is 

conceived of as being a social problem that can be ameliorated through education, by changing 

individual attitudes, and/or by teaching the stigmatised how to better manage the stigma pinned on 

them (see Chapter Two). I grew tired of hearing the claim ς frequently made in charitable anti-

stigma campaigns - that challenging the stigma associated with particular conditions ς from poverty 

to mental ill health ς can overcome Ψbarriers to help-seekingΩΣ without an acknowledgement of the 

ways in which stigma is deliberately designed into systems of social provision in ways that make 

help-seeking a desperate task (see Conclusion).  

In short, much existing research on stigma, and social action around stigma, brackets off 

from consideration the ways in which stigma is purposefully crafted as a strategy of government, in 

ways that often deliberately seek to foment and accentuate inequalities and injustices. While people 

like my friend Stephanie might not always be able to successfully defend themselves against the 

cycles of stigma and shame in which they become ensnarled, they understand that the crushing 

stigma they endure is not simply an unfortunate outcome of illiberal social interactions. That is, 

people who are stigmatised are cognisant of the ways in which the Ψstigma machinesΩ in which they 

find themselves entangled have been engineered.  
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When we begin with an understanding of stigma as power, we can also begin to perceive 

stigma as site of intensive social and political struggle ς and to track often occluded histories of anti-

stigma resistanceΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ 

ΨǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ (see Chapter Six) and a vital resource in collective struggles against the 

capture of human lives in the exploitative dehumanising machineries of capitalism. 

 

[A] Neoliberal stigma power ς looking up 

 

Stigma: The Machinery of Inequality is a sister project to my book Revolting Subjects: Social 

Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain (2013), which developed a theoretical account of 

ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊises 

neoliberalism. In the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis, and the fracturing of neoliberal 

hegemony this precipitated, many national governments have tipped increasingly towards 

authoritarian rule.43 As neoliberal capitalism bars its authoritarian teeth, the practices of social 

abjection I tracked in Revolting Subjects have accelerated. We are currently witnessing the 

ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛƳƛƴƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ 5ŀǾƛŘ DŀǊƭŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƴŜǿ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōǊǳǘŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎǘŜŦǳƭΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

control.44  TƘƛǎ ΨƴŜǿ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩ is evident in a vast range of social practices and phenomena, such 

as rising prison and migrant detention populations, the intensification of discriminatory policing and 

surveillance measures, the design of ever-more exclusionary citizenship and deportation regimes, 

and the workfare and sanctions meted out to discipline welfare claimants.  

Drawing on research in the US judicial system, Mona Lynch describes this as ΨǿŀǎǘŜ 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ that ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊƛŎƘ 

human beings into a kind of untouchable toxic waste that need only be securely contained until its 

Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΩΦ45 At the twilight of neoliberal capitalism, ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǿŀǎǘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ 

government are accelerating, and borders, cages, camps and walls are proliferating across the face 
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of the earth.46 One argument of this book is that the exercise of stigma power is an integral 

component of this punitive authoritarian shift.  

Stigma builds on a small body of research that has tracked empirical links between the 

amplification of social stigma and extractive forms of neoliberal capitalism, in processes as diverse as 

welfare retrenchment, labour precarity, eviction, displacement, social cleansing and gentrification, 

anti-migrant politics and punitive citizenship regimes, the proliferation of internal borders and 

violent bordering practices. For example, Graham Scambler argues that governmental 

ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŘƛǎŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ capitalism; 

while YƛǊǎǘŜŜƴ tŀǘƻƴ ǳǊƎŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ΨƎŀȊŜ ǳǇΩ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΩ that 

motivate the manufacture of stigma.47  Ψ[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǳǇΩ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ is designed, 

crafted and activated to govern populations on multiple scales, as state-led stigma campaigns and 

cultural stigma production cascade into our everyday interactions with each other.  

 

[A] Genealogies of stigma power ς looking back 

The governmental exercise of stigma power is entangled with histories of oppression, and with the 

forms of inequality required by different modalities of capitalist exploitation and economic 

discipline.  What I mean by this, is that institutional, economic and social policies intent on the 

production of grotesque inequalities require diverse, state-sanctioned stigma strategies that often 

involve the reactivation of stigma along historical lines. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot argues: ΨǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘŜǊ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩΦ48  In short, 

to understand the intensification of stigma power in the current conjuncture ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ Ψƭƻƻƪ 

ǳǇΩ ŀƴŘ Ψƭƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪΩ. To these ends, the chapters in Stigma cut a series of historical slices through 

stigma power, tracing the ways in which stigma has been exercised in the past to govern populations 
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through degrading forms of marking. !ǎ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘŀ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ Ƙƻǿ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ψǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΦ49   

The feminist theorist Donna Haraway describes her genealogical methods as akin to 

untangling a ball of yarn.50  {ƘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎΥ ΨL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŀƭƭǎ ƻŦ ȅŀǊƴ ŀǎ ƎǊŀǾƛǘȅ ǿŜƭƭǎΣ as points of 

intense implosion or as knots. They lead out to worlds, you can explode them, you can untangle 

ǘƘŜƳΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ƭƻƻǎŜƴ ǘƘŜƳ ǳǇΦΩ 51 In Stigma my approach involves unravelling particular 

constellations of stigma power, tracing threads of connection, examining how and why particular 

stigma figures emerge in specific historical and geopolitical contexts, and in the process making 

tangible relations between often seemingly unrelated forms and practices of stigmatisation.  

Genealogy is not about comparison; ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ΨǊŜ-

ǎŜǊƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǊƛŜǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘŜd 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΩΦ52 It is an interdisciplinary method that ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎŜƴ ƻǳǊ ΨǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŀƭ ŎŀǇǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ in the 

present.53 Genealogical methods allow for new insights into the increased velocity of stigma as a 

modality of governance in the current moment of authoritarian neoliberal capitalism. Indeed, it is 

the argument of Stigma that the knowledge garnered through histories of stigma power is critical for 

understanding how inequalities are reproduced and, further, that histories of stigma power and anti-

stigma struggles might inform resistance to the authoritarian turn that characterises the current 

conjuncture.   

This genealogical approach is also inspired by the recent work of scholars such as Jenna Loyd 

and Anne Bonds, whose research on the territorial stigmatisation of particular black neighbourhoods 

in the US (their study focuses on Milwaukee) reminds us that practices of stigmatisation are always 

ŜƴƳŜǎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

of scholars such as Joe Feagin and Zinobia Bennefield, whose research on the systematic structural 

ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ ¦{ ƘŜŀƭǘƘŎŀǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ Ƙƻǿ ΨŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953613005121#!
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oppression severely limit and restrict access of many Americans of color to adequate socioeconomic 

resourcesςŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΩΦ54 

 

 [A] Stigma and Racism 

Stigma is one of the foundational concepts of twentieth-century sociology and the wider social 

sciences. This introductory chapter has already strayed some distance from the conventional 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ ¢ƘǊŜŜΣ ΨCǊƻƳ {ǘƛƎƳŀ tƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ 

.ƭŀŎƪ tƻǿŜǊΩΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ƛƴ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ 

social sciences, stigma is most often associated with the work of the North American sociologist 

Erving Goffman (1922ς1982). One of the most widely read and cited sociologists in history, Goffman 

was already famous when his short book Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity 

(1963) was published in 1963.  His previous books The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956), 

and Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates (1961) were best-

selling titles, an unusual achievement for academic texts. DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma alone has sold an 

astonishing 800,000 copies in the fifty years since its publication. Indeed, my reason for returning to 

Goffman is that despite many refinements of his account, his book is widely considered the 

foundational text on stigma, and his definition of stigma continues to buttress contemporary 

understandings.   

In the opening pages of Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity, Goffman 

notes that his study was motivated by the fact that there has been ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŜŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΩΦ55 Despite this 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŜŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ 

unplugs the concept of stigma from power: both the power-inflected micro-aggressions of the 

everyday social interactions that he was ostensibly interested in, and the larger structural and 

structuring power relations which shape the societies in which we live. In order to address this 

strange absence of power, Chapter Three resituates Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled 
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Identity within the historical context of the explosive political movements against the ΨƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ DƻŦfman wrote his book. Indeed, it is the contention of 

this chapter that the 1960s US civil rights and black power movement invites critical revision of 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘƭȅ ŀǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ stigma.56 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘǎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΣ ŀ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ 

knowledge which here designates not only formal sociological scholarship, but political manifestos, 

journalism, creative writing, oral histories and memoirs. As we shall see, the contrast between 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊƭŜǎǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ-concept, and the account of racial stigma which emerged out of black 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ 

archive offers a radically alternative theory of stigma as power, allowing for a reconceptualisation of 

the social and political function of stigma as a governmental technology of racial capitalism.  

The liberal and normative understanding of stigma inherited from twentieth century social sciences 

has significantly contracted the purchase of stigma as an analytic concept. Stigma: the Machinery of 

Inequality insists that bringing racism to the front and centre of our understandings of stigma 

transforms a weak concept into a power-full one.  

 

[A] Decolonising stigma 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ stigma-concept builds on ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŀŎŜΣ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΩΦ57 Satnam Virdee, 

Professor of Sociology at the University of Glasgow, argues that sociology is replete with origin 

myths about its own radical, critical and leftist orientations, myths that ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭ 

5ŀǊǿƛƴƛŀƴΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǳƎŜƴƛŎƛǎǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ 

thinkers and practitioners. 58 This is particularly evident, he writes, when we consider the ways in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƎŀǘŜƪŜŜǇŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŦƭƻǿ ƻŦ 
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ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΩΦ 59 For example, despite the 

sophisticated understanding of racial stigma (racism and racialisation) developed over a hundred 

years of black sociological thought, the conceptualisation of stigma within the white sociological 

canon has largely ignored or marginalised this body of knowledge.  

Stigma: the Machinery of Inequality responds ǘƻ DǳǊƳƛƴŘŜǊ .ƘŀƳōǊŀΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 

ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ 

ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ 60 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŘŜŜǇ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 

ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩΣ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ΨǳƴƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ 

knowledgesΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎŀƴŘƛŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ƳȅǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΣ 

vocabularies and methods that have shaped the discourses and practices of sociology since its 

invention as a science in the mid-nineteenth century. 61  

Stigma contributes to this decolonising project by reconceptualising stigma through existing 

ΨƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŀŎŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇΣ 

social history, postcolonial histories and decolonial theory, feminist and disability studies. These 

other epistemologies of stigma are particularly instructive because they emerge out of long and 

collective struggles against stigma; that is, they are concerned with challenging the oppressive and 

restrictive social norms and ideals which stigma proscribes, and stigma power inculcates. My hope is 

that the understanding of stigma that emerges out of these rich submerged seams of stigma 

knowledge might be used by others to unsettle permanently the individualistic, ahistorical and 

apolitical understandings of this concept. Together, the chapters in this book seek to demonstrate 

that stigmatisation is a technology of government, which is embedded in the history of racial 

capitalism.   

 

[A] Borders, Walls and Fences 
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Stigma: the Machinery of Inequality is particularly concerned with stigma as a form of statecraft, 

including the role of stigma politics in fomenting ethno-nationalist hatreds, and legitimating punitive 

regimes of citizenship and violent practices of deportation and detention.62 In Chapter Three, Ψ¢ƘŜ 

{ǘƛƎƳŀ aŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻǊŘŜǊΩΣ L ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ this through the lens of the epidemic of state racism that 

followed in the wake of the 2015 so-called refugee crisis in Europe. This chapter focuses on events in 

Central and Eastern Europe, and the responses of the Czech and Hungarian governments to the 

arrival of refugees at their borders. It examines how the humanitarian crisis triggered by refugee 

arrivals mutated into a Ψracist crisisΩ as migrants were made the focal point for anxieties about 

national identity and security. This racist crisis splintered liberal tolerance and social solidarity across 

the region on a scale unprecedented since the 1930s. 

One argument of Chapter Three is that the current authoritarian re-turn requires a better 

understanding of the historical relationship between statecraft and what Barbara Fields and Karen 

Fields term racecraft.63 To this end, this chapter examines how racist understandings of human 

difference forged in twentieth-century practices of European colonialism in Africa and Nazi-era 

colonial fascism re-emerged and converged in public responses to the 2015 refugee crisis, as the 

racially stigmatised bodies of refugees were employed, both literally (through their incarceration in 

camps) and metaphorically (in political propaganda and public speech), to mark out the borders of 

the white nation. 

Stigma is the fuel that lubricates far-right nationalist politics; it shapes the propaganda that 

characterises neoliberal authoritarian forms of rule; it legitimates what the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman 

terms Ψhuman waste-productionΩ within states and at their borders.64 In short, the propagation of divisive 

stigma politics is corroding what remains of the progressive egalitarian and internationalist 

democratic consensus forged within (and between) twentieth-century freedom movements (see 

Conclusion). 

Alongside the global ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƭŜ ŎŀǊŎŜǊŀƭΣ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΩ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ 

to silo waste populations ς from refugees caged at borders (Chapter Two) to disabled people 
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entrapped in their homes (see Chapter Four) ς the punitive and dehumanising character of late 

neoliberalism has become ever more culturally entrenched. Throughout, Stigma seeks to capture 

some of the cultural practices that characterise the intensification of stigma politics in the current 

conjuncture, including the ascendance of stigmatising media and cultural genres: ΨstigmatainmentsΩ 

in which the public are called upon to perform roles as angry and outraged citizens.  

 

 [A] The political economy of stigma 

We are currently living through a period of capitalist enclosure and extraction, of dispossession and 

displacement, as turbulent as that which accompanied the world transition to capitalism some five 

hundred years ago ς a period with which, as we shall see, the current conjuncture shares some 

significant features. As Silvia Federici writes, Ψ! ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜ 

accumulation has accompanied every phase of capitalist globalization, including the present one, 

and is realized with ǘƘŜ ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦΩ65  

Stigma ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ L ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ 

namely the role played by stigma power in the distribution of material resources and the 

transformation of cultural values, the crafting of stigma in the service of governmental and 

corporate policy goals, and the cultivation of stigma to extract political and economic capital. 

Indeed, stigma production from above accelerates in periods of political and economic turmoil, as a 

means of initiating a new round of capitalist accumulation and as a means of containing class 

struggles. 

{ǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƻǊȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ΨŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

communities. Devaluation creates new opportunities for capital ς a process David Harvey terms 

ΨŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ.66 As Jessica Perera details in her study of the mass clearances of 

Ψƭƻǿ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƻŦ 
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public (state-ƻǿƴŜŘύ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƭŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩΦ67 IndeedΣ ΨǘƘŜ 

corporatization, commodification, and privatization of hitherto public assetsΩ has been a signal 

feature of the neoliberal projectΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ Ψto open up new fields for capital accumulation in 

domains formerly regarded off-limits to the calcuƭǳǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ68 Stigma is concerned with the 

role of stigma in opening up new fields of capital accumulation. What I mean by this is that when we 

begin to theorise stigma as a form of power embedded within political economies, we can begin to 

understand how stigma functions to devalue entire groups of people with the purpose both of 

fortifying existing social hierarchies, and creating new opportunities for the redistribution of wealth 

upwards.69 ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎΩ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎΣ 

services capital accumulation.70 We might usefully think of this as akin to the shorting practices 

employed by stock brokers to devalue stock and destabilise markets deliberately, in order to create 

conditions for profiteering.71 What stigma devalues is people and the places where they live. What 

stigma destabilises are local communities and social bonds. What stigma shortens is lives.  

Lƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ CƻǳǊΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ {ǘƛƎƳŀ aŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩΣ I draw on my experiences of working as 

part of the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth Commission as a guide for thinking the break that 

austerity signals from welfare to post-ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ ΨCƻǊŎŜΩΣ ŀǎ aŀǊȄ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ 

ǳǎΣ Ψis the ƳƛŘǿƛŦŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƭŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƻƴŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻǿŜǊΦΩ 72 In 

the case of the welfare state, stigma is the force that is driving the break from the old to the new.  

This chapter is a case study in the political economy of stigma. It examines how austerity 

was implemented through state-ŎǊŀŦǘŜŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ ŀ ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΩ that churned a corrosive 

path through society, settling in institutional forms, embedded in the design of social policies, and 

infecting the culture, practices and attitudes of welfare workers. It considers how welfare stigma has 

changed the ways in which the public made evaluative judgements about inequality, welfare, 

poverty and need. That is, how stigma was crafted to tutor the public into believing that people 

living in poverty had chosen their fates, and how the disenfranchisement and distress which have 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜŘΥ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ 
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behaviours, indiscipline and shamelessnessΦ Lǘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ-ƻǇǘƛŎǎΩ ƛǎ altering ways of 

ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ƘŀǊŘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ς those queuing 

outside the foodbanks now installed in every British town and city, for instance, and the homeless 

gathering on street corners and in doorways. Social movements from below, such as the Poverty 

Truth Movement, are fiercely contesting the stigma politics of austerity, and this chapter considers 

both the limits and possibilities of resistance.   

Understanding stigma as entangled with economic forms of de/valuation and movements of 

capitalist movements of enclosure and extraction, enables us to draw parallels between neoliberal 

projects, such as austerity, in the global North and the kinds of fiscal discipline and structural 

adjustment programmes long imposed upon the global South by Western governments and global 

institutions of financial capitalism in the wake of decolonisation.73 As Silvia Federici reminds us, 

every phase of capitalist crisis resembles the next, in as much as it is the web of sexual and racial 

inequalities built within global capitalism itself that enables it reproduce itself. The difference today 

is that ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǉǳƛǎǘŀŘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ World Bank and the International Monetary FunŘΩΦ74 

 

[A] Fighting shame 

The overarching aim of Stigma is to deepen the understanding of stigma as a governmental 

technology of exploitationΤ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ƴŜǿ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ 

experiences of stigmatisation and the socio-political machining of stigma in service of extractive 

forms of capitalism. In recalibrating our understanding of stigma as an exploitative apparatus, this 

book seeks to make stigma into a more useful concept: a device for thinking more deeply about how 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ŜǘŎƘŜǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǘŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǳǎΩΦ75 While stigma is a disabling force, a 

form of power that is inscribed in bodies, places and communities in ways that often leave profound 

and permanent scars, understanding the wounds of stigma as social and political injuries can assist 

in the forging of networks of care and solidarity. As the women from Leeds Poverty Commission put 
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it in Fighting Shame όнлмфύΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛƭƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΥ ΨLǘΩǎ 

iƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀƳŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀƳŜΣ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛǘΣ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴΣ 

ƛƴǎǇƛǊƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀƳŜΦΩ76  Stigma has always been resisted by those it is pressed upon.  

It is the argument of Stigma that the knowledge garnered through histories of struggle 

against stigma ΨƘŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

resistance to authoritarian forms of government today and improving our capacity to understand 

and resist the divisions which stigma politics are designed to cultivate.77 This is a task to which we 

urgently need to attend, with all the imagination and tools at our disposal.  

Reconceptualising stigma has involved the development of a new lexicon of stigma, a 

grammar with which to prise open the different modalities and operations of stigma power. 

!ƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŘŜŜǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΣ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƴƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩΣ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩΣ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀƻǇǘƛŎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀŎǊŀŦǘΩΦ aȅ ƘƻǇŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

these concepts are useful, have traction and take flight, and that you, the readers of this book, 

become students also of stigma power, adding your own vocabulary to the language of stigma 

power that I have begun to develop in these pages.  
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[CH] 1. The Penal Tattoo 

 

Ψ9ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ power ƻŦ ƭŀǿΣ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦ Χ 

The law constantly writes itself on bodies. It engraves itself on parchments made from the 

ǎƪƛƴ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦΧLǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘǎ ōƻƻƪ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦΩ  

 

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life78   

 

 Ψ9ǾŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜŜŘƭŜ Ǝǳƴ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭƭȅ ǎŎǊƛōōƭƛƴƎ Jeb Katri on my 

ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ƙŀǳƴǘǎ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΩΦ  

Parmeshri Devi, a Sansi woman tortured by the Punjabi police79 

 

On 8 December 1993, five women were arrested near the Harmandir Sahib (the Golden Temple) in 

the city of Amritsar, Punjab, India. They were accused of a stealing a purse. 80 The women, Gurdev 

Kaur, Parmeshri Devi, Mohinder Kaur, Hamir Kaur and Surjit Kaur, were imprisoned for eight days 

before being released on bail. A few days later Surjit was picked up again, and police garlanded her 

with shoes and paraded her through a local market.81 After Surjit had been publicly shamed in the 

marketplace, she and the other four women were taken to a police station in the Rambagh area of 

Amirtsar where they were physically restrained by being tied to chairs. The police then sent for Ψŀ 

ƘŀƴŘƘŜƭŘ ƴŜŜŘƭŜ ƎǳƴΣ ƳŜŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǳǘŜƴǎƛƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ engrave the words Jeb Katri 

(pickpocket) on their foreheads.82 As tŀǊƳŜǎƘǊƛ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ Ψŀǎ ǿŜ ǿǊƛǘƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǊe was a power 

ŎǳǘΩΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ ΨƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƴ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ DȅǇǎȅ ώŀ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ {¦± 

ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜϐΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎΩΦ83   
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The penal tattooing of the women came to light when they were presented in court some 

days later on charges of theft. The police brought the women into the courtroom with their 

foreheads covered with dupattas (head scarves), but Parmeshri Devi defiantly unveiled her penal 

tattoo in front of the Judge. At the time, nobody in the court ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ōȅ 5ŜǾƛΩǎ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

however a newspaper report on the case in the Punjabi paper Ajit ς crucially accompanied by a 

photograph of three of the women outside the court ς later made the pages of two national 

newspapers.84  

The women petitioned the Punjab and Haryana High Court for compensation for the torture 

and humiliation they had suffered and for plastic surgery to remove the tattoos.  Responding to the 

newspaper coverage of the case, the Indian National Human Rights Commission of India intervened 

and in 1994 the court awarded costs for the removal of the tattoos.85 However, the treatment 

offered to the women ŀǘ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛnvolve the removal of the tattoos but only their 

over-writing. In desperation, the five resorted to borrowing money for a course of laser treatment at 

a private clinic. One of the women, Hamir, died before her tattoo had been fully removed.86  

 

The police officers denied that they had tattooed the women, blaming others in the local 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ΨŦŜŘ ǳǇ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƻŦ ǇƛŎƪǇƻŎƪŜǘƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ǎƘŀƳŜ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ87 

However, the surviving women continued in their struggle to bring the perpetrators to justice, and 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ǎǘŀƎƎŜǊƛƴƎ но ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ LƴŘƛŀΩǎ Central Bureau of Investigation eventually led 

to some prosecutions. In October 2016, three of the policemen involved received prison sentences 

for forcibly tattooing the words Jeb Katri ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘǎΦ 

Interviewed by journalists after the conviction of the police, the women and their families 

explained how they had suffered years of police harassment: ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǎƭŀǇǇŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ 

of us to pressurise us to not to ƎƛǾŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘΩΦ88 aƻƘƛƴŘŜǊ YŀǳǊΩǎ ǎƻƴ tŀǇǇǳ described how 

ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀǳƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘŀǘǘƻƻΥ schoolmates would stick 

paper notes with the words Mein jeb katri da beta han [I am the son of a pickpocket] on his back.89 
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Parmeshri 5ŜǾƛΩǎ ǎƻƴ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ōȅ ǎŜƭŦ-immolation, a consequence, she vehemently 

believes, of the social stigma and years of police harassment provoked by the case.  

In Hindi, the closest word to the English word stigma is godna ς ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ Ψǘƻ ǇǊƛŎƪΣ 

ǇǳƴŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƻ ŘƻǘΣ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƻǘǎΣ ǘƻ ǘŀǘǘƻƻΩ ŀƴŘ Ψǘƻ ǿƻǳƴŘ ƻǊ ƭŀŎŜǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΩΦ 90 This dual meaning of godna as designating psychological and/or bodily inscription 

ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘheir torture at the hand of the police. As Devi told a 

ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘΥ ΨǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊƎƻ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ но ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ 91   

 

[A] Stigma as inscription 

In The Practice of Everyday LifeΣ aƛŎƘŜƭ ŘŜ /ŜǊǘŜŀǳ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ψƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ 

 

In order for the law to be written on bodies, an apparatus is required that can mediate the 

relation between the former and the latter. From the instruments of scarification, tattooing, 

and primitive initiation to those of penal justice, tools work on the body. Formerly the tool 

was a flint knife or a needle. Today the instruments range from the police­man's billyclub to 

handcuffs and the box reserved for the accused in the courtroom. These tools compose a 

series of objects whose purpose is to inscribe the force of the law on its subject, to tattoo 

him in order to make him demonstrate the rule, to produce a "copy" that makes the norm 

legible.92 

  

As de Certeau suggests, power is inscribed on bodies in ways that demonstrate the force of law ς be 

that within more formal judicial contexts, or in broader social and cultural contexts of policing, 

discipline and control.  

It is the argument of Stigma that the historical name for practices which describe these 

impressions of power is stigmatisation. Further, when we think of stigmata as literal inscriptions of 
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power on the body, our attention is immediately drawn to the writing implements, to who is doing 

the marking, and for what purpose. The instruments used to impress stigma on the other extend 

from bloody implements of state violence to more symbolic forms of public shaming, including 

stigmatising visual and textual representations in popular media. This chapter draws on the long 

history of the penal tattoo, and associated violent practices of marking and public shaming to add 

depth to an understanding of stigma as a form of power written on the body. What emerges is an 

incredibly rich and expansive history of stigma as an inscriptive form of power.  

 

[A] The ancient penal history of stigma 

 

¢ƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ originates in a clutch of Ancient Greek words, derived from the root stig-, 

meaning to prick or to puncture.93 Lƴ ǘƘŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅǎ ΨStigma: Tattooing and Branding in Graeco-Roman 

!ƴǘƛǉǳƛǘȅΩ όмфупύ ŀƴŘ Ψ{ǘƛƎƳŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀǘǘƻƻΩ όнлллύΣ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ WƻƴŜǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ 

received understanding of the meaning of stigma in the Graeco-Roman world.  Through meticulous 

research, Jones uncovered that in Ancient Greece the verb stizo was used to describe ink tattooing 

with needles or other sharp implements on human skin, and stigma described the resulting mark. In 

short, a stigma was an ink tattoo, an involuntary tattoo, pricked into human ǎƪƛƴ ŦƻǊ ΨǇŜƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΩΦ94  As Jones and other classics scholars have revealed, penal stigmatisation was 

ΨǊƻǳǘƛƴŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ !ƴŎƛŜƴǘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜǎΦ  

One of the ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎƛȄǘƘ-century BC 

poetry written by Asius of Samos, who uses the word stigmatias ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ Ψŀ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǎƭŀǾŜΩΤ and 

slaves are henceforth regularly and scornfully referred to with words such as literati (lettered), 

stigmatici (tattooed), inscripti (inscribed), and graptoi (written upon). Indeed, in the Graeco-Roman 

world, penal tattooing was a punishment reserved exclusively for non-citizens: slaves, indentured 

labourers, prisoners of war, other resident aliens or religious minorities. As Plato wrote in The Laws, 
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a dialogue on the ethics of government, 'if anyone is caught committing sacrilege, if he be a slave or 

a stranger, let his offence be written on his face and his hands'. 95   

Penal tattooing involved the inscription of words, symbols, and sometimes full sentences 

into the skin. These tattoos Ψǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊƛƳŜΩ ƛƴƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜΦ96 Records 

ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ Ψ¢ƘƛŜŦΩ ƻǊ Ψ{ǘƻǇ ƳŜΣ LϥƳ ŀ ǊǳƴŀǿŀȅΩΣ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘΦ97 If you 

survived the torture of being tattooed (without antiseptic) you would never be free of the stigma, 

ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜΣ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΩ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŘŜƭƛōƭȅ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΩΦ98 

!ǎ aŀǊƪ DǳǎǘŀŦǎƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ ŦƻǊŎƛōƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜΩ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

ōŜŜƴ ΨŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŦŜƭǘΣ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴΩΦ99 Certainly, a tattoo on the face would have been difficult to 

conceŀƭΥ ΨǘƘŜ ƎŀȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƻƻƪŜǊ ƛǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƭŜΤ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘΩΦ100 

Penal stigmatisation was intentionally visible, a public form of inscription designed to 

humiliate and inculcate shame. The Greek philosopher Bion (c.325 ς c.250 BC) described how his 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ Ψƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ Χ ŀ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ώsyngraphenϐ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 

ƘŀǊǎƘƴŜǎǎΩΦ101 The Byzantine chronicler Zonaras records a case from the 8th century of two brothers, 

Christian monks, whose ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ƛŎƻƴǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŜȄŜŎǊŀōƭŜ 

ǇƻŜǘǊȅΩ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀŎŜǎΦ102 Later sainted as Theodorus and Theophanes, these brothers came 

to be known by the surname GraptiΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪ ΨƎǊŀǇǘƻƛΩΣ meaning written upon. Penal 

stigmatisation was a form of bodily inscription which, as the Roman emperor Valerius Maximus (AD 

14ς37)  put itΣ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŜƴŀƭǘȅϥΦ103   

Page duBois draws our attention to a play written by Herondas in the third-century BC, in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψŀ ǎƭŀǾŜ ƛǎ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾŜǊōƛŀƭ ǿƻǊŘǎ άƪƴƻǿ ǘƘȅǎŜƭŦέΩΦ104  This 

ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƳŜǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ŀ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘƻ ΨƘŀǎ ƭƻǎǘ 

ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƭŀǾŜΩ ōȅ ŎƘŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙer.105  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƭǇƘƛŎ ƳŀȄƛƳ Ψƪƴƻǿ ǘƘȅǎŜƭŦΩ 

underscores the way in which a penal stigmatisation functioned as an injunction to a particular kind 

of self-ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ ŀ ƳƻǊǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ Ψƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΩ ōȅ 

ΨƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ ƛƴ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊΦ106  Stigmatisation was thus an act of 
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pedagogical violence through which a person was tutored back into a place of unfreedom, and a 

means through which domestic slaves, indentured miners, soldiers, roadbuilders, munitions workers 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƴƛŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ ς stigmata signalled that that your 

labour (and body) was owned by another.107 

This Graeco-Roman practice of writing a crime or criminal sentence into the skin adds a 

literal dimension to the practice of being sentenced. As Steven Connor suggests, ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪ ƛƴŎƛǎŜŘ 

or pricked or burned upon the body of the criminal, the law precipitates a lasting sign of its action, 

the letter of the law made actual and presentΦΩ108 !ǎ ŀ ΨǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ stigmatisation was designed to permanently lower your social status.109 For example, in 

Ancient Rome, where slaves could theoretically earn their freedom, a Roman law from the fourth-

century AD details that slaves who had been tattooed on account of a crime should never be 

allowed to become free citizens. If a tattooed slave later earned their freedom they were consigned 

Ψǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜ ƴƻƴ-ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩΦ110 A penal tattoo (a stigma) relegated the 

stigmatised to a bottom rung in the extant social hierarchy. The letters on your body marked your 

exclusion from citizenship (and rights).  

The Ancient Greeks associated voluntary tattooing, undertaken as an aesthetic and/or a 

ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨōŀǊōŀǊƛŀƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎǇƛǎŜŘ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

Thracians.111 Surviving Greek pottery portrays Thracian women as marked with decorative tattoos.112 

Indeed, within the iconography of vase painting, Greek artists employed tattoos to visually 

differentiate Thracian women, other foreigners and enslaved people from their unmarked Greek 

superiors. Lƴ Ψ{ǘƛƎƳŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀǘǘƻƻΩ, Christopher Jones suggests that it was likely because of this abject 

cultural association between tattoos and feminised foreign others that the Greeks developed the 

practice of tattooing slaves as a humiliating punishment. As we shall see, the association between 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊƛƭȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ŀƴŘ ΨōŀǊōŀǊƛŀƴǎΩ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǾƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŜǳƎŜƴƛŎƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƛƴ 

the nineteenth century, when the tattoo became foundational to the development of the discipline 

of criminology, and its ancƛŜƴǘ Ŏƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨōŀǊōŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǾƛŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ 
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ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ ōƻǘƘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ƻǳǘǇƻǎǘǎ ς including 

India.113 

Penal stigmatisation was so entrenched a practice in antiquity that it began to be used 

metaphorically as a term of disgrace. The Greek orator and writer Aelius Aristides (117ς181 BC) 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ tƭŀǘƻ ŦƻǊ ǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ Ψȅƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎ 

ƎƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪǎΩΦ114  The Roman Poet Martial (circa AD 38ς104) 

ŀƭǎƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ heat of my anger burns into you will 

remain for good and be read throughout the world, and Cinnamus [an acclaimed historian] with his 

ŎǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŜǊŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎΩΦ115 The Roman writer known as Nicanor Stigmatias (in the 

early second century) was given the name Stigmatias as a teasing reference to his work as a 

grammatican, a labour which involved punctuating text; the joke being that it was unimaginable that 

a citizen, especially one of such high standing, would be actually stigmatised. It is in these ancient 

allegorical uses of the term stigma, that the modern understanding of stigma as a symbolic mark of 

disgrace was forged. Indeed, these metaphorical uses mark the beginning of a traffic in the meaning 

of stigma, between stigma as a literal punishment, and the more psychological meanings that stigma 

subsequently acquired.  

 

[A] Capturing labour  

In the Ancient Graeco-Roman world, penal stigmas had a specific economic function as a mechanism 

for the systematic exploitation of specific classes of people. That is, stigmatisation was a way of 

marking bodies in order to secure an indentured or slave labour force. Over time, the economic 

efficacy of penal tattooing intensified as ΨǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄƛƭŜ ŀƴŘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅΣ ƘŀǊŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΩΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 

ΨǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ ώǿŀǎϐ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴΩΦ116 Indeed, the Romans extended 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ψŀƭƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ employing stigma en 
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masse to generate new sources of slave labour for the vast economies and infrastructures of 

expanding Empires.117  

In the Roman period, while a penal stigma might still record the name of a specific crime or 

infraction, it was as likely to spell out the type and length of the criminal sentence bequeathed by a 

court of law, or the name of the emperor under whose jurisdiction a sentence of hard labour was 

enforced. As the classics scholar Mark Gustafson details, there is extensive evidence in late antiquity 

of the words metallicae damnationis (condemned to the mines) being tattooed on the foreheads of 

those convicted in Roman courts. People marked in this way were called the metallic. They were 

ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘΣ ΨōŜŀǘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƭǳōǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƛƴŜŘΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŜŘΣ ōȅ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŀΣ ǘƻ LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ 

outposts, where they would be lucky indeed to survive their sentence of hard labour.118 The Romans 

also regularly tattooed captured enemy soldiers during border skirmishes and expropriation of 

territory, and tattooed army recruits (evidence suggests mainly on the wrists) so they could be 

ΨǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ƛƴǘƻ ƘƛŘƛƴƎΩΦ119   

As the classics scholarship suggests, the meaning of stigma is entwined with slavery, with the 

punishment of the enslaved and with the capture of people as unfree labour. In Metamorphoses 

(The Golden Ass), the Roman writer Apuleius (c.AD 124ς170) describes an utterly abject scene of 

ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦƭƻǳǊ ƳƛƭƭΦ ²ƘƛǇ ƳŀǊƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƪƛƴ ΨǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǾƛŘ ǿŜƭǘǎΩΣ 

their heads are half-shaven, and their feet are chained together.120   What marks out these mill-

workers as slaves who have been sentenced to indentured labour is their tattooed foreheads 

(frontes litterati).  

Graeco-Roman economies ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎƭŀǾŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΩΥ ΨǎƭŀǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ ƳƛƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ 

on the rural estates and in the workshops and businesses of the wealthy, and served them in their 

ƘƻƳŜǎΩΦ121 ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ΨŦƻǊƎŜǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

underpinned these often-venerated cradles of European civilization and democracy. Or rather, 

ancient systems of slavery have been mystified and romanticised in ways that disguise the material 

realities of enslavement, including the fact that ΨǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪǎ ŀƴŘ wƻƳŀƴǎ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜŘ 
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ǎƭŀǾŜǎΩΦ122 As Page Řǳ.ƻƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƻǊǘǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǎŎŜǇǘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǳǇƻƴ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜ ōŜƛƴƎǎΩΦ123   

Penal stigmatisation ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ 

enslavement. Indeed, a penal stigma was often a record of an escape attempt. In some cases, slaves 

who had previously tried to escape would be collared rather than tattooed. These slave collars were 

iron neck rings which would have been riveted in place, and the inscriptions on ǘƘŜƳ ΨƻŦǘŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘΩΦ124 

{ŜǾŜǊŀƭ wƻƳŀƴ ǎƭŀǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǊǎ ΨƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ŦǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ 

at least, a metal neck collar was permaneƴǘΩΦ125  One surviving fourth- or fifth-century Roman slave 

ŎƻƭƭŀǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ōǊƻƴȊŜ ǘŀƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀŘǎΥ ΨL ƘŀǾŜ Ǌǳƴ ŀǿŀȅΤ ƘƻƭŘ ƳŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ½ƻƴƛƴǳǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŀ ƎƻƭŘ ŎƻƛƴΦΩ126 Like the advertisements for runaway chattel slaves 

posted in British and North American newspapers more than 1,000 years later, these penal forms of 

stigmatisation signalled commodification and ownership, and were a means of identification, 

capture and retrieval.  

 

[A] Threads of racism  

In Black and British a Forgotten History (2016), David Olusoga details a similar fashion for slave 

collars in eighteenth-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΥ Ψǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōǊŀǎǎ ƻǊ ŎƻǇǇŜǊΣ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƭǾŜǊΩΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǊǎ ΨǿŜǊŜ 

ǊƛǾŜǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǇŀŘƭƻŎƪŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΩΦ127 A runaway advertisement 

posted in The Edinburgh Evening Courant in 1727 reads: 

 

w¦b ŀǿŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ тǘƘ Lƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ 5ǊΦ DǳǎǘŀǾǳǎ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ [ƻŘƎƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ DƭŀǎƎƻǿΣ ŀ bŜƎǊƻ 

Woman, named Ann, being about 18 Years of Age, with a green Gown and a Brass Collar 

about hŜǊ bŜŎƪΣ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ²ƻǊŘǎ άDǳǎǘŀǾǳǎ .Ǌƻǿƴ ƛƴ 5ŀƭƪƛŜǘƘ Ƙƛǎ bŜƎǊƻΣ 

мтнсΦέ ²ƘƻŜǾŜǊ ŀǇǇǊŜƘŜƴŘǎ ƘŜǊΣ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΣ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǿƻ DǳƛƴŜŀǎ 
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Reward, and necessary Charges allowed by Laurance Dinwiddie Junior Merchant in Glasgow, 

or by James Mitchelson, Jeweller in Edinburgh. 

 

People like Ann who were collared in Georgian England were evidentially unfree and considered 

property.128 Just as in Ancient Rome, these slave collars ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ 

the absent ƻǿƴŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜΩ.129 In so doing, they stigmatise the 

collared person as a possession, an object ς a Negro.  That those stigmatised in this way were not 

considered fully human is underscored by eighteenth-century English paintings such as Bartholomew 

5ŀƴŘǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ A Young Girl with an Enslaved Servant and a Dog (c. 1725), in which both the 

servant and dog are collared. Olusoga ŘƛǊŜŎǘǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀ мтнс ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ΨaŀǘǘƘŜǿ 5ȅŜǊΣ ŀ 

ƎƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘ ƻƴ 5ǳŎƪ [ŀƴŜ ƛƴ ²ŜǎǘƳƛƴǎǘŜǊΩΣ ǿƘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŜǎ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ŎƻƭƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀŘƭƻŎƪǎ ΨŦƻǊ 

.ƭŀŎƪǎ ƻǊ 5ƻƎǎΩΦ130 

The similarities between the tattooing, branding and collaring of slaves in the Ancient 

Graeco-Roman Empires, and in Georgian Britain at the dawn of another European Empire, is striking. 

In The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity όнллпύΣ .ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴ LǎŀŀŎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘǊŀŎŜ ΨǊŜŘ 

ǘƘǊŜŀŘǎΩ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǇǊƻǘƻ-ǊŀŎƛǎƳǎΩ ƛn the Graeco-Roman world and modern scientific 

ǊŀŎƛǎƳǎΦ !ǎ LǎŀŀŎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ Ψracism is a phenomenon that can assume many apparently different 

shapes and forms while preserving a remarkable element of continuity which is undeniable, once it 

is traced over the ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΩΦ131 {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ /ŜŘǊƛŎ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜΩ ŦƻǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

ǊŀŎƛǎƳΣ Ψƛǘǎ ƻǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΣ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ƛǘǎ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƛǘǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ 

ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ !ǊƛǎǘƻǘƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎΩ 

for slavery in the Ancient world.132 This racialised understanding of slavery in the Ancient world is 

ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘΣ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ 

slavery are always racialised. Amongst critical race scholars, the general consensus is that modern 

epistemologies of race emerged during the European Renaissance with European colonisation of the 

Americas. Scholars such as Sylvia Wynter, C. L. R James and Aimé Césarie suggest that modern 
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racism is coincident with Columbus's discovery of the West Indies in 1492, the expansion of the 

West into the New World and the racial genocides that followed.  

What we can say with certainty is that penal tattooing forms part of a long and expansive 

European tradition of social classification through degrading forms of bodily marking, and is linked 

ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǎΦ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƭŀǾŜ ƭŀōƻǊ 

ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŜǊŀΩΦ133 We also know also that the 

penal tattooing of slaves, sŜǊŦǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭŀǘŜ 

ŀƴǘƛǉǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ȅȊŀƴǘƛƴŜ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΩΦ134 With the 

advent of the colonial capitalist world order from the fifteenth century, distinctions between citizens 

and slaves, civilised and barbarian, capital and labour, and between the propertied and unpropertied 

classes sedimented in the creation of a new classed, gendered and racialised social hierarchies. The 

European men who placed themselves at the top of this new global racial order exported and 

innovated penal stigmatisation as technologies of classification and subjugation.  

In summary, stigma is an Ancient Greek word which originated to describe forced tattooing 

ς words, marks and images etched into the skin against your will, in ways designed to permanently 

lower your social status and curtail your mobility. In a world before identity-cards, passports, finger-

printing, bio-metric forms of marking, penal tattooing was an important technology of identification, 

surveillance and social control, innovated and expanded to aid colonial expansion. Seeing the 

tattooed faces of slaves and indentured labourers doubtless functioned as a terrorising warning to 

others, assisting with the task of imposing order on the variously dispossessed and disenfranchised 

multi-ethnic classes of slaves and non-citizens who lived within the vast territories of these ancient 

empires, and quelling the freedom dreams of conquered and subjugated peoples. Stigma was also, 

then, an important form of political publicity.  

 

[A] Misogyny and stigma 
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Penal stigma also has a gendered history. In Women and Power: A Manifesto (2017), Mary Beard 

teaches us that women of all social classes were barred from (full) citizenship in the Graeco-Roman 

world.  Even elite women had no independent legal personhood, but existed in a property 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ƳŀƭŜ ƘŜŀŘǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ tŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ hǊŀǘƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ 

ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜΩ ƻŦ ŜƭƛǘŜ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛty.135 Citizenship was in effect demarcated by those who had the right to 

speak in public (and in so doing could participate in politics), and those who did not. Only free male 

citizens could exercise this right. The mothers, wives and daughters of citizens, along with slaves and 

foreigners, were prohibited from public speech.  

If the exclusion of slaves from citizenship was distinguished by their vulnerability to being 

written upon, women were identified by their muteness.136  Beard quotes a second-century AD 

writŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ Ψŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀǎ ƳƻŘŜǎǘƭȅ ƎǳŀǊŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊǎ 

ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎǳŀǊŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎǘǊƛǇǇƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΩΦ137 There is a relationship, then, between the 

social position of women of all social classes and that of slaves of both sexes ς in as much as they all 

ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΦ tŀƎŜ Řǳ.ƻƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 

ƭƛƪŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘŀōƭŜǘΣ ŀ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ άǇƭƻǳƎƘŜŘΣέ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǳƎƘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴƛǎ 

of her husband and maǎǘŜǊΩΦ138 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅΣ ŀǎ .ŜŀǊŘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΣ ōǳǘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘǊǳƳǇŜǘŜŘΣ ŦƭŀǳƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ōȅ ƳŀƭŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΦ 

Greek and Roman literature is replete with examples of women actively being silenced. The muzzling 

of women was publicised in every genre of cultural production ς in legal documents, in philosophy 

ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ǇƭŀȅǎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ 

mocked; they are transformed into wordless statutes, animals, nymphs, echoes, and they are more 

violently ΨǎƘǳǘ ǳǇΩ ς raped, mutilated, their tongues cut out.  

The parading of gagged and silenced women in antiquity has cast a long shadow. As Beard 

ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ƛŘeology of some distant culture. Distant in time it may be. But I want 

to underline that this is a tradition of gendered speaking ς and the theorising of gendered speaking ς 
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ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƘŜƛǊǎΩΦ139  The ancient genealogy of misogyny is instructive, she 

argues, in understanding the machinations of contemporary ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ΨǉǳƛŜǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ōŜƴŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇ ŦƭƻƻǊΩΦ140 What is the 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣ .ŜŀǊŘ ŜƴǉǳƛǊŜǎΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ψ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎŀǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ 

practices of gagging women?141 !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ Ψƴƻǘ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘΩ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ΨǇŀȅ ŀ 

ǾŜǊȅ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƘŜŀǊŘΩΦ142  .ŜŀǊŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŎƛŜƴǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŘŜ Ŏŀǎǘ ōȅ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ 

of misogyny deepens our understanding of how we might learn from antiquity.  

 

[Insert Figure 1 here: Branked woman being ridden by a man] 

 
[Caption:] CƛƎǳǊŜ мΥ ΨAnn Bidlestone being ridden through the streets of Newcastle by an officer of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩ by Ralph Gardiner, 1655. 

 

 

[A] ΨaǳȊȊƭŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŘƻƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŀŘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΩ 

 

The public exhibition of silenced and gagged women continued in Europe for millennia. In medieval 

9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǎŎƻƭŘƛƴƎΩ ƛƴǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

thirteenth century. The scolding of garrulous women was also represented (often in comic guises) in 

church woodcarvings and stained-glass windows, in which the women are often depicted with 

gorgets (bands of linen) pressed over their mouths.143 This practice of gagging women is most 

ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŎƻƭŘΩǎ ōǊƛŘƭŜΩ ƻǊ ΨōǊŀƴƪΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ employed in Britain (and her 

colonies) from the sixteenth until the mid nineteenth century to torture and publicly humiliate 

women whose speech was deemed unruly, rowdy or otherwise troublesome (see Figure 1, an 

engraving based on a witness 1655 account).144  ¢ƘŜ ōǊŀƴƪ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǳƴƛǎƘ ΨƻƭŘŜǊ 
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women such as widows and paupersΩ who were perceived as Ψŀ ŘǊŀƛƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘΩ ƻǊ as not under 

the appropriate control of a male head of household.145 

Branks ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƛǊƻƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘŀǊǇ ƳŜǘŀƭ 

ƎŀƎ ƻǊ ōƛǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƴƎǳŜΩΦ146  Surviving branks reveal 

that the bit was sometimes spiked with pins, which would have pierced the tongue and the 

ǊƻƻŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƴƪ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǊƛŘŘŜƴΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ōȅ ŀ 

ƳŀƭŜ ΨǊƛŘŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ƧŜǊƪŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ continually disturbed the bit in 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΣ ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ƘŜǊ ǘŜŜǘƘΣ ǎƘŀǘǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƧŀǿōƻƴŜΣ ƻǊ ƭŀŎŜǊŀǘŜ ƘŜǊ 

ǘƻƴƎǳŜΩΦ147  

The riding of the branked woman was a form of street theatre. E. P. Thompson 

describes the noise of jeering and clattering ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ΨǊƻǳƎƘ ƳǳǎƛŎΩ 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŀǎ ΨǊƛǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ148  At the end of this mocking parade, 

the branked woman would have been made to stand in a market square or village green and 

subjected to verbal scorn, and had mud, stones, urine, shit and rotten food thrown at her. In 

мсусΣ ƻƴŜ 5Ǌ tƭƻǘǘ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƴƪ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ Ψǘƛƭƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ 

ŀƭƭ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ149  

There is only one known surviving first-hand account of the experience of being 

branked, which was written by Dorothy Waugh, a servant from Preston in Lancashire. 

Waugh, a radical Quaker, was branked by the Mayor of Carlisle for preaching in the town in 

мсррΦ ²ŀǳƎƘΩǎ account was later published in a pamphlet, which was intended to stir 

sympathy and support for the persecution of the Quakers, and it begins with her arrest at 

the market place in Carlisle, before ƘŜǊ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ 

Mayor. 
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[The Mayor was] so violent & full of passion that he scarce asked me any more questions, 

but called to one of his followers to bring the bridle as he called it to put upon me, and was 

to be on three hours, and that which they called so was like a steel cap and my hat 

being violently plucked off which was pinned to my head whereby they tore my clothes to 

put on their bridle as they called it, which was a stone weight of Iron and three bars of Iron 

to come over my face, and a peece of it was put in my mouth, which was so 

unreasonable big a thing for that place as cannot be well related, which was locked to my 

head. And so I stood their time with my hands bound behind me with the stone weight of 

Iron upon my head and the bitt in my mouth to keep me from speaking. And the Mayor said 

he would make me an example to all that should come in that name. And the people to see 

ƳŜ ǎƻ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘƭȅ ŀōǳǎŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǘŜŀǊǎΧ!ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŘƻƻǊ 

demanded two pence of everyone who came to see me while their bridle remained. After a 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ΧǘƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΧ ǎŜƴǘ me out of the city with it on, and gave me very vile and unsavoury 

words, which were not Ŧƛǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǘƻ 

whip me out of the town, from constable to constable to send me, till I came to my own 

home.150 

 

Silvia CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƎŜ ƻŦ wŜŀǎƻƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǿƴ ƻŦ 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŎƻƭŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳǳȊȊƭŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŘƻƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŀŘŜŘ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΩΦ151 The branking and scolding of woman was part and parcel, Federici suggests, 

of a broader movement of capitalist accumulation through enclosure. As we shall see, this process 

was characterised in England by the enclosure of land but also involved the enclosure of social 

relations. As Federici argues the European witch-hunts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

was part of this project, Ψŀ ǿŀǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ Χ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŘŜƳƻƴƛȊŜ 

ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΦ152 The stigmatising punishments meted out to outspoken, 

unruly women was, then, part of a deeper and wider political project (of capitalist enclosure) which 
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signalled the hardening of a gendered social contract in which women were understood as the 

property of men.  

This enclosure of women within the new social relations of the Patriarchal capitalist state 

ǿŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ Ƴŀǎǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨŎƻǳƴǘƭŜǎǎ ƳƛǎƻƎȅƴƛǎǘƛŎ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŎǘǎΩΦ153 As 

Federici notes, Ψ{ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜΩǎ The Taming of the Shrew (1593) waǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜΩΦ154 

Indeed, publicity was a central function of these ritual stigmatising punishments. The scolding of 

women functioned as a warning to other women to hold their tongues. More than this, the riding of 

branked women, the piercing of ǘƻƴƎǳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǇǇƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƻǊƴΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ǘƘŜ ǿƛǘŎƘŜǎ ǇŜǊƛǎƘŜŘΩΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴŜǿ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴǘ domestic womanhood were 

forged. 155 

 

[A] Branking in the twenty-first century  

More than traces of this history persist in the misogynistic violence regularly employed to stigmatise 

women today in practices of public scolding which seek to silence and deter women from political 

and public speech. For example, as numerous feminist scholars have detailed, the rise of social 

media platforms has seen a significant intensification of misogynist vitriol and threats of violence 

directed against women.156 The scolding of women in virtual public spaces extends from practices 

involving the use of humiliating, sexist and often sexualized epitaphs (cunt, bitch, whore), to physical 

threats (most frequently threats of sexual violence and rape).157 Speech which, as Dorothy Waugh 

described it, is characterised by Ψvile and unsavoury words, which were not fit to proceed out of any 

ƳŀƴΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΩ. 

These virtual branking campaigns escalate and move offline when sustained trolling 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ 

addresses or phone numbers, sometimes leading to stalking or physical acts of harm.  This 

ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ-ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ frequently triggered when women speak out in public, 

often when they raise issues of inequality, but also when they participate more generally in political 
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or public debate ς as many women politicians and public figures have discovered to their cost. 158 

Indeed, Mary Beard was prompted to write Women and Power: A Manifesto after becoming subject 

to misogynistic trolling campaigns. After I published my book Revolting Subjects, I received death 

threats, including a suggestion I should be cremated in a gas oven. For many women communication 

technologies which have ostensibly been designed to enhance, facilitate and democratise public 

speech are also experienced as stigma machines ς spiked with threats of violence.  

In short, men continue to use stigmatising devices to brank women ς that is, to humiliate 

them in order to deter them from public speech and terrorise them into silence. As in the 

seventeenth century, these twenty-first century practices of branking weaponise stigma to inculcate 

ŦŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǊǘŀƛƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ 

 

While Stigma focuses on developing an account of stigma as an inscriptive form of power which 

operates through the axis of raceςclass, the penal history of stigma reminds us that stigma is also a 

mechanism of Patriarchal power. It stresses also how ritual forms of humiliation are elements within 

the wider systems of stigmatising classifications which accompanied the emergence of a new 

capitalist world order. Just as the scolding of women intensified with the emergence of the capitalist 

state, other stigmatising punishments were devised to punish, control and mark the criminalised 

ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŀ ŘƻƳƛƴƛƻƴǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ to note 

that branking devices were employed in exactly the same historical period to muzzle enslaved 

people on colonial plantations (see Figure 2).  

 

[A] Slave Masks 

 

Historical evidence suggest that slave masks were sometimes used to subdue resistance when 

people were captured and transported in coffles (lines of people fasted together with wooden 

planks, ropes or chains) from the African interior to the coast, and during the holding of people in 
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slave factories and slave ships. Slave masks were employed more often as a punishment for 

insubordination or escape attempts on colonial plantations in the West Indies and Americas, and as 

a means of preventing the enslaved from eating crops, or soil ς ΨŘƛǊǘ ŜŀǘƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ 

method of self-harm and suicide amongst the enslaved.159 

In Plantation Memories: Episodes of Everyday Racism (2008), the Portuguese artist and 

academic Grace Kilomba explores the historical dynamics of contemporary racisms in Europe 

through the cultural archive of plantation era violence. Kilomba introduces us to a figure from her 

childhood, ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ .ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴ ǎŀƛƴǘ Ψ9ǎŎǊŀǾŀ !ƴŀǎǘłŎƛŀΩ ς an enslaved woman of African descent 

who is usually depicted wearing a muzzle over her mouth and an iron collar around her neck. 

Anastácia has been muzzled, one version of the legend has it, to stop her speaking of her sexual 

torture and rape by a plantation owner. Kilomba argues that the muzzling of enslaved women 

ΨǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΧΦ Lǘ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŘƛǎǘƛŎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŎǊǳŜƭ 

ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƭŜƴŎƛƴƎΩΦ160 

In 1968, an illustration of a masked and collared woman made by the French artist Jacques 

Arago circa 1817 was discovered in a Rio church in Brazil, and ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ wƛƻΩǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ 

(Museo de Negro) (see Figure 2). This image was interpreted by many black Brazilians as evidence 

for the existence of the mythical Anastácia.161 Indeed, the display of this single image saw the cult of 

Escrava Anastácia grip Brazil. For many descendants of the enslaved, Escrava Anastácia remains a 

venerated figure ς a defiant rebellious symbol of the resistance of black women. As Kilomba 

suggests, the veneration of Escrava Anastácia, the making of shrines and icons and in her image, is a 

means of speaking the history of slavery, colonialism, and of making visible its enduring legacies of 

anti-black racism and misogynoir sexual violence. 

 

[Insert Figure 2 near here] 
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[Caption:] Figure 2:  ΨEscrava !ƴŀǎǘłŎƛŀΩ, engraving of an enslaved woman by Jacques Arago, whom 

ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ΨałǎŎŀǊŀ ŘŜ ŦƭŀƴŘǊŜǎΩΣ originally printed in Souvenirs d'un aveugle: voyage 

autour du monde in 1868. 

 

[A] The changing meanings of tattoos  

While the word stigma has its roots in practices of penal tattooing and slavery in the ancient world, 

ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊƛƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǘƻŘŀȅ -- although 

interestingly one of the most popular brands of ink-tattooing machines is called Stigma. One of the 

likely reasons for the obfuscation of the etymological associations between the word stigma and 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǘŀǘǘƻƻΩ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

in the eighteenth century, a word which is primarily used to denote voluntarily bodily inscriptions for 

aesthetic or cultural reasons. In a ground-breaking collection of essays, Written on the Body: The 

Tattoo in European and American History (2000), Jane Caplan explains that the Western history of 

ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ΨǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΩΦ162 

The first doŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǘŀǘǘƻƻΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

cartographer WŀƳŜǎ /ƻƻƪΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƛƴ мтсф ǿƘŜƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛǇ Ia{ Endeavour arrived at the Pacific Island 

group of ¢ŀƘƛǘƛ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛŀƴǎ ΨǘŀǘǘƻǿƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƪƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƘarp bone or shell 

ŀƴŘ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴƪ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎŀƴŘƭŜ ƴǳǘǎ Ψƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŘŜƭƛōƭŜΩ.163 Contemporary 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊƻƛŎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ /ƻƻƪΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀŎƛŦƛŎΦ 

Frequently mentioned is a young tattooed Polynesian man called Mai (Omai) who had worked as an 

interpreter for Cook, and who was brought to England in 1774. On his arrival, Mai was exhibited to 

ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŀ ΨaǳǎŜǳƳ ƻŦ /ǳǊƛƻǎƛǘƛŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ƻƻƪΩǎ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ 

botanist Joseph Banks.  During his two-year stay in Britain, Mai was examined by scientists, 

presented at the court of George III and to scholars at the University of Cambridge, then toured 

around country estates, and drawn and painted by the most celebrated artists of the day.  
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Polynesian tattoos entered British visual and literary culture through paintings, drawings, 

engravings, prints and stories about Mai. The most famous visual depiction of Mai was Portrait of 

Omai (1776) by the fashionable London portrait painter Joshua Reynolds, which was exhibited at the 

Royal Academy Exhibition. Reynolds portrays Mai in a classical idiom, turbaned and draped in toga-

like robes, with the distinctive tattoos which so fascinated eighteenth-century London society clearly 

visible on his hands and arms. Mai would be the first of many tattooed people displayed as exotic 

objects of curiosity in Europe.  

Conventional chronologies of tattooing in Europe describe how European sailors adopted 

and adapted practices of Polynesian tattooing, and began inking themselves as a means of recording 

their travels and marking their identities on their skin. Certainly, by the nineteenth century, 

voluntary tattooing was widely practised amongst the working classes, particularly those who lived 

and worked on the social margins, such as sailors and travelling labourers. However, a focus on 

fashions for voluntarily acquired tattoos occludes the fact that practices of penal tattooing co-

existed within Europe in the same period. In medieval and early-modern Europe, up to and including 

eighteenth-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǘŀǘǘƻƻΩ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ, the penal tattooing and/or 

branding of convicted criminals was an established practice.  

As /ŀǇƭŀƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘΩ ΨƳŀŘŜ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩΦ164 Lƴ CǊŀƴŎŜΣ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ муонΣ ΨƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ōǊŀƴŘŜŘ ƻǊ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ 

G or GAL was tattooed on those sentenced to indentured labour on galleys, and TP (short for 

travaux publics) for those condemned to hard labour in public works, which might well involve 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŜƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƻƴȅΦ  {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ Ψŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ ƳŀǊƪǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ± ŦƻǊ 

vagrant, to thumb-ōǊŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ άaέ ŦƻǊ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜǊΣ ƻǊ ά¢έ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛŜŦΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎtigmatise criminals 

and the indigent poor.165 Judicial practices of penal tattooing and branding continued well into the 

nineteenth century. For example, the penal tattooing of serfs (unfree indentured peasant labourers), 

was not abolished in Russia until 1863.166 Lƴ ǘƘŜ {ƛōŜǊƛŀƴ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊŦǎΩ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ 
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convicted of a crime, had the letters KAT (for katorshnikiΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎƭŀǾŜΩ) tattooed into their 

ŎƘŜŜƪǎ ƻǊ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ΨƎǳƴǇƻǿŘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǊǳōōŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǳƴŘǎΩΦ167  

 

While I was writing Stigma I undertook jury service at the Crown Court in Lancaster, which is housed 

inside the medieval Lancaster Castle ς ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀ ǎŎƻƭŘΩǎ ōǊƛŘƭŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ 

one of the oldest courts in England, and in the dock there ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀƴƎǎ Ψŀ metal holdfast designed to 

ƛƳƳƻōƛƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǊƻƴ ŜƳōƻǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ aΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 

heated and applied to the brawn of the thumb, identifying the convicted prisoner as a 

'malefactor'.168 It was from this practice of branding convicted prisoners that the custom arose of 

requiring those on trial to raise his or her hand while they swore on the bible, so judge and jury 

could see whether they bore the mark of a previous conviction. The last recorded use of this 

branding iron was in 1811.  

Lancaster was one of the major judicial centres for the sentencing to transportation of 

convicts to colonial outposts during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As I noted in the 

Introduction, eighteenth-century Lancaster was also the fourth largest slave-trading port in England. 

²ƘƛƭŜ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘŜǊǎ ǎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ōǊŀƴŘŜŘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴǎ ŀǎ ŎƘŀǘǘŜƭ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎΣ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 

judicial elites branded and transported the English poor to North America, the West Indies, and, 

after the American War of Independence, to Australia. For a period, then, Lancaster was a small but 

significant global headquarters for the forced movement of unfree labour across the world.  

For the hundred years between 1700-1800 at least 122 ships sailed from Lancaster to the 

cƻŀǎǘ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ ǎŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴΩǎ. Lancaster merchants were 

involved in the capture and selling of an estimated 30,000 people. We can now scrutinise the 

records of Lancaster ships in the trans-Atlantic slave ship database.169 For example, the slave ship 

Thomas and John, captained by Thomas Paley, purchased 152 people in the Sierra Leone estuary in 

1768 and delivered 130 survivors to the slave market in Savanna la Mar in Jamaica, before returning 

with a cargo of sugar, rum, cotton, pimento, logwood and 36 planks of mahogany to Lancaster 
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Quay.170 This ship was owned by Thomas Hinde, a former slave ship captain, come slave ship-owner, 

merchant and plantation investor, and twice a Mayor of Lancaster. Indeed, it would be difficult to 

ŦƛƴŘ ŀ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ŜƭƛǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

euphemistically referred to as the West-Indies trade.171  

This mixed traffic and trade in stigmatised bodies underscores the extent to which the tattoo 

όŀƴŘ ōǊŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪύ ǿŀǎ Ψŀ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƻǳǎƭȅ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΣ 

ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǎΣ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎΣ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳǎΣ ǎŀƛƭƻǊǎΣ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ and 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘǎΩΦ172 However, there are crucial differences in the meaning and function of these 

bodily inscriptions. For example, those convicted in the Lancaster Assizes who were deported from 

England with the indelible brand of a criminal class on their thumb, travelled as human beings not as 

property. The conditions they endured on board prison hulks and ships were wretched, dangerous 

and sometimes deadly. Nevertheless, transported people kept their names, and their conviction and 

forced emigration was recorded ς a difference underscored by the fact that Australian citizens can 

today use court archives to trace histories of transportation in their family trees; an impossibility for 

the descendants of enslaved Africans whose relatives travelled as chattel (and whose owners 

ŎƘǊƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ƴŀƳŜǎύΦ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŜŘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ƳŜƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ΨǿŜǊŜ ǎǘǊƛǇǇŜŘ ƻŦ 

ŀƭƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜǎΩΤ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ǿŀǎ ΨǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

insurance purposeǎΩΦ173 As Saidiya Hartman reflects, for the descendants of enslaved Africans 

ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ Ψa past that has been obliterated so that even traces 

ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƭŜŦǘΦ Χ [ƛŦŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΤ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭd never be 

ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ǳǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΩΦ174 In contrast, after 

completing a sentence of forced labour, deported convicts were able to earn (or buy) their freedom. 

Indeed, those convicts shipped to Virginia from England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

sometimes used their freedom to purchase slaves.175 
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The differential meaning of tattooed bodies in the eighteenth century is exemplified by the 

fact that advertisements for public exhibitions of drawings and etchings of Mai, whose tattoos were 

an object of intense public curiosity,176 appeared in mid-eighteenth-century British newspapers at 

the same time as newspaper advertisements seeking the return of branded, tattooed, lettered, 

numbered and collared chattel slaves. In 1743, the year before tattooed Mai arrived in England, 

celebrity artist and satirist William Hogarth painted The Inspection, which depicted the young 

ǎȅǇƘƛƭƛǘƛŎ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ±ƛǎŎƻǳƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ΨC/Ω ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ōǊŜŀǎǘΥ ŀ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ which 

ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǘ ΨCŜƳŀƭŜ /ƻƴǾƛŎǘΩΦ  

These genealogies of penal tattooing reveal that practices of bodily marking are continually 

shifting, and have multifarious meanings and functions. One argument of Stigma is that by 

considering penal stigmatisation as a dehumanising classificatory technology, we can trace links 

between what at first glance may seem unconnected practices. In so doing, we can begin to map the 

ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ {ȅƭǾƛŀ ²ȅƴǘŜǊ ǘŜǊƳǎ Ψaŀƴ-as-ƘǳƳŀƴΩΦ177  

Namely the ways in which over many centuries European Enlightenment man emerges as the 

unmarked universal category of humanity, against and through which other categories and forms of 

human life are marked and measured, valued and judged. 

 

[A] The enclosure of land   

To deepen our understanding of the relationship between practices of penal stigmatisation and 

ǿƘŀǘ .ŜǾŜǊƭŜȅ {ƪŜƎƎǎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ǾƛƴŜ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀǎǎΩΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ƻǳǊ 

attention to the history of enclosures.178 In the sixteenth century, merchant capitalism, namely the 

trade in and export of goods, including enslaved people, by entrepreneurial merchants (which also 

involved from the outset the expropriation of foreign land) began to combine with the power of the 

state. That is, what began as the private enterprise of individuals and companies, developed into 

state-sponsored and state-governed systems of commerce and colonial occupation. The financial 
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institutions, banks, insurance companies, legal systems and the like developed to support overseas 

trade in goods and people, reshaped the government of English society.  

As E. P. Thompson details in The Making of the English Working Class (1963), the 

transformation of feudal agricultural England into a capitalist state was characterised by the mass 

enclosure of land, a practice that began in the fifteenth century but continued over many centuries. 

[ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ψмтсл ŀƴŘ мумлΩ 

ŀƭƻƴŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦƛǾŜ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŀŎǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘΦ179 This mass 

privatisation of land saw the ΨƻǇŜƴ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ system (in which land was divided and shared amongst a 

community) transformed into a tenant farm system, in which land became the property of individual 

landowners, and was worked by wage labourers. As Robert Allen has argued, in terms of 

productivity land enclosures brought few if any benefits, but greatly enriched landowners.180 

Critically, these enclosures Ŏǳǘ ƻŦŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ς-

freedoms to graze animals, grow crops, gather firewood and hunt for food. The enclosures also 

eroded long-established customs and moral codes of social provision, by transforming those who 

could work into precarious waged worker and tenantǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ, such as the 

sick, elderly or disabled, vulnerable to the whims of aristocratic landowners and their tenant 

farmers. όWƛƳ /ǊŀŎŜΩǎ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ƴƻǾŜƭ Harvest (2013) imagines land enclosures from the perspective 

of dispossessed villagers). 

As ǘƘŜ ǇƻŜǘ wƻōŜǊǘ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ мррлΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƴǎƻƳ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ 

ƎǊŜŀǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ Χ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ƻŦ ƭŀǿΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǊŘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴΣ 

/ǊƻǿƭŜȅ ƭŀƳŜƴǘǎ ΨǘŀƪŜ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōǳȅ ƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŀƛǎŜ 

ƻǳǊ ǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜǾȅ όȅŜŀ ǳƴǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜύ ŦƛƴŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΩΦ181   

 

aŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ aŜƴ ǳǘǘŜǊƭȅ ŘŜǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ŦŜŀǊΦ ¸Ŝa, men that live as though 

there were no God at all! Men that would have all in their hands; men that would leave 
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ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Χ /ƻǊƳƻǊŀƴǘǎΣ ƎǊŜŜŘȅ ƎǳƭƭǎΤ ȅŜŀΣ ƳŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǘ ǳǇ ƳŜƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ 

and children.182 

 

In short, the transformation of England into a capitalist society was a form of internal 

colonisation in as much as it involved the theft of land, and the systemic ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

customary access to independent means of subsistence. This massive act of state-legislated theft 

was implemented through forced evictions, the use of bloody penal codes, the innovation of 

stigmatising Poor Laws, the introduction of new policing and surveillance measures, the 

incarceration of people in workhouses and prisons, mass transportation (forced emigration to the 

colonies) and the use of hunger as a weapon.  

 

[A] Enclosure Propogandists 

In the eighteenth-century utilitarian arguments about the need for greater efficiency in systems of 

agricultural production were used by the social elites to justify the enclosure of land. Economic 

arguments were supported by the construction of what E. P. ¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ Ψŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ 

ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅΩΦ183 LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀ ǇŀƴƻǇƭȅ ƻŦ ΨŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘǎΩΣ ŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘǎΣ 

politicians, journalists and a new middle class of social-policy gurus, argued that land enclosures 

were a moral and civilising mission.184 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ Ψŀǎ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ 

ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ-ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ōŀǊōŀǊƛŀƴǎΩ 185 For example, Arthur Young (1741ς

1820), an influential writer on agricultural improvements, ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ ŀǎ ΨƴǳǊǎƛƴƎ ǳǇ a 

ƳƛǎŎƘƛŜǾƻǳǎ ǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΦ186 As Thompson puts it, ΨLŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǿŀǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŦ-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ Ψƛǘ 

became a matter of public-spirited policy for the gentleman to remove cottagers from the commons, 

reduce his labourers to dependence, pare away at supplementary earnings, drive out the 

ǎƳŀƭƭƘƻƭŘŜǊΦΩ187  

Within this new moral schemata, the village poor were transformed from entitled and 

rights-bearing subjects into undeserving populations, ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǊƻƎǳŜǎΣ ǿƘƻΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ 
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ǇǊŜǘŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ΨǿƘƻƭŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŜǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

deceit which may procure from the parish officers an allowance of money for idle and profligate 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΩΦ188 Indeed, theǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜŘ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ189 Essential not only because the 

existing systems of poor relief were perceived as unaffordable (poor rates had inevitability increased 

as common land was enclosed) but because the very idea of relief was increasingly perceived as 

incompatible with the new capitalist doctrine of laissez-faire; an ideology which sought to enhance 

the rights and increase the wealth of the propertied classes by encouraging self-sufficiency, 

resilience and rugged individualism amongst the unpropertied masses. What this meant in practice 

ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ 

to sustain the lives of themselves and their dependents. 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ΨǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊΩΦ 190 

As Thompson documents, resistance to enclosures was fierce and sustained. Faced with this 

catastrophe, people gathered to plan how to resist the violence wrought upon them. Popular radical 

movements emerged, as people furiously debated the pros and cons of continuous agitation, riots, 

large-scale organised revolts (including the bearing of arms), and softer tactics of democratic 

enfranchisement and moral persuasion. Mass campaigns of direct action saw the levelling of the 

ditches and walls which had enclosed common land, machine breaking, rioting, the destruction of 

private property, and bread riots: As Thompson notes, there were repeated ŦƻƻŘ ǊƛƻǘǎΣ Ψƛƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 

ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ муплǎΦ191 

 

 

[A] Branding the vagabond, badging the poor 
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Karl Marx summarises the history of the English enclosures in CapitalΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ΨŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

people [were] first forcibly expropriated from the soil, driven from their homes, turned into 

vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩΦ192  As this reference to branding suggests, penal stigmatisation was 

a pivotal technology in these processes of enclosure, deployed to manage the massive social 

ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ 

access to the means of subsistence.  

In a chapter of Capital ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨBloody Legislation Against the Expropriated, from the End of 

ǘƘŜ мрǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΩ aŀǊȄ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ Ƙƻǿ ƴŜǿ criminal codes and poor laws were devised to apprehend 

ΨƳŀǎǘŜǊƭŜǎǎΩ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜŘΣ ŎƻŜǊŎŜŘ ƻǊ ƭƻǿ ǇŀƛŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

Elizabethan Roundsman System, which involved the public auctioning of unemployed men ς an early 

form of workfare. Marx gives the example of a late Tudor law, the Vagabonds Act of 1547 which 

ƻǊŘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ΨǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ condemned as a slave to the person 

ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘƭŜǊΩΦ193 This act mandated a series of stigmatising punishments, 

notably the use of branding irons to mark the skin of offenders: V for vagabond, S for slave. A 

subsequent act ordered ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛƴŎorrigible and dangerous rogues are to be branded with an R on the 

left shoulder and set to hard labour, and if they are caught begging again, to be executed without 

ƳŜǊŎȅΩΦ194 The use of penal stigmatisation and other bloody practices to mark out the wayward, 

displaced, marginal and unemployed continued over the centuries that followed. What I want to 

emphasise here is that stigma statues and stigmatising practices were introduced, as Marx puts it, to 

ΨǎƘƻǊǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƭŜŦǘ Ψǘƻ ǎŜƭƭ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

ǎƪƛƴǎΩΦ195   

The word pauper, a deeply stigmatising teǊƳ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ΨǳƴǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ς Ψŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 

ƴƻ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻǊ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘΤ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ς came into 

everyday use in the eighteenth-century to describe the mass impoverishment which followed in the 
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wake of enclosures.196 Ψ[ƻƻƪ ŀǘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩΣ ŎǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ aŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻōōŜǘǘ ƛƴ мумс 

ΨǎǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǳǇŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾǳƭǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƳō ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ōƻŘȅΦΩ197  

Experiments in the stigmatisation of the poor intensified as social elites sought to find ways 

to deter people from making claims on the parish for relief. During the seventeenth century, violent 

physical practices of stigmatisation, such as branding, were supplemented with less permanent but 

still visible penal stigmas, such as the wearing of cloth badges and humiliating forms of dress. For 

example, a 1697 Poor Law decreed that paupers in receipt of alms were compelled to at all times 

display a cloth badge ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ t ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ƻǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛǾŜŘΩ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǎƭŜŜǾŜΦ 198 These impermanent stigmas allowed the possibility of reform if 

you were willing to adopt new forms of work discipline.199  

While practices of badging of the poor were formally repealed in England in 1810, badging 

continued into other similar practices of social stigmatisation and public shaming.  

Practices of badging emerged in concert with new workhouse experiments, for example. Like 

badging, these houses of correction sought to use stigma, incarceration and hard labour to deter 

people from seeking relief from the parish ς those who had no option but to enter a workhouse 

were stripped of their remaining worldly possessions, forced to wear humiliating uniforms, and had 

to undertake demeaning and often backbreaking work in return for their keep. ΨI dread the 

workhouse for the workhouse coat is a slothful, degrading badge. After a man has had one on his 

back, heΩs never the sameΩΣ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ǘŀƛƭƻǊ ǘƻƭŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳŜǊ IŜƴǊȅ aŀȅƘŜǿ ƛƴ 

1851.200 As Virginia Richmond details, up until the early twentieth century men from workhouses in 

ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ Ψwith a large P stamped on the seat of their 

trousersΩΦ201 These practices of badging the poor continue in the government of welfare today ς for 

example, ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǊƻƎǳŜǎΩ όǎŜŜ 

Chapter Four).  

In The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of our Time (1944), the 

political economist Karl Polanyi argued that the stigmatised figure of the pauper and the market 
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ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ΨŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩΦ202 !ǎ aŀǊȄ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŦǊŜŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǳǇŜǊΣ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǇŀǳǇŜǊΩΦ203  What Marx meant by this is that for ordinary 

people the institution of capitalist systems of government made people radically vulnerable to 

povertyτa system of dependence in which only work for the profit of others could secure some 

measure of freedom.  

 

 

[A] .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ panoptical welfare stigma machine 

 

In the late eighteenth century, near famine conditions, and revolts and uprisings, saw the problem of 

paupers become central to social and political debate. Thomas Malthus (1766ς1834), famously 

concerned about population growth, argued that hunger, disease (and war) were checks on 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛȊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΦ Hence he proposed the total abolition of the 

poor relief, with workhouses used as a place of last reǎƻǊǘΣ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǘǘŜǎǘΩ 

policies combined with moral restraints, such as limitations on marriages amongst the poor, would 

naturally curtail population growth.  

Another popular suggestion was that paupers should be encouraged (or forced) to migrant 

to colonies, to release tax-payers from the burden of relief. Edward Wakefield (1796ς1862), a major 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ΨƳƛǎŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ōǳƭƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƳŜƭƛƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 204 What Wakefield 

meant is that forced emigration and settler colonialism might solve the problem of the growing 

pauperisation in England.205 Of course this implied the seizure and enclosure of overseas land, and 

the displacement and pauperisation of indigenous populations. 

In contrast, one-man social-policy think tank Jeremy Bentham (1748 -1882) argued that 

deporting paupers to the colonies was an expensive and uncertain enterprise. The American War of 

Independence from 1775 to 1783 had stalled transportation of British convicts to North American 
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colonies, which had created a prison population crisis: prison hulks (prison ships) were periodically 

overflowing with people sentenced to transportation. Bentham advocated instead for internal 

colonisation, by which he meant the building of a vast carceral welfare state within England in which 

paupers could ōŜ ΨŦŀǊƳŜŘΩ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΦ206 .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎΣ the first detailed plans for a 

fully comprehensive system of state welfare in Britain, was a panoptical stigma machine. 

 

[A] The enclosure of the poor 

In Outline of a Work Entitled Pauper Management Improved, first published in serial form in the 

Annuals of Agriculture in 1798, Jeremy Bentham outlined ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 

ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƭŀǿ ŜǾŜǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘΩΦ207 An extraordinary and terrifying work of utilitarian 

speculative fiction, .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǇŀǳǇŜǊǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 

ΨǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛǾŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƭƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ ƭŜƎǎΩ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ 

profitable captive labour force.208 .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ of paupers called for 

mass privatisation of welfare, including the abolishment of all existing practices and institutions of 

poor relief, the ending of all outdoor relief, especially cash payments and wage supplements (as in 

the Speenhamland system), 209 the rescinding of all existing poor laws and the closure of all existing 

prisons, bridle houses, asylums, hospitals, workhouses and orphanages. In the place of this uneven 

patchwork of welfare institutions and provisions, Bentham proposed the setting up of a National 

Charity Company: 

 

The management of the concerns of the poor throughout South Britain to be vested in one 

authority, and the expense to be charged upon one fund. This Authority, that of a Joint-

Stock Company under some such name as that of the National Charity Company.210 

 

Bentham argued that his scheme ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ whole body of 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴǎƻƳŜ ǇƻƻǊΩΥ the disabled, the elderly, widows, orphans, felons, vagabonds, beggars, any 
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and all who might be a drain on the public purse.211 His charity was to be state subsided (a public-

private partnership), funded through the existing systems of poor relief (local taxation), but this tax-

ōƻƻǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǿ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛbility 

for the entire management and distribution of relief, having at its disposal the entire sum available 

for relief, and functioning solely through the medium of industry-ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΦ212 This income would be 

supplemented by funds derived from private share-holders in the company ς Bentham particularly 

hoped to encourage small-scale investments from middle-class shareholders.213  

¢ƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ƳǳƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ 

ƻŦ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƻ ōŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ-ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΦ214 These industry houses were modelled on 

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ǇŀƴƻǇǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǇƭŀƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ όƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ 

newspaper competition to design a new prison) to incarcerate three thousand people in a single 

building. In Pauper Management, Bentham scaled up these plans, proposing the building of 500 

industry-houses, which together would form a massive prison-like estate within England, initially 

housing five hundred thousand people and rising to one million within twenty-one years. Bentham 

estimated that the resident population in England and Wales was nine million, so his plan was to 

forcibly incarcerate one in nine people, targeting those who were reliant (or were at risk thereof) on 

poor relief; one million people interned to undertake forced labour.  

The National Charity Company was to be granted legal powers to compulsorily enclose land, 

and the industry houses would be spread across the entirety of southern England, their location 

determined by mathematical division of land to pǊƻŘǳŎŜ Ψŀƴ ŜȄŀŎǘ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ 

Ψ!ǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜ мл нκо ƳƛƭŜǎΩΦ215 Every ten miles then, a 

panoptical workhouse with an accompanying farm (or what he sometimes and significantly refers to 

as a plantation), ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘŜΣ ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘŜΣ ōǊŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇŀǳǇŜǊǎΦ  

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘŜƭŜ ƻŦ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇŀƴƻǇǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎ όƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ōǳƛƭǘύ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

have been convicted criminals supplied by the courts, these mixed welfare institutions would receive 

a vast and diverse clientele rounded up by the company itself. For this purpose, Bentham stated that 
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his company would be granted unlimited legal powers ŦƻǊ Ψapprehending all persons, able-bodied or 

otherwise, having neither visible or assignable property, nor honest and sufficient means of 

ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ216 Indeed, .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

involved the creation of a private police force ς one of the first proposals for a national police force. 

It is significant in this regard that Bentham argued that his scheme would remove the fiscal burden 

of paupers from hard-working taxpayers and contain the insurrectionary threat to property (and the 

propertied classes) posed by the indigent poor. State welfare was imagined from the outside as a 

system for policing the poor. 

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘΣ he drew on existing practices of 

identification and surveillance, such as the registration and badging of the poor. He also drew on 

existing workhouse experiments in England, notably The Relief of the Poor Act 1782 (DƛƭōŜǊǘΩǎ !Ŏǘύ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊƛǎƘŜǎ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪƘƻǳǎŜǎΦ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ 

friend, the philanthropist Jonas Hanway was experimenting with similar systems of carceral work 

discipline in his Magdalen Hospital for Penitent Prostitutes (opened in 1758).217 However, the 

proposed National Charity Company was on a totally different scale, the enserfment of the entirety 

ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ would combine the panoptical prison-factory with the colonial 

plantation system to form what Bentham termed Ψŀ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŎƻƭƻƴȅΩΦ 218   

 

[A] Colonise at home 

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ entire scheme was ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ Ψ/ƻƭƻƴƛȊŜ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΗΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ƛǘ 

as a pauper empire.219 He argued that his industry houses and plantations would provide all the 

advantages of colonisation without the risks which came with the management of foreign 

colonies.220  Further, his charitable company was to run on the mercantilist principles of the East 

India Company, and managed, like the East India Company, by a Board of Directors elected by the 

share-holders.221 Indeed, .ŜƴǘƘŀƳ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψthe government of such a concern as that of the 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘŀǊƛǘȅ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƻ ŀ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ast India 
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/ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀ Ψȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ƻǊ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƳǳŎƘ 

more absolute government of one Board, and those spread over a surface of country several times 

ŀǎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀǎ {ƻǳǘƘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ.222 Bentham himself was to be director of this charitable company, a role he 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ{ǳō-wŜƎǳƭǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻƻǊΩΦ223 

It is notable ǘƘŀǘ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 

ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎΩ όǳǎƛƴƎ ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŘȅŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴƳŀǘŜǎύ ŀǎ ŀ surveillance technology for 

managing the pauper labour force in his proposed domestic colony of industry houses.224 

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŘǊŜǿ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƻƴ the new tools of accountancy and labour management 

(forms of punishment and discipline) innovated in colonial plantations in India, the West Indies and 

North America.225 Bentham and his brother Samuel had previously spent time (1786-7) 

experimenting with new systems of labour discipline on a Russian colonial estate ς where Samuel 

managed a serf labour force.226 Indeed, it was on this Russian colony that Bentham had first devised 

his famous panoptical prison design. Bentham wanted to refine these management techniques to 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ waste populations into work machinesΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ Ψbƻǘ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ƛǎ 

absolutely incapable of all employment. Not the motion of a fingerτnot a stepτnot a winkτnot a 

whisperτōǳǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ƳŀƎƴƛǘǳŘŜΦΩ227  

This marked and captive population would labour for their keep on a debt-bondage model. 

Breeding was to be encouraged by the company, and children would be held as collateral and 

security ς with child labour used to pay off any inherited debts owed to the company. He imagined 

paupers (and crucially their offspring) as an untapped treasure trove whose capture and exploitation 

would yield dividends for investors in his scheme, calculating that within a short number of years his 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ 

policy document and a business proposal. He described his colonial style welfare ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ŀǎ ΨƳȅ 

¦ǘƻǇƛŀΩΦ228  

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ǳǘƻǇƛŀ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΦ He blamed the government and the king 

for not adopting his plans, as he lamented: ΨBut for George the Third, all the paupers in the country 
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ǿƻǳƭŘΣ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻΣ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ƴȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ229 However, his proposals deeply influenced 

the draconian The Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 (also known as the New Poor Law) passed into 

law the year of BŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ муоп tƻƻǊ [ŀǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ 

secretary and acolyte Edwin Chadwick.  

LƴŘŜŜŘΣ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀƴƻǇǘƛŎŀƭ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ 

effectively a blue print for the 1834 Act, which legislated for the abolishment of all outdoor relief 

and the building of pauper workhouses across England. This Act was, as E.P Thompson describes it, 

ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƻƎƳŀΣ ƛƴ ŘŜŦƛŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

need, in EngliǎƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΦ230  

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ panoptical workfare scheme has continued to cast a long shadow over welfare 

policy making in Britain (and further afield). Indeed, .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ǿŜƛƎƘǎ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ongoing 

austerity enclosures of the twentieth-century welfare commons, and the rise of what Virginia 

Eubanks has described as ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǇƻƻǊ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ the development of high-tech tools to mark 

out, survey, profile, police and govern the poor.231  

 

[A] ΨCƭƻƎƎŜŘΣ ŦŜǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ǊŜŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅΩ  

 

As Karl Marx, Karl Polanyi and other many influential political economists have highlighted, the 

stigmatised figure of the pauper, and the constellation of stigma practices innovated to mark out 

ŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇŀǳǇŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ΨǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘΦ232 However, it is no coincidence that the stigmatising 

laws and terrorising punishments employed in England from the fifteenth-century to transform (and 

sort) agricultural peasants into waged labours and paupers bear resemblances to the English slave 

codes devised in colonial plantation economies in the Caribbean and North America; laws which 

sought to transform chattel slaves and their descendants into ΨbŜƎǊƻǎΩ ς Ψŀ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƎǊƻǳǇ 

Χ Ŧƛǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ.233  Indeed, the ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ²ŀƪŜŦƛŜƭŘ ŦƻǊ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ 
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and the schemes of people like .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ŏƻƭƻƴȅ of pauper industry houses and 

plantations within England, underscores the extent to which ΨǘƘŜ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ 

ώǿŀǎϐ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άbŜǿ ²ƻǊƭŘέΩΦ234  It is imperative 

to consider the operations of this stigma politics, not least as it highlights the ways in which racial 

capitalism operates through the production of race-class distinctionsτclassificatory distinctions 

which differentially function to enclose and exploit those dispossessed by the advocates and 

beneficiaries of colonial capitalism. 

In Slavery and Capitalism, 9ǊƛŎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōȅ Ψмтрл ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŀ 

manufacturing town in England which was not in some way connected with the triangular or direct 

colonial trade. The profits obtained provided one of the main streams of that accumulation of 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦΩ235 Once again the eighteenth-century 

history of Lancaster is instructive in this regard. The first cotton mills in the Lancaster district were 

established in a village called Caton in 1783 by a man called Thomas Hodgson (1738ς1817). Thomas 

Hodgson and his brother John worked as slave traders for over 30 years. Between 1763 and 1791 

they were involved in the capture and selling of at an estimated 14,000 people. Thomas began his 

slaving career working for the Lancaster-born slaver Miles Barber; indeed, records suggest that the 

IƻŘƎǎƻƴ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻƻƪ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨCŀŎǘƻǊȅ LǎƭŀƴŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ .ŀǊōŜǊ ƛƴ мтфо ς a decade after 

they opened their first cotton mill (see Introduction on Barber). For a period, then, these Lancashire 

brothers owned and managed these two factory complexes simultaneously.  

The Hodgson cotton mills in Caton specialised in the exploitation of pauper child labourers, 

transporting children from urban centres across England to work in their mills ς primarily from 

Liverpool but also from London.236 As Karl Marx details, alongside colonial planation slavery, it is 

child factory ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴŎȅ ƻŦ aƻŘŜǊƴ LƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩΦ237 Marx quotes from 

CǊŜŘǊƛŎƪ 9ŘŜƴΩǎ The State of the Poor (1797) who describes how the ΨǎƳŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƴƛƳōƭŜ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ƳŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ IƻŘƎǎƻƴΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ǿƻǊƪƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǊǇƘŀƴŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 
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ΨŦƭƻƎƎŜŘΣ ŦŜǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ǊŜŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅΩ to ǿƻǊƪ ΨǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ-

ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅΩ ƻŦ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜΩǎ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ƳƛƭƭǎΦ238 

During the same period, John Bond (1778ς1856), another Lancaster man who would twice 

be appointed as Mayor of the town, inherited several plantations and over 700 enslaved people in 

British Guiana and Grenada from his slave-trading uncle Thomas Bond.239 His inheritance included a 

cotton plantation in Guiana called Lancaster.240  The Lancaster cotton planation was visited in the 

mid-eighteenth century by an English physician, Dr George Pinckard, who described it as 

ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘΩ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴƘǳƳŀƴ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜǎΩΦ 241 This is a place, Pinckard wrote, where 

ΨŎǊǳŜƭǘȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŎƻƴǘŀƎƛƻǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ plantation ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ΨƘŀǊŘŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŀǾŀƎŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨŘƛŀōƻƭƛŎŀƭ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅΩΦ242 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ tƛƴŎƪŀǊŘΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ŀƴ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŦŜ from the Lancaster plantation escaped. 

They were recaptured and flogged. Pinckard describes how he is called on to offer medical 

ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƛŜŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǳƴŘǎΣ Ψŀƴ ƛǊƻƴ ŎƻƭƭŀǊΩ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦŀǎǘŜƴŜŘ 

around his neck and heavy chains binŘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ΨŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘΩ ǿƛŦŜΦ243 She is in 

ŀ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǎƻ ΨƘƻǊǊƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ǎŎŀǊŎŜƭȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘΩΣ ƘŜǊ ΨŦƭŜǎƘΩ ƛǎ Ψǎƻ ǘƻǊƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ 

ƻƴŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎƻǊŜΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƛƴǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƳǎΩΦ244 Pinckard calls this episoŘŜ ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎΩ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨōŀǊōŀǊƛǘȅΩ ƘŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ LƴŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ 

America. His published letters were later used to support the political case for the abolition of 

slavery.  

[A] The cotton that connects, the cloth that binds 

Cotton is one of the threads which connects and binds together the lives of those who Ψbuilt the 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΩ ƻǾŜǊ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΦ245   Manufactured woollen and cotton goods were 

sometimes used by slave traders to purchase people on the West African coast. The raw cotton, 

picked by the enslaved in plantations, was weighed and baled, before being shipped to the same 
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ǉǳŀȅǎƛŘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀŘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘŜŘΤ ΨbŜƎǊƻ /ƭƻǘƘΩ ς a coarse material sometimes made 

by grinding up the rags of factory workersς was sent back across the Atlantic as clothing for 

plantation slaves: an industry of recycling waste cloth which was known as the shoddy trade.246 

In an art work called Cotton.com (2002), installed inside a former cotton mill in Manchester, 

the artist Lubaina Himid brings the ghosts of mill-workers and plantation workers into dialogue 

through the medium of cotton, paint and words. As Himid describes this project in an interview with 

the historian Alan Rice: 

[I] imagined the cotton workers in these buildings taking the cotton off the barges that had 

come up the ship canal and finding little bits of fabric, perhaps finding a bit of cloth, or a bit 

of hair, some kind of thing that had accidently found its way from tƘŜ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ǇƛŎƪŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ 

ƻǊ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ƻǊ ŦƛŜƭŘ Χ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŀƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǿŀȅ ōŀŎƪ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎΣ 

up the Manchester Ship Canal, there you get this whole bale of cotton off and you have to 

ŎŀǊŘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴ ƛǘ ΧΦ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ȅou might have had.247 

We cannot understand the history of industrial capitalism separately from the history of slavery and 

ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳΦ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜΩǎ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ Ƴƛƭƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜ-owned slave factories 

on the African coast, and the Lancashire-owned cotton plantations ς they form part of the same 

archipelago of enclosure and exploitation. As the economic, judicial, political, architectural and 

welfare histories of cities like Lancaster attest, the unpaid labour of the enslaved was the source of 

ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜΩ ōǳǘ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ ǿŀƎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ 

That is, the ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜōƻǊƴΩ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ Ƴŀƴ ǘƻ ǎŜƭƭ ΨƘƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǎƪƛƴΩ ǿŀǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ 

unfreedom of others.  

Lƴ муснΣ ŀ ΨŎƻǘǘƻƴ ŦŀƳƛƴŜΩ, precipitated by the American Civil War, saw the threads of 

connection between enslaved cotton pickers in the American South and Lancashire mill workers 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ Ƴƛƭƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΣ ǳƴƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
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co-operative organisations expressing their solidarity with the enslaved through an embargo on 

Southern picked cotton, and waves of strike action.248 These acts of transatlantic solidarity testify to 

the fact that we cannot disentangle class struggles in England ς the machine breakers, the levellers 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǊǎ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-ethnic working class ς from the freedom struggles of those enslaved in 

factories, ships and plantations. As Marx reflected on the tumultuous events of the Lancashire 

Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ŦŀƳƛƴŜΣ Ψ[ŀōƻǳǊ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōǊŀƴŘŜŘΩΦ249  

Plantation slaveǎΣ ŜƴǎŜǊŦŜŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΣ ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜŘ ΨŎƻƻƭƛŜΩ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ, child labourers, 

ǿŀƎŜŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƘƻǳǎŜ ǇŀǳǇŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ΨŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜƭȅ intertwined and ideologically 

ǎȅƳōƛƻǘƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ250  

Indeed, chattel slavery and plantation labour were as formative in the formation and structuring of 

English class society as the enclosure of common land and the exploitations attendant with the 

growth of Industrial capitalism in factories and mills. We cannot disentangle the history of the 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ΨŎƘŀǊƛǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ƻǊǇƘŀƴŀƎŜǎ ŀƴd 

workhouses from the history of slavery and colonial capitalism.251 As Robbie {ƘƛƭƭƛŀƳ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ 

working class was constitutionalized though empire and its aftermaths; and in this respects, class is 

ǊŀŎŜΩΣ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘΩΦ252 

Many excellent histories of colonial capitalism have been written by others; see for example 

Eric Williams, Catherine Hall, Sven Beckert, Edward Baptist and more. What Stigma seeks to 

contribute here is an understanding of how penal practices of stigmatisation which devalued and 

dehumanised people, underpinned the emergence of capitalism as a world system. I want to turn 

briefly to a final twist in the history of the penal tattoo, the moment when the tattoo becomes a 

building block within the classist and racist eugenicist epistemologies of social scientific knowledge, 

before finally returning to India and the stigma machine of caste.   

 

[A] Eugenic epistemologies of tattooing 
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In 1864, the Italian scientist Cesare Lombroso, who is often called 'the father of criminology', 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ōƻǊƴ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭΩΦ !ǎ [ƻƳōǊƻǎƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Ψthe 

ōƻǊƴ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭΩ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ муспΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊƳȅ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ΨǎǘǊǳŎƪ by a 

characteristic that distinguished the honest soldier from his vicious comrade: the extent to which 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘΩΦ253  From this initial association between tattoos and violent behavioural 

traits, Lombroso penned a Darwin-inspired thesis, which argued that criminality was a hereditary 

trait which linked low class Europeans to savage primitive races. He developed a classificatory 

system through which, he claimed, criminality could be read off the body, through the identification 

of physical traits, such as small skulls, and secondary traits, most especially tattoos.  

In his best-selling book Criminal Man (1876), Lombroso argued that the (voluntary) tattoo is 

ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǊŜƭƛŎ ƻŦ Ψŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΣ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ΨŀǘŀǾƛǎǘƛŎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ς 

peasants, sailors, workers, shepherds, soldiers, and especially criminals.254 In short, if the penal 

tattoo had long been used by social elites to criminalise the bodies of the poor, now voluntarily 

ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴƎŜƴƛǘŀƭ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭΩΦ By the mid-

ƴƛƴŜǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎcriptions of suspects, convicts 

and prisoners and they continued to figure in the more elaborate anthropometric descriptions that 

were developed in the later nineteenth century, which by then also incorporated the more modern 

technologies of photography anŘ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎΩΦ 255 

 

Lƴ Ψ/ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ {ƪƛƴǎΩ όнллрύ, WƛƳŜƴŀ /ŀƴŀƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜǿ IŜǊǎŎƘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ Ƙƻǿ [ƻƳōǊƻǎƻΩǎ 

eugenicist stigma thesis deeply influenced the Twentieth century modernist movement. This 

influence is evident in the writing of the Czech ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘ !ŘƻƭŦ [ƻƻǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ΨhǊƴŀƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 

/ǊƛƳŜΩ όмфмоύ ǳǘƛƭƛsŜŘ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ŜǳƎŜƴƛŎƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ƻǊƴŀƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǳǎŜΩΦ256 For Loos 

the tattoo was a symbol of degenerate ornamentation par excellenceΣ Ψŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻǊ 
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ǊŜŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜ ǎŀǾŀƎŜǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǎƻƳ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ257 [ƻƻǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ 

such as Papuans (people from or originating from Papua New Guinea and the Pacific region, like Mai 

we met earlier), criminals and women (women of all social classesύΣ ΨŀǊŜ ǎŜƛȊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƭŜ 

ǳǊƎŜ ǘƻ ƻǊƴŀƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎΩΦ258 

 

A modern person who is tattooed is either a criminal or a degenerate. There are prisons in 

which eighty per cent of the prisoners are tattooed. Tattooed men who are not behind bars 

are either latent criminals or degenerate aristocrats. If someone dies in freedom, then he 

does so a few years before he would have committed a murder.259   

 

What Lombroso and his followers such as Loos inspired was a eugenicist classificatory gaze, the 

foundation for a stigma science which extended from reading the tattooed bodies of individuals to 

ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ΨŘŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩΥ an atavistic underclass who could now 

ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŦŦƛǘƛ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǊƴŀƳŜnted the 

buildings in areas in which they lived, and the use of jargon in their speech and writing. The tattoo 

comes then to function as a device which authorises particular ideological, spatial and aesthetic 

practices of social cleansing.  

We can still see this eugenicist classificatory gaze at work today in the ways in which 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ260 Indeed, we can begin to 

trace here is the ways in which the material histories of places (architecture, built environment, the 

zoning and policing of urban spaces) are shaped by the development of eugenicist race-class 

distinctions. Indeed, Canales and Herscher argue that the history of architectural modernism and 

modernist architectural practices pivot on tattooed body of the race-class other--- giving rise to an 

aesthetic of the unmarked, unornamented building, and ΨǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƭŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜέ 

architectureΩΦ261  While the implications of these insights are beyond the scope of this book, what I 

want to underscore here is the ways in which the penal tattoo not only informs modernist aesthetics 
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and values, but underpins the policies and practices of urbanisation, and its attendant culture 

industries (such as the white cube of the art world).262 In short, this stigma history is inscribed into 

the everyday material infrastructures of the built environments and cultures in which we live.  

To the history of penal tattooing as a literal practice employed used by slave traders and 

propertied elites to mark out the bodies of those they wished to humiliate, devalue, capture and 

exploit, the voluntarily tattoo is now used to compose a science and practice of social classification. 

This in turn informs new ways of seeing and knowing, and leads to the development of new punitive 

practices of classification, criminalisation, policing and social control. These two genealogies of 

stigma dramatically combine in the British colonisation of India.  

 

 

[A] Penal stigma in India  

 

In the mid-eighteenth century the British East India Company was morphing from trading company 

into a colonial power ς ΨǘƘŜ /ƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ wŀƧΩΦ In this period, the British East India company ǿŀǎ Ψŀ 

dangerously unregulated private company headquartered in one small office, five windows wide, in 

[ƻƴŘƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀ ōȅ ŀƴ ǳƴǎǘŀōƭŜ ǎƻŎƛƻǇŀǘƘΩ ς a British Army Officer and privateer called 

Robert Clive.263  Clive drew on the resources of the East India Company to fund a vast private army 

with which to assume administrative control over large swathes of the Indian subcontinent. This 

campaign for the political and economic domination of India began in wealthy Bengal. As Thomas 

Paine wrote in 1775Υ ΨŦŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊǊƻǊ ƳŀǊŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ώ/ƭƛǾŜΩǎϐ ŎŀƳǇΣ ƳǳǊŘŜr and rapine 

ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƛǘΣ ŦŀƳƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǿǊŜǘŎƘŜŘƴŜǎǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǊΩΦ264  The Great Bengal Famine (1769ς73) 

killed an estimated one-third of the population in the Bengal, around ten million people. It was the 

largest of a series of eighteenth-century famines in areas of India under the yoke of the Corporate 

Raj as it enclosed India, and bled the region dry.  
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tŀƛƴŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŘŜŎǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊƻǳǎ ŜȄǇƭoits of the 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘΩΦ265 Reports about the Bengal famine caused such 

disconcertion amongst the British newspaper-reading public that an investigation into the East-India 

Company was undertaken by the British Government. In April 1773, a damning report by a House of 

/ƻƳƳƻƴǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ 

shocking to human nature, that the most infamous designs had been carried into execution by 

ǇŜǊŦƛŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳǳǊŘŜǊΩΦ 266  In actuality, the East India Company was a private-public partnership 

between state actors and business elites ς ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ƻƴŜ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ atǎ ΨƻǿƴŜŘ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ 

LƴŘƛŀ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦ 267 Jeremey Bentham who, as detailed above, proposed to base the 

government of his new panoptical welfare state on the East India Company, was also a shareholder.268  

In 1797, the Corporate Raj introduced penal tattooing within its judicial systems of 

punishment in Bengal, a practice it later extended to other areas in South India under company 

control.269 CǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻƴǿŀǊŘǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘǎ ƛƴ .ŜƴƎŀƭ ΨƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜΣ ŎǊƛƳŜΣ ŘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ 

and court by ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘŜŘΩ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘǎΦ270 It seems quite likely that a shortage of 

labour in wake of famines in Bengal contributed to the decision of the Corporate Raj to introduce 

tattooing in this period. Certainly, as the historian Claire Anderson details, colonial control and 

ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜŘ Ψŀ ŎƘŜŀǇ ŀƴŘΣ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŀōƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŀōƭŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŦƻǊŎŜΩ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ 9ƳǇƛǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǾƛŎǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ 

ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩΦ271  This tattooed labour force was also transported to other East India Company 

territories and British owned plantations ŀǎ ΨŎƻƻƭƛŜΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦ272 Being tattooed or branded in India in 

this period effectively turned you in the property of the company.  

tŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƛƴ ǇǊŜ-Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ LƴŘƛŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ 

ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ ǿŀǎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǎǘŜ-ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ΨƻŦ ǎƘŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴΩΥ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

mutilation (amputation of nose, ears or hands) and public shaming (head shaving and face 

blackening). The introduction of penal tattooing by the British was also differentiated along caste 

lines.  For example, serious offenders from high caste groups, such as Brahmins, might be tattooed 
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in place of execution.273  These penal tattoos were of course deeply humiliating and a source of 

ǎƘŀƳŜΦ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎΥ ΨǘǳǊōŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻǊƴ 

ƭƻǿ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ ƎƻŘƴŀ ώǘŀǘǘƻƻϐ ƳŀǊƪǎΩΣ ƘŀƛǊ ǿŀǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ 

defacement and removal (through scarification) proliferated.274   

By the time the British government took direct control of India (the British Raj, 1858ς1947), 

penal tattooing was falling out of favour, as it was perceived as at odds with the British governments 

stated civilising colonial mission, and a new emphasis on reform in penal systems (led in part by 

utilitarian thinkers such as Jeremey Bentham). As Anderson notes, a debate took place in colonial 

India over the efficacy of flogging of convicts, as the scars left by whip marks on offenders bodies 

were a stigmata which made it harder for them unable to find gainful employment after their 

release.275 Despite this new emphasis on reform (through indentured labour), as we have seen 

throughout this chapter, the suppression of one form of penal stigma is often accompanied by 

emergence of new stigmatising forms of classification and stigma practices. The British continued to 

exploit and innovative shaming punishments, legal sanctions and surveillance technologies, 

particularly by exploiting existing caste-hierarchies in India, to which they added their own 

stigmatising ΨǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ. 276  

 

[A] The stigma of genetic criminality  

 

In мутмΣ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ wŀƧ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ¢ǊƛōŜǎ !ŎǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ƭŀǿǎ 

ŦƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀƴΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƴƻƳŀŘƛŎ ǘǊƛōŀƭ 

populations ς often known today by the collective term Adivasi.277 Under the terms of this act, 

ΨŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŜǊŜŘƛǘŀǊȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ Adivasi ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƧŀƴŀƳ 

churas (criminals-by-ōƛǊǘƘύΩΦ278  To assist in the implementation of this act a nation-wide survey and 

ŎŜƴǎǳǎ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀΩǎ ŎŀǎǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛōŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴΦ IŜǊōŜǊǘ wƛǎƭŜȅ ό1851 ς1911), a British civil 

servant, anthropologist and race science enthusiast was appointed Census Commissioner for India in 



 81 

1899, and undertook an ethnographic survey of the population of Bengal.279 Inspired by the new 

European eugenicist social sciences, Risley employed phrenology, finger-printing and photography 

as methods for classifying criminal castes and tǊƛōŜǎΦ wƛǎƭŜȅΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ were particularly 

instructed to document tattoos, as tattoos ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ [ƻƳōǊƻǎƻΩǎ 1876 thesis, 

ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨƘŜǊŜŘƛǘŀǊȅ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ280  

hƴŎŜ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ ōȅ ōƛǊǘƘΩΣ ǘƘŜ !ŘƛǾŀǎƛ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ 

administration and policing, which included the introduction of a pass system to control their 

movements. Under this pass system people were forced to register, sometimes daily, at local police 

stations and were frequently confined to specific villages. These forms of social and spatial 

segregation bore resemblances to the Jim Crow laws in the United States (introduced in 1877) and 

the pass systems developed in colonial South Africa to control black labour (for example, in 1896 

black African men were required by law to wear on their upper arm a metal badge stamped with a 

number in order to enter labour districts in the Cape).  

In India, those found in breach of pass laws were subject to fines, beatings and 

imprisonment in reformatories ς places of confinement which, as the criminologist Preeti Nijhar 

argues, bore a strong resemblance to English workhouses.281  

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǘǊƛōŜǎΩ ƛƴ tǳƴƧŀōΣ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ !ƴŘǊŜǿ aŀƧƻǊ 

reveals that in the early twentieth century large agricultural and industrial reformatories were 

established to intern, reform and skill Adivasi for the labour market, including cotton mills.282 In 

1919, a reformatory prison-factory established at the site of Amritsar prison held 860 Adivasi men, 

women and children, these people were mainly from the so-called criminal tribe Sansi.  During the 

First World War this prison-factory complex effectively functioned as a sweatshop. Jeremy Bentham 

would likely have described this carceral workplace as a utopia. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ DƻǇǳƭ DǳǊǳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨŎƘŀƭƪŜŘΩ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ 

enabling and legitimating colonial era rule, including the enclosure of land, resources and labour.283 
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Certainly, it is no coincidence that stigmatising punishments, punitive policing and internment 

measures employed against the Adivasi intensified during the same period when the British were 

actively enclosing the lands in which Adivasi had traditionally lived. For example, the passing of 

multiple Forest Acts saw the British government declare ownership over all forested land ς as a 

means, amongst other things, to harvest wood for use in the manufacture of railway sleepers. These 

land enclosures saw Adivasi ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨƎǊŀȊƛƴƎΣ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΩΦ284 As with 

the enclosures of common land in England, the innovation of new penal systems of classification and 

surveillance were employed as a technologies of colonial capitalist enclosure.  

 

[A] Indian democracy 

When British rule ended in 1947, India became the largest democratic nation state in the world. The 

Constitution of India (1950) was explicit in prohibiting discrimination on grounds of religion, race, 

caste, sex or place of birth. Untouchability became a criminal offence and Dalits were reclassified as 

Scheduled Castes, while Adivasi were reclassified as Scheduled Tribes.  Ostensibly these new 

governmental classifications sought to de-stigmatise the caste system, and to enable those 

disadvantaged by colonial-era social hierarchies to benefit from new redistributive social policies 

and legal protections, including programmes ƻŦ ΨŀŦŦƛǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƻŦŦǎŜǘ 

generations of subordination.285 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ 

economic, and political inequalities created and justified by the caste-based hierarchical social 

ƻǊŘŜǊΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ the many elite interests invested in the maintenance of this order, these 

constitutional doctrines remained ΨǇŀǇŜǊ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΩ.286 As the Dalit Panthers (inspired by the US 

Black Panthers) stated in their 1973 manifesto: 

Under pressure of the masses [the Indian Government] passed many laws but it cannot 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅ ƛǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ Χ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ 

who, for thousands of years, under religious sanctions, controlled all the wealth and power, 
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today own most of the agricultural land, industry, economic resources and all other 

instruments of power.287 

 ¢ƘŜ /ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ¢ǊƛōŜǎ !Ŏǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǇŜŀƭŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ом !ǳƎǳǎǘ мфрнΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨōƻǊƴ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ŦǊŜŜŘ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ул-year-ƻƭŘ ōƻƴŘŀƎŜΩΦ288 However, as 

Sarah Gandee notes, ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ Ψōȅ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭ Iŀōƛǘǳŀƭ hŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦΩ289 The very same 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǘǊƛōŜǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǿ 

ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǘŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ290 Indeed 

these groups are still listed as criminal tribes in police training manuals.291    

As the researcher and activist C. J. Bijoy notes, the spectre of the so-called criminal tribes 

continues to haunt Adivasi people ς the Sansi, Pardhi, Kanjar, Gujjar, Bawaria, Banjara and others ς 

ǿƘƻ ΨŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇŜǘǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƴŘǊȅ ŎǊƛƳŜǎΩΦ292 In their 

encounters police and other state actors, Adivasi still endure ritual humiliations, unfounded 

accusations, and threats against their family and friends.293  

Public humiliation remains a signal feature of the treatment of both Adivasi and Dalit 

populations. Social boycotts and sanctions against them extend from restricting access to drinking 

water, through destruction of property, beatings, sexual harassment, rape and lynchings. Particular 

ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ !ŘƛǾŀǎƛ ŀƴŘ 5ŀƭƛǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ŦƛƭǘƘȅ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ 

and sexual epithets, naked parading, dismemberment, being forced to drink urine and eat faeces, 

branding, pulling out of teeth, tongue and nails, and violence including murder after proclaiming 

ǿƛǘŎƘŎǊŀŦǘΩΦ294 Feminist scholars have detailed how extreme caste violence, rape and public shaming 

rituals are often targeted at Dalit women in order to demonstrate caste control over Dalit men.295 

Through practices of gender-based violence, women's bodies are effectively made depositories of 

the stigmatising violence of the caste system itself. This echoes the long gendered history of penal 

stigma explored in this chapter, and the ways in which misogyny combines with classism, casteism 
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and racism. The history of racial capitalism cannot be separated from regimes of patriarchy -- stigma 

power functions intersectionally.  

 

[A] The stigma machine of caste 

In 2016, a new annotated edition Bhimrao Ramji !ƳōŜŘƪŀǊΩǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ мфор The Annihilation of Caste 

was published. Ambedkar (1891 ςмфрсύ ǿŀǎ LƴŘƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ [ŀǿ ŀƴŘ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ Minister following 

Independence, and in this role was largely responsible for drafting the new Constituion. Ambedkar 

was born into an untouchable Dalit caste. Extraordinarily, considering his background and the 

period, Ambedkar was university educated. In 1916, he began a PhD at the London School of 

Economics (completed in 1922) and also undertook his formative legal training in London. An 

economist, as well as politician, lawyer and social reformer, Ambedkar was a prolific writer and 

campaigner on Dalit and other issues of social justice.  

In a long essay that prefaces the new edition, Arundhati Roy asks why caste, unlike other 

ΨŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŀōƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘΣ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΣ ǎŜȄƛǎƳΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 

fundamenǘŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŦƻǊǳƳǎΩΦ296  As 

Roy argues, ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψone of the most brutal modes of hierarchical social organisation that 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ LƴŘƛŀƴ caste-system still ŜƭǳŘŜǎ ΨǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƴǎǳǊŜΩΦ297   

Roy reflects on growing up as the daughter of a high-caste Hindu father and a Christian 

mother in post-LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ LƴŘƛŀ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ŦƛǎǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǎǘŜΩ ŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊΣ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ 

which caste was implied and practised but rarely overtly stated. Reflecting on her childhood, Roy 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŎŀǎǘŜ ŀǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ ƛƴ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

work they did, in the clothes they wore, in the marriages that were arranged, in the language they 

ǎǇƻƪŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ΨL ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎŀǎǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘŜȄǘōƻƻƪΩΦ298   It 

is not only that ŎŀǎǘŜ Ψƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ-ŎƻŘŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ψƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΩΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǳƴǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ 

eyes, but rather that this erasure of the lived realities of caste discrimination is an integral element 
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of post-LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ LƴŘƛŀΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΥ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ wƻȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ 

ŀ ΨtǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ¦ƴǎŜŜƛƴƎΩΦ299 

CǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴύΣ understanding caste, its origins, changing 

historical meanings and forms seems ŀ ŘŀǳƴǘƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǘŀǎƪΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΩ 

of caste are not difficult to grasp.300   At its simplest, we can understand the Indian caste system as 

ΨƎǊŀŘŜŘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨŀǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǾŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇǘΩΦ301 As Roy puts it, ǘƘŜ ΨǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǇȅǊŀƳƛŘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǇǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ 

entitlements. The bottom is considered polluted and has no entitlements but plenty of duties. The 

pollutionςpurity matrix is correlated to an elaborate system of caste-ōŀǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ302  

 !ƳōŜŘƪŀǊ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƛƴ ŀ ΨŎƘƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊΩΣ ŀǎ Ψŀ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-storeyed 

tower with no staircase and no ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƛǎ ŘƻƻƳŜŘ Ψǘƻ ŘƛŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊŜȅ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ƛƴΩ.303  ¢ƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƭƭƻǘǘŜŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƭƛŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ 

ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǳǘƛŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǊŜƭƛŜǎ ǳǇƻƴ ŀƴ ΨŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǿƘich 

ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ǇƻƭƛŎŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜΩ ς the daily grinding of the stigma machine of caste.304 

 

This chapter on the penal genealogy of stigma opened with five Adivasi women tortured and 

tattooed by police with the words Jeb Katri.  These women were all from a denotified tribe called 

{ŀƴǎƛΣ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƘŜǊŜŘƛǘŀǊȅ ǘƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǊŀŎŜΩ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ¢ǊƛōŜǎ !ŎǘΦ305 Recalling the 

Jeb Katri case, Justice Singhvi, one of High Court Judges who initially awarded the women 

όƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜύ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜΣ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΥ ΨLǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀǊŜ 

born with different tags on their heads while the law bends for the richΩΦ306 However, we cannot 

understand this story through the lens of economic injustice and the inequalities of class. What 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǎǘŜΦ ¢ƻ ōƻǊǊƻǿ !ǊǳƴŘƘŀǘƛ wƻȅΩǎ 

ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ΨŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǎǘŜ Ǉrejudice continues to be a horrific reality in India 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΩΦ307 Instead, here, as in so many other cases of 

ŎŀǎǘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ LƴŘƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƎŜ ΨŀƛǊōǊǳǎƘŜŘ ŎŀǎǘŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩΦ308   
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In the context of ongoing state, police and Hindu caste violence against Adivasi and Dalit 

people in India, what is remarkable about the Jeb Katri ŎŀǎŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǘƻƻƪ но ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

policemen to be convicted, but that there was any measure of justice at all.309 That this case was 

prosecuted is a testament to the courage of these Sansi women, and particularly that of Parmeshri 

5ŜǾƛ ǿƘƻ ǳƴǾŜƛƭŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƎŜΩǎ ōŜƴŎƘΦ As Devi told journalists in 2016: Ψ[Ŝǘ ǳǎ 

assume that I was a thief. But the police had no right to brand me as Jeb KatriΦΩ 310 

 

[A] Hindu supremacy  

I began this chapter with the Jeb Katri case because the word stigma has its ancient roots in 

practices of penal tattooing which so clearly resonate with the humiliation and torture of these 

women at the hands of the police. I wanted to stress that violent material practices of stigmatisation 

are not only historically entrenched forms of raceςclassςŎŀǎǘŜ ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ΨƭƛǾŜΩ 

practices in the contemporary world. What I particularly want to underscore here, is that the 

stigmatising classificatory systems which continue to undergird the LƴŘƛŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ǿŜǊŜ Ψƴƻǘ 

based on the self-ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΩ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 

ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎΩΦ 311 The stigma politics of caste is particularly instructive for 

understanding the entanglement of stigma power within histories of colonial capitalism. 

¢ƘŜ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ Ψōǳƻȅŀƴǘ ŀŘƳƛǊŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΩ ǿƘƻ ƴƻǿ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

caste describes not discrimination but rather cultural differences ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊƳ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎƭǳŜ ǘƘat binds 

ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜΣ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŀȅǎΩΦ312 For 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ 5ŀƭƛǘǎ ΨǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ŎŀǎǘŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ нллм ²ƻǊƭŘ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ wŀŎƛǎƳ 

ƛƴ 5ǳǊōŀƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ LƴŘƛŀƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ΨƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƳŀǘǘŜǊέΩΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƛƴƎ 

Ψinternational do-ƎƻƻŘŜǊǎΩ ŦƻǊ ΨƳƛǎŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ interfering in Indian affairs.313 In a statement 

to the BBC, India's junior foreign minister, Omar Abdullah was quoted as saying that Ψcondemning 

the caste system would equate casteism with racism, which makes India a racist country, which we 

ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΩΦ314   In defence of caste, the Indian government ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜŘ ΨǘƘŜǎŜǎ ōȅ ǿŜƭƭ-known 
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sociologists who argued at length that the practice of caste was not the same as racial 

ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǎǘŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ǊŀŎŜΩΦ315 ¢ƘŜ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ƻŦ ŎŀǎǘŜ Ŏƻƴǘinues to 

be employed by Indian elites, who argue that condemnations of the caste-ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǊŜ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƴŜǎǎ ƎƻƴŜ ƳŀŘΩΦ  

In 2014, Hindu-nationalist Prime Minister Narendra Modi (2014- present) and the right-wing 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) assumed control of the Indian government. Modi was re-elected in a 

landslide victory in 2019. The power base of BJP is firmly anchored in upper caste Hindu support, 

and pursues purist caste Hindu policies, an ideology of Hindutva (Hindu-ness). It is in effect the 

political arm of a proto-fascistic paramilitary organisation called the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 

(RSS).316 !ǎ tǊƛȅŀƳǾŀŘŀ DƻǇŀƭ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨaƻŘƛ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜŎǊŜǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊƛǎǘƛŎΩ 

w{{Υ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƻƴ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŘŀȅΣ ƭƻƻks like the British National party but can operate more 

ƭƛƪŜ bŀȊƛ ƳƛƭƛǘƛŀǎΩΦ317  In ways akin to other 21st-century far-right and ethno-nationalist movements in 

Europe and North American, this stigma politics exploits and generates divisions between different 

ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀƴΩǎ ǇƻƻǊŜǎǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ōƻǘƘ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 5ŀƭƛǘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

the project of Hindu nationalism, and the vilification of Muslims (and other non-Hindus).  It is well 

documented, for example, that the RSS Ψƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎible for vicious attacks on Christians, murdering 

ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜȅŀǊŘΩΦ318  

Since Modi came to power incidents of communal violence (violence across caste, religious 

or ethnic lines) has increased exponentially, especially against Muslims.319 Notably, Modi was the 

Chief Minister of Gujarat in 2002, when widespread riots against Muslims broke out in the region, 

which saw the mass beatings, rapes, and killings of Muslims by Hindu extremists. It is estimated that 

2000 people died and many more were injured in this violence.320 Evidence of the involvement of 

police and government officials in these riots have led to claims that this was a state-sponsored 

pogrom against Muslims. Both RSS and BJP members were named in reports filed by eyewitnesses 

after the riots.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bharatiya_Janata_Party
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As I completed this chapter, the Modi led Indian government was busy further tearing up 

the promises and protections enshrined in the Indian constitution of 1947. In August 2019, the India 

Government took direct administrative control over the predominately Muslim States of Jumma and 

Kashmir, a process which has seen seven million people effectively caged into the region, with all 

communications to the outside world cut off.321 In short, a massive new state-led colonial capitalist 

enclosure of land and people is underway. The long history of Hindu-supremacist caste stigma 

politics cemented under British rule continues to play a pivotal role in legitimating violence and 

dispossession in the India.  

 

[A] Connected histories of stigma power 

Stigma is an ancient practice, and the word originated to describe tattooing for penal purposes, 

words, marks and images etched into the skin against your will to denote an offence or crime and to 

signify a permanently degraded social status. By unpicking some threads from the vast history of 

penal stigma, my aim in this chapter has been to underscore the ways in which Ancient Graeco-

Roman practices of penal stigmatisation, have not only persisted but have been deployed, over 

many centuries, as terrorising governmental technologies. One argument of Stigma is that the penal 

function of stigma persists not only within the etymology of the word, but within contemporary 

forms of social discipline and exploitation.  

Understanding stigma as a socio-political calligraphy of subjection, is central to the 

reconceptualisation of stigma in this book. Of course, the meaning and purpose of penal tattooing 

and related practices of stigmatising marking, and the violence with which these marks are 

inscribed, changes over time and in place. For example, class-based systems of indentured pauper 

labour in eighteenth-century England, caste-based penal labour systems in eighteenth-century 

colonial India, and the racialised dehumanisation of enslaved people in eighteenth-century colonial 
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plantations are not equivalent phenomena, but they are nevertheless connected systems of 

oppression and exploitation.  

WŜǊŜƳȅ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŜ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

enclosure of land and the development of a prison-Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ paupers, 

plans he first hatched while managing a serf labour force on a Russian colonial estate, is one 

amongst many examples of the ways in which the emergence of capitalism as a world system, saw, 

over many centuries, a global traffic in stigmatising practices, policies, laws for the expropriation 

(and reproduction) of labour power.322  

Through a focus on penal stigma, the intention has been to draw out threads of connection 

between some of the practices of dehumanisation which were central to the constitution of colonial 

capitalist modernity. Indeed, one of my motivations for reconceptualising stigma as a form of power, 

is a concern with thinking about the intersections between different forms of stigmatisation. To 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǎ Ψa conglomerate of sociopolitical relations that discipline 

humanity into full humans, not-quite-ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴƘǳƳŀƴǎΩ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ 

hierarchies of person value upon which patriarchal, capitalist, racist and disablist systems of 

exploitation depend.323  ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ƛƴ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ƘƻǿΣ ŀǎ {ǘǳŀǊǘ Iŀƭƭ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ 

ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΦ324 

Holding to a reading of stigma as punitive practices of bodily inscription is instructive, for 

these genealogies allows us to rethink stigma from the outside in, retraining our gaze upwards, onto 

the social, political and economic function of practices of stigmatisation. Certainly, in re-coupling the 

concept of stigma to histories of capitalism and colonialism, what we gain sight of is stigmacraft; the 

mechanisms through which stigma is produced, and the processes through which it becomes 

attached to bodies (and places), by whom, and for whose gain. What emerges from this chapter is 

an understanding of stigma as a technique of social classification, a governmental strategy of social 

sorting, a mechanism through which inequalities are inscribed and materialised  ς a process Franz 
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Fanon termed the epidermalization of inferiority.325  In the following chapters I will unwind some of 

these threads of connection further.  
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[CH] 2. From Stigma Power to Black Power 

 

 Ψ[ƻƴƎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ōƻǊƴŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƘŀƳŜΦΩ  

WƻƘƴ ¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴΣ Ψ9ȄƘƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ мфоо326 

 

ΨL ŀƳ ōƭŀŎƪΦ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ŀƳ ōƭŀŎƪ L ŀƳ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ L 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƭŀŎŜΦΩ  

Stokely Carmichael, Black Power, Berkeley, 1966327 

 

 

In January 1960, a black teenager called Joseph McNeil travelled back from a Christmas visit with his 

family in New York to North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (known as A&T) in 

Greensboro. 328 When McNeil got back to campus he described the bus journey to his friendsΥ ΨIn 

Philadelphia, I could eat anywhere in the bus station. By Maryland, that had changed; by the time I 

arrived in Richmond, Virginia I was refused a hotdog at a food counter reserved for whitesΧIt was a 

degrading experience; three hours ago I was a human being Χthree hours laterΧsome kind of 

pariah.Ω 329 Travelling from the Northern to the Southern states in 1960 meant crossing, in Erving 

GoffmanΩs terms, from one social interaction order into another. Arriving in the South in 1960 meant 

immersion in the spatial politics of white supremacy, manifest in the Jim Crow signs that segregated 

social spaces, and in the unspoken ΨcustomsΩΣ rules, rituals and codes Ψdesigned to degrade and 

divideΩ 330  

Jim Crow was a stigma ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ came to be used as the shorthand 

for state level and local laws which enforced racial segregation in the Southern States of the US after 
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the civil war and the formal end of slavery in 1865.331  By 1960 the Jim Crow era Ψof institutionalized 

violenceΩ had lasted for close to a century. 332 

 

McNeil and three teenage friends, Franklin McCain, David Richmond and Jibreel Khazan,333  

had spent the evenings of their first term at university talking long into the night about their heroes, 

Ghandi, Langston Hughes, Martin Luther King, about the failures of the civil rights movement to 

effect meaningful change and about the quotidian humiliations of living under white supremacy. 

Furious after his degrading bus journey, McNeil persuaded his friends to action.  

On 1 February, the four went into the ²ƻƻƭǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ store on South Elm Street in Greensboro 

and sat down at the ΨWhites onlyΩ lunch counter.334 They asked for coffee. The waitress refused to 

serve themΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨWe donΩt serve Negroes here.Ω 335 The police were called, an officer arrivedΥ ΨHe 

took his knife stick out. He took his billy club and began to hit it on his hand.Ω336 Taking their place in 

a long history of Southern freedom fighters, the four refused to move from their seats.  

The Greensboro four returned to Woolworths lunch counter every day that week, 

accompanied by growing numbers of students from A&T, Bennett College (a black liberal arts college 

for women), and Dudley High School (then a segregated black school). By 6 February, 1,000 students 

were sitting-in at Greensboro Woolworths lunch counter. These initially small scale challenges to 

segregation escalated into the largest black resistance movement in the history of the United States.  

The protests garnered extensive national television news coverage. By 1958, over 80 per 

cent of American homes had television sets, and by 1960 the use of 16mm film and the development 

ƻŦ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ŀǳŘƛƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘǎ Ψǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǾƻƭŀǘƛƭŜ 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŦƻƭŘŜŘΩΦ337 As a consequence of this rapidly growing television audience, 

and technical advances in shooting news ŦƻƻǘŀƎŜΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƛǘ-ins provided the nation with a unique 

experiment in moral theatre, where black protestors (at times with white allies) non-violently 

ǿƛǘƘǎǘƻƻŘ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΦΩ 338 Anne Moody, then a sociology student at Tougaloo college, 

described the scene at a sit-ƛƴ ŀǘ ŀ ²ƻƻƭǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ ƭǳƴŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ƛƴ WŀŎƪǎƻƴΣ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛΥ   



 93 

 

The white students started chanting all kinds of anti-Negro slogans. We were called a little 

bit of everything. The rest of the seats except the three we were occupying had been roped 

off to prevent others from sitting down. A couple of the boys took one end of the rope and 

ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƘŀƴƎƳŀƴΩǎ ƴƻƻǎŜΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƴŜŎƪǎΦ 

The mob started smearing us with ketchup, mustard, sugar, pies, and everything on the 

ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊΦ ώΧϐ ŀ bŜƎǊƻ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōƻȅ ǎŀǘ Řƻǿƴ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ ώΧϐ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƴƛƎƎŜǊΩ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ 

on his back with red spray paint.339   

 

.ŜƛƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ мфсл ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǎƳŜŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ άǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅέΩΦ 340 

By putting their bodies in white-ƻƴƭȅ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛǎŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ 

ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ WƛƳ /ǊƻǿΦ341 Protesting against the political and economic terrorism of white 

supremacy came at a price; people were heckled, intimidated, beaten, arrested and expelled from 

schools, colleges and jobs. As then student activist (and later sociology professor) Joyce Ladner 

ƴƻǘŜǎΥ ΨIt was very, very difficult to continue because the local police and all the towns had almost 

ŎǊǳǎƘŜŘ ǳǎΦ Χ ¢ƘŜȅ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦΩ 342 What motivated young people to 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ōŜŀǘƛƴƎǎΣ ōǊǳǘŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

express the anguish of living with anti-black racism.343 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ dignified life 

ŦǊŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŀǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ aŀƭŎƻƭƳ · ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

ΨǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ Ƴǳǘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΩΦ344 As McCain 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΥ ΨLǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎΧ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΧ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΦΩ 345 

aŎ/ŀƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƻƭǿƻǊǘƘǎ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘΥ Ψ!ƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ 

down on ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŘǳƳō ǎǘƻƻƭΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ǎƻ ǊŜƭƛŜǾŜŘΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ǎƻ ŎƭŜŀƴΩΧ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦΩ 346 

{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ WƛōǊŜŜƭ YƘŀȊŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŀŎǘΣ ƘŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΥ Ψ{ƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΦΩ347 
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Two months after Greensboro electrified the civil rights movement from below, the formation of the 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ bƻƴǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ό{b//ύ ǎŀǿ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ actions against racial 

segregation extended ǘƻ ΨFreedom RidesΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ 

staged kneel-ins at segregated churches, sleep-ins at segregated motels, swim-ins at segregated 

pools, wade-ins at segregated beaches, read-ins at segregated libraries, play-ins at segregated parks, 

watch-ins at segregated cinemas and theatres, wait-ins at housing developments, chain-ins at city 

halls and rent-strikes. By the spring of 1960 it was estimated that 50,000 people had participated in 

.ȅ мфсоΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƘŀŘ ƎǊƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ 

one lunch-counter to the largest mass movement for racial reform and civil rights in the 20th 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΩΦ 348  

 

 

[A] Struggles in the interaction order 

 

In the midst of this burst of political resistance against the violent regimes of racial stigma and 

segregation of Jim Crow, Erving Goffman wrote his influential book Stigma: Notes on the 

Management of a Spoiled Identity (1963). 

What distinguishes Erving GƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ his career-long focus on 

Ψsocial ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ Ψsocial situations Χin which two or more individuals are 

physically in one another's response presenceΩΦ349 In ΨThe Interaction OrderΩ όмфунύΣ his 

posthumously published Presidential Address to the American Sociology Association, Goffman lists 

the kinds of everyday places he was interested in studying: Ψa local bar, a small shop floor, a 

domestic kitchen Χ factories, airports, hospitals, and public thoroughfaresΩΦ 350  DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

involved observing how people interact with each other in these spaces and what this revealed 

about the rules, norms and conventions of social life. Those familiar with GoffmanΩs oeuvre will be 
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reminded of his dramaturgical understanding of the interaction order as Ψŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

front and back stage, in which people perform social roles.351  

Given his lifelong interest in studying how society works and coheres through social 

interactions, one might have thought that Goffman would have been interested in the direct and 

open challenges to (racist) laws, rules and norms of social interaction instigated by young people like 

the Greensboro Four which were taking place in bars and cafes, buses, shops, schools, universities, 

workplaces and public streets across the US in the 1960s. After all, the grassroots struggles that 

characterised this period were taking place within the very kinds of behavioural settings and 

involved conflicts in the very kinds of service transactions which were, ostensibly, at the very centre 

ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ .ƭŀŎƪ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨƎƻ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǘƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎΩ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘΦ 352 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ Řƻ ŀǊƛǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

there are categories of persons ς in our own society very broad ones ς whose members constantly 

Ǉŀȅ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΩ 353 he states that his approach is not 

Ψinformed by a concern over the plight of disadvantaged groupsΩΦ 354 What is so striking about this 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ career as a sociologist spanned some of the most tumultuous decades 

of ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ōȅ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƛƴ ¦{ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ς including black 

people, women, disabled people, so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƳŀŘΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƭŜǎōƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ Ǝŀȅ ƳŜƴΦ  

.ŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфсл ŀƴŘ мфсо DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ5ŜǾƛŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪƭŜȅ ƛƴ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ƻƴ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

lectures he wrote for this course. While teaching at Berkley, Goffman would have been acutely 

aware of the black freedom struggles that were ŜȄǇƭƻŘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ Ψǎƛǘ-ins, marches, protest 

ǊŀƭƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǊōŀƴ ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭǎΩΦ355 !ǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘΣ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻƻǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎƘŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

sprayed by fire hoses and attacked by dogs, freedom riders being abused, sit-in participants being 

taunted oǊ ōŜŀǘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ōƭŀŎƪ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜǎŎƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ƳŀŘŜ 

for powerful viewing in this period.356 Further, in solidarity with southern sit-in movements the 
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ΨǇŜǊƴƛŎƛƻǳǎ ŘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Ǌōŀƴ bƻǊǘƘΩ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻǇŜƴƭy contested in states like 

California.357 From the spring of 1960, Berkeley students were picketing hotels and shops which 

were known to practise racial discrimination in their employment practices.358 This anti-racist politics 

ƭŜŀƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΣ ŀǎ DŀǊȅ aŀǊȄΣ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ мфсм Ψ5ŜǾƛŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 

/ƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎΥ 

 

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 

Goffman, but what's the use of it for changing the conditions you deǎŎǊƛōŜΚΩ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ 

Ǿƛǎƛōƭȅ ǎƘŀƪŜƴΦ IŜ ǎǘƻƻŘ ǳǇΣ ǎƭŀƳƳŜŘ ǎƘǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƻǇŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƪ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨLϥƳ 

ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊƳŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ359 

  

Lƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΣ L ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǘŀƪŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎly the 

question of this unnamed black student: what's the use of it for changing the conditions you 

describe?360 When we begin also with Jibreel KhazanΩǎ ŎƭŀǊƛƻƴ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ Ψto be done to 

ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΦΩ361 

 

 

[A] Social relations without power relations 

 

In the opening pages of Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity, Goffman offers a 

working definition of stigma asΥ Ψan attribute that is deeply discreditingΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

individual who ƛǎ ŘƛǎǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜΩΦ362 Goffman roots his definition of stigma in 

Ƙƛǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦ 

What he means by this is that people acquire stigma in their exchanges with other people ς be this a 

look, a glance, a comment or a more overt form of discrimination such as name-calling. So while 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩΣ ŀǎ ŜƳŀƴŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
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stigma might be experienced as an automatic response (for example to somebody who is physically 

disfigured), for Goffman stigma describes a social relation between people. In short, stigma is not a 

fixed property of a person, but is produced between people in social settings. The attribution of 

stigma is a socially conditioned response to somebody who is perceived to deviate, whether through 

their appearance or their behaviour, from accepted social norms, standards and ideals.  

This is much- like a classically liberal nineteenth-century definition of stigma. For example, in 

his Dictionary of English Synonymes (1816), George Crabb defines stigma as follows: 

 

A stigma is what falls upon a person in the judgement of others; it is the black mark which is 

set upon a person by the public, and is consequently the strongest of all marks, which 

everyone most dreads and every good man seeks least to observe. 363 

 

What Goffman adds to this nineteenth-century definition of stigma is a distinctly twentieth-

century social scientific understanding of social norms. For Goffman, a stigma arises (or is attributed) 

when an individual fails to realise Ψa particular normΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŘŜrstanding of stigma pivots on the 

ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƻǊ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

determined by prevailing social norms and attitudes.  

For Goffman, society ΨcoheresΩ to the extent that members of a given society implicitly 

understand and share the norms in operation in a given social context. So, in our social interactions, 

Goffman argues, ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜ expectation on all sides that those in a given category should not 

only support a particular norm but also realize itΩΦ364 We generally understand, for example, how we 

are supposed to interact with shopkeeper or a taxi driver. A child quickly learns how they are 

expected to interact with others in a school classroom. We implicitly understand the social roles in 

place in a given setting, and what role we are supposed to play therein.  

Stigma not only describes a relation between people, but also a relation of self to self.  

Goffman suggests that it is through processes of socialisation that an individual Ψlearns and 
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incorporates the stand-point of the normalΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǎƻ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 

placed in a stratified social order of normal-stigma positionalities; for example, a person with an 

attribute which is stigmatising, such as a speech impediment, likely knows in advance of an 

interaction how they might be perceived by others. That is, people judge themselves against an 

ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƴƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŧŀƭƭ ǎƘƻǊǘΩΦ 365 

Where do these norms come from? Again, DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜǎ ōǳǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

question, stating on the first page of Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity that: 

ΨSociety establishes the means of categorizing persons and the complement of attributes felt to be 

ordinary and natural for members of these categoriesΩΦ 366 Towards the end of his book, he admits 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎΣ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƘƛŦǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƻǳǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ Ψŀǎ 

ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩΦ 367  However, he expresses little curiosity in how social norms 

might be challenged or transformed. Rather, he is concerned with detailing the more abstract 

operations of the system within which face-to-face interactions take place, in smooth or disordered 

ways. That is, his interest is in how social rules work rather than in what they proscribe. Hence the 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ς how can we use this knowledge to change things? 

{ƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎcount, his 

understanding of normal-stigma relations is divorced from power relations ς both the macro-level 

structural power relations of, for example, Patriarchy, or the power inflected micro-aggressions of 

everyday interactions. The critical point is thaǘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 

of power (and resistance).  

 

[A] The erasure of the history of penal stigma 
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It is worth noting at this juncture that Goffman opens Stigma: Notes on the Management of a 

Spoiled Identity with a reference to the ancient penal etymology of stigma, but only in order to 

swiftly diminish its contemporary relevance. He writes: 

The Greeks, who were apparently strong on visual aids, originated the term stigma to refer 

to bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and bad about the moral status of the 

signifier. The signs were cut or burnt into the body and advertised that the bearer was a 

slave, a criminal, or a traitor τ a blemished person, ritually polluted, to be avoided, 

especially in public places.  

 

¢ƻŘŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ Χ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛƭȅ evidence of it. 

Furthermore, shifts have occurred in the kinds of disgrace that arouse concern.368 

 

Goffman is right that today the meaning of stigma tends to be used to refer to the state of 

Ψdisgrace itselfΩΣ and to experiences of being stigmatised, rather than the literal violent acts of 

inscription that the longer etymology suggests. What I want to underscore here is how Goffman 

contributes to this more passive meaning. For example, if you read the passage above again, you will 

see how Goffman already diverts attention away from those doing the stigmatising ς here the 

slaveholders and tattooists of Ancient Greece. What Goffman obscures, from the very first page of 

his book on stigma, is an understanding of stigma as a relation of power. In doing, he conceals the 

more active purpose that stigmatising classifications serve, namely the function of stigma in the 

subjugation, exploitation and control of others. That Goffman produced a stigma-concept so 

toothless, and so emptied of power is, given the history of this concept, an astounding achievement. 

The sociology of stigma remains caught within this torpid perspective ς it is this flat ahistorical 

powerless understanding of stigma which this book seeks to change.  

CǊŜŘǊƛŎ WŀƳŜǎƻƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǳǎǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜΣ ŦƻǊ 

Ƙƛǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ψǘƻ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƻƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƴ 
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ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ΨŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜΩΦ 369  It is possible to read power back 

into Goffman, and indeed this is what many social science scholars who draw on his stigma concept 

have subsequently done, for example by thinking about stigma more explicitly as a form of 

oppression or discrimination. However, it is the contention of this chapter that interrogating 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛǎ important if we are to decolonise the stigma-concept, and in 

doing push past some of the prevailing limitations in research and social action around stigma.  

 

 

[A] !ǘǊƻŎƛǘȅ ǘŀƭŜǎΥ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

Despite his career-long concern with social interaction, Stigma: Notes on the Management of a 

Spoiled Identity is not grounded in empirical research, as are some of GoffmanΩs earlier studies such 

as Asylums (1961), or his PhD research in a Shetland Islands community which formed the basis of 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956). Indeed, despite being recognised as ΨƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ 

ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƛŎǊƻǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜƭŦ-presentation as a pioneer of observational methods, 

Ƙƛǎ Ψƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎƛǎƳ ŀǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘŜƴǳƻǳǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƘŜ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ 

traditional fieldwork and drew on both fictional literary texts and fabricated anecdotes for his 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΩΦ370  

Goffman states that his objective in Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity 

is to explore what a burgeoning psychological literature on stigma ς ōǳǘ Ψespecially popular workΩ ς 

might Ψyield for sociologyΩΦ371 As Heather Love details, it transpires from his footnotes and references 

that what Goffman means by Ψpopular workΩ is memoirs and biographies, letters and newspaper 

ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎΣ Ψlightly fictionalized ώƳŜŘƛŎŀƭϐ ŎŀǎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŦŀŎǘǳŀƭǎΩΦ372 

Indeed, Stigma opens with an epigraph, a fictional letter from sixteen-year-ƻƭŘ ƎƛǊƭ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ΨōƻǊƴ 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ƴƻǎŜΩ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ΨŀƎƻƴȅ ŀǳƴǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ bŀǘƘŀƴŀŜƭ ²ŜǎǘΩǎ ŘŀǊƪ 

comic depression-era novel Miss Lonelyhearts όмфооύΦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜǇƛƎǊŀǇƘ Ƙŀǎ 
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been interpreted as signalling compassion.373 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ²ŜǎǘΩǎ ΨƛǊƻƴƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘƛǎǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜΩ 

ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǾŜƭΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

Goffman is making a playful statement about his own cool and detached approach to stigma. 374 

Indeed, I would argue that his use of this epigraph is best understood as a dry joke: the punchline 

being, as GoffƳŀƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭǎΩ (as he calls his readers) might, 

Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛƘŜǊƻ ƛƴ ²ŜǎǘΩǎ ƴƻǾŜƭΣ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘΦ   

Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity draws together a heterogeneous 

and eclectic archive of writing about blindness, facial deformities, cripples, amputees, alcoholics, 

gentleman criminals, ex-cons, prostitutes, homosexuals, the Ψmentally deficientΩΣ Ψthe madΩΣ anti-

Semitism and anti-black racismΦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΩ ƛƴ ΨƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ 

off the material on stigma from neighbouring ŦŀŎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǎŎƘŜƳŀΩΦ375 [ƻǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƻŦŦΩ 

ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾƛƴƎƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǘƘƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩΦ376 What this amounts to 

in practice is that there often no discernible difference in how Goffman deploys, for example, an 

extract from a clinical account of a facial disfigurement, or a personal memoir or fictional account on 

the same topic.  Certainly, he rarely introduces the authors of the materials he quotes from, but 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜȄǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψa 

ōƭƛƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩΣ Ψŀ ŎǊƛǇǇƭŜΩΣ Ψŀ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩΣ Ψŀ ƘƻƳƻǎŜȄǳŀƭΩΣ Ψŀ bŜƎǊƻΩΣ Ψŀ WŜǿΩΦ !ƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ, as 

Susan Schweik argues, produces an effect of Ψimpartial realismΩ.377  

What is veiled through this method of abstraction are the textual techniques, the particular 

genres and aesthetics of the writing he draws upon, and the multiple perspectives encoded within 

these texts. Most significantly, in suppressing ΨƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘǎΩ Goffman erases the original 

intentions which might have motivated what is often confessional writing about experiences of 

stigma This point is underlined by his acerbic characterisation of some of the literature he draws 

upon as Ψatrocity talesΩ written by Ψheroes of adjustmentΩ ŀƴŘ Ψstigma professionalsΩ who seek to 

Ψpresent the case for the stigmatisedΩΦ378  
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In short, Goffman draws on the writing of people who have experienced stigma but it fails to 

engage with the authors of these literatures as knowledge producers. Kristie Dotson describes this 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜǎΣ ŜǊŀǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜǎ 

the other, committing what she terms an epistemic violence.379 (A theme I will return to in Chapter 

Five). 

It is important to note at this juncture that DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma was written during a 

resurgence in confessional writing in US and wider European culture. Indeed, this Ψconfessional ǘǳǊƴΩ 

was central to social and political struggles of the period, beginning with the civil rights movement 

and extending to feminist, queer, disability and anti-psychiatry movements (GoffmanΩs book 

Asylums played a central role in the latter). Goffman ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΩ ŦƻǊ 

confessional writing, self-ƘŜƭǇ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ 

ǎƻǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻǳŎƘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘΩΦ 380 He cites the writing of James Baldwin in a footnote as an 

example of ΨƎƻƻŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ bŜƎǊƻŜǎΩ ōǳǘ side-lines any of the reformist, 

consciousness-raising and/or political ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨŀǘǊƻŎƛǘȅ ǘŀƭŜǎΩ. 381 

More than this, by transforming the authors of stigma experiences into abstract figures ς 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨNŜƎǊƻŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ς Goffman mimics the dehumanising practices 

which the concept of stigmatisation describes. This nicely illustrates how stigma is actually a relation 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǘƻ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜΣ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǎǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ 

through the attribution of stigma. The argument I am signalling here is that reconceptualising stigma 

as a political economy of dehumanisation and devaluation requires critical methods which are 

ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘΩ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘΣ 

ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ of and struggles against the social structures that, as Du Bois puts it, 

produce them as Ψmarkedly inferiorΩΦ 382 

 

[A] The stigma of disability 
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While this chapter focuses on racial stigma (racism), I want to note at this juncture the 

understanding of stigma developed by disabled people in the early 1960s. In particular, I want to 

draw attention to the ground-breaking collection Stigma: The Experience of Disability (1966), a series 

of autobiographical essays written by physically disabled people and edited by activist and writer 

Paul Hunt. What Hunt develops, through the curation and editing of this collection of essays, is a 

multi-perspectival account of stigma from below. LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ Ψ! 

/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ /ƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ Iǳƴǘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƭȅ ǾŜƛƭŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 

theorised from the perspective of so-called normals but from Ψthe uncomfortable, subversive 

position from which we act as a living reproach to any scale of values that puts attributes or 

possessions before the personΩΦ 383 

In this essay, Hunt develops an understanding of stigma as a technology of disablement 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀȄƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴκƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΦ IǳƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ 

from his concern with the ways in which stigma legitimated the segregation of disabled people from 

mainstream society. It is stigma, he argues, which allows disabled people to be perceived as 

ΨǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜΩΣ ΨǳǎŜƭŜǎǎΩΣ ΨǘǊŀƎƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀōƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǳƴŘŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀōƭŜ-bodied citizens. Indeed, Hunt composed Stigma: The Experience of Disability in a 

residential home in England where he was incarcerated against his will.  

 

All my adult life has been spent in institutions amongst people who, like myself, have severe 

and often progressive physical disabilities. We are paralysed and deformed, most of us in 

wheelchairs, either as the result of accident or of diseases like rheumatoid arthritis, multiple 

sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, cerebral palsy and polio. 384   

IǳƴǘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ of disability resonates with the longer penal 

history of stigma, as cruel systems of classification which mark out categories of people in order to 

impede their freedom and mobility. Further, his understanding of the relationship between stigma 
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and segregation ς for his was an anti-segregationist abolitionist disability politics ς was directly 

inspired by the US Civil Rights Movement.  Hunt notes that the ΨƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ōǊǳǘŀƭƛǘȅ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻ 

Ƴŀƴȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƻǳǊ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻƻƪ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƳŀƭƭΩΣ ȅŜǘ the 

dehumanisation ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨǎǘƛǊǎ ƛƴ ƳŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀƴƎŜǊΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨWŀƳŜǎ .ŀƭŘǿƛƴ 

reveals in ¢ƘŜ CƛǊŜ bŜȄǘ ¢ƛƳŜΩ: a rather different reading of Baldwin and his centrality to freedom 

struggles against stigma than that suggested by Goffman.385  

James .ŀƭŘǿƛƴΩǎ The Fire Next Time wasΣ ƭƛƪŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma, published in 1963. It is a 

defining, personal and passionate account of the psycho-social impact of living with anti-black 

racism in mid-twentieth century America; ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴŘŜǎŎǊƛōŀōƭŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ defeat the stratagems that 

ǿƘƛǘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƴȅ ƘƛƳ Ƙƛǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩΦ386 You can hear the influence of 

.ŀƭŘǿƛƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ IǳƴǘΩǎ Stigma: The Experience of Disability. As Hunt ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ Ψwe who are 

disabled are deeply affected by the assumptions of our uselessness that surround us. But it is vital 

that we should not accept this devaluation of ourselvesΩΦ387  

²ƘƛƭŜ L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Řƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ IǳƴǘΩǎ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ 

here, it is important to note the foundational role his conceptualisation of stigma as a pivotal force 

in the social segregation of disabled people played in the subsequent social movements of disabled 

people. Hunt was central to the ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ: in which it is 

disability is understood as a social problem, rather than a consequence of individual impairments. 

The policy and attitudinal changes which followed in the wake of disabled peoples movements for 

equality have transformed millions of lives across the worldΦ {ŀŘƭȅΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ IǳƴǘΩǎ 

book which is the most cited text in disability studies today.388   

[A] Professor Normal 
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¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ 

his silencing ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƪƴƻǿŜǊǎΩ ƘŜ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǳǇƻƴΣ ŀǊŜ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

very structure of his stigma concept. To further illustrate this, I want to return briefly to the status of 

norms in Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity. As feminist, queer and critical race 

theorists have variously elaborated, it is often by unpacking norms that we get to the crux of the 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƘŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ мфсо 

reproduces what Du Bois dŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘƛƎƳŀΩ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΦ 389 

Goffman uses the terms ΨƴƻǊƳǎΩΣ ΨnormalΩ and those he designates as ΨǿŜ normalsΩ ƛƴ 

multiple ways. At some points norms seem to designate ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ΨŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΩ; at others norms refer 

to foundational social rules that precede all social interactions; and at others, norms are imagined as 

more akin to perceptual frames ς the social optics ς through which we perceive others. In all these 

cases, norms describe accepted rules, conventions and ways of seeing. Indeed, Goffman is emphatic 

that Ψa necessary condition for social life is the sharing of a single set of normative expectations by 

all participantsΩΦ 390 

The normal human being is also used to mark the authorial position of Goffman, the 

ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ sociological observer, in the text, while the address Ψwe ƴƻǊƳŀƭǎΩ is employed several times 

to address the imagined readers of his bookΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ΨǿŜΩΣ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ 

ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ΨLΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΦ {ƻ ǿƘƛƭŜΣ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ account 

of stigma draws on the experiential knowledge of stigmatised people, he mediates this stigma 

knowleŘƎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ Ψwe normalsΩΦ As he writesΣ Ψnorms regarding social identity 

pertain to the kinds of role repertoires or profiles we feel it permissible for any given individual to 

sustainΩΦ391   

Goffman justifies grounding his ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άnormal human 

beingέΩ ōȅ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎΣ ŦƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨƭŀȅƳŜƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ tendency of 

large-scale bureaucratic organizations, such as the nation state, to treat all members in some 
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respects as equalΩΦ392 Yet as he wrote this millions of American citizens were explicitly contesting Ψthe 

ŦŀŎǘǎΩ of this ŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ. As we have 

established, Goffman was aware of ongoing social and political challenges to white normativity 

(white supremacy), but refused to dwell on the politics of stigma. 

Unsurprisingly, and perhaps accurately in the context of the United States in the early 1960s, 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ƴƻǊƳ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ όŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦύ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎΣ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ǳǊōŀƴΣ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴΩ ƳŀƭŜΥ Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǳƴōƭǳǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŀƭŜ ƛƴ 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩΣ ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨώŜϐǾŜǊȅ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƳŀƭŜ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǳǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

perspective of heterosexual able-bodied white masculinity. 393  Goffman describes this white male 

ƴƻǊƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ-ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƛdentity casts a 

ΨǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΩΦ 394  

DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǘŜǊƻǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōƭŜ-bodied white masculinity as the 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ-ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛǎ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊs of Stigma. 

However, once the abstract normal collapses into the particularity of this figure, he grants us a key 

ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ǳƴǊŀǾŜƭ ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

of stigma. Given the strictures of this ideŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜ 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Ŏŀǎǘ ƻŦ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΩ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ physically 

disabled, people with Ψblemishes of individual characterΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψweak will, domineering or 

unnatural passions, treacherous, mental disorder, imprisonment, addiction, alcoholism, 

homosexuality, unemployment, suicidal attemptsΩΣ ŀƴŘ  ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ political ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΩ ŀƴŘ 

those tainted by what he terms Ψtribal stigma of race, nation, and religionΩΦ395  Perhaps Goffman was 

reflecting on his own Jewish ethnicity, but it seems more likely he was reflecting on the stigma of 

ōŜƛƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘǊƛōŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ Χ can be transmitted through 

lineages and equally contaminate all members of a familyΩΦ 396   

DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ψeducated northern NegroΩ ǿƘƻ 

ŦƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ƴŜƎǊƻΣ Ψurban lower class NegroesΩΣ Ψan apprehended 
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NegroΩΣ Ψblack skinned Negroes who have never passed publiclyΩ (it is unclear here if Goffman means 

people who fail to pass as white, or as white enough to be considered fully human)Σ ŀƴŘ Ψa passing 

Negro and the white girl he wants to marryΩΦ397 Goffman also comments on how skin-lightening 

products are fraudulently sold as a remedy for the stigma of black skin, and reflects on the 

ambivalent social position of Ψthe light-skinned NegroΩ who Ψcan never be sure what the attitude of a 

new acquaintance will beΩΦ398  

While Goffman suggests that many stigmas can be successfully concealed or managed, he 

reflects on the fact that visibly racialised minorities and members of the lower class Ψwho quite 

noticeably bear the mark of their status in their speech, appearance, and manner, and who, relative 

to the public institutions of our society find they are second class ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŀǊŜ Ψall likely on occasion 

to find themselves functioning as stigmatized individualsΩΦ399   

For sure, the version of white normativity which Goffman depicts tallies with accounts such 

as that of W. E. B. Du Bois, who had argued two decades earlier in Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward 

an Autobiography of a Race Concept that being black in America is to ōŜ ΨōŀŘƎŜŘΩ ōȅ ŎƻƭƻǳǊΣ ǘƻ be 

marked out Ψfor discrimination and insultΩΦ400 However, as Angela Davis argues, living as a person 

racialised as black in the early 1960s ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ Ψƻƴ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴΩΤ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ daily 

confrontation Ψwith the realities of racism, not simply as individual acts dictated by attitudinal biasΩ 

but with an entire society organised through Ψracial ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳΩ. 401 Further, unlike his black 

sociological elders and peers, Goffman offers no account of why Ψto be unconditionally άAmericanέ is 

to be white, and to be black is a misfortuneΩΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

challenged as he wrote his book. 402 

Moreover, ǿŜ ǊŜŀŎƘ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ 

suggests that there is a natural difference between what he terms the ΨcongenitalΩ sign of skin colour 

and imposed social signs ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψa brand mark or maimingΩΦ 403 Goffman is here not only illustrating 

ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ ¦{ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦŀŎǘΩ ς a consequent of 
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deeper genetic human difference, rather than an outcome of histories of slavery and colonialism. A 

history which included, as we have seen, ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

ŀƴŘ ƳŀƛƳƛƴƎΩ, physical stigmata which were later displaced by the stigma of the colour line. Indeed, 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ argument that the ΨŎƻƴƎŜƴƛǘŀƭΩ ŦŀŎǘ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ Ψŀ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ 

seems to contradict his argument that Ψthe normalΩ and Ψthe stigmatizedΩ are social roles ς and that 

anybody might find themselves in either role in a given (interactional) context. 404  

For Goffman, blackness is a stigma which is it ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜǊŀǎŜΥ ŀ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŀŎŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ ōƭŀŎƪ 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩΦ405 In this regard, DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ figure of the ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 

social norms bǳǘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ [Ŝǿƛǎ DƻǊŘƻƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴ-advance claim of the white 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΩΦ 406 LƴŘŜŜŘ ƛŦΣ ŀǎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ΨǿŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴΩΣ ǘƘŜƴ ōƭŀŎƪ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ will ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ Ψƴƻǘ ǎtructurally regarded as 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ, and further that this dehumanised positionality is 

their permanent fate.407 

CƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ 

precisely that it is relational, contextual, contingent and historically malleable. However, by taking 

DƻŦŦƳŀƴ Ψŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊŘΩΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ of the limitations of his account is that he uses 

norms to obfuscate and naturalise historical arrangements of power. Further, while Goffman 

stresses that the Ψpsychological priceΩ of stigmatisation ƛǎ Ψliving a life that can be collapsed at any 

momentΩ, he offers neither compassion nor space for imagining alternatives to the system of 

confining and discriminating norms he describes.408 Rather, he argues that normal and stigmatised 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ΨŀŎŎŜǇǘΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ. As he tersely puts it, Ψbƻǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƎŜǘ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΤ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΦΩ 409  That this is a political 

recommendation is most evident in one of the final sections of his book, when Goffman makes a 

series of proposals about how individuals might manage living with stigma. This is one of the few 
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ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǿŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭǎΩΦ Iƛǎ proposals 

to those suffering with stigma are conservative, pragmatic and, given the relational character of his 

theory of stigma, oddly individualistic.  

ΨbƻǊƳŀƭǎΩΣ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘΣ ΨǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ƴƻ ƘŀǊƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ 

ōŜ ǘŀŎǘŦǳƭƭȅ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ƴƛŎŜƭȅΩΦ410  He argues that the stigmatised should not contest the norms 

that produce stigma, but instead develop strategies of stigma management in social settings where 

stigma might ariseΦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ Ψinformation managementΩΣ Ψthe 

arts of impression managementΩΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ Ψpassing and coveringΩΣ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ΨǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ refraining Ψfrom pushing claims for acceptance much past the point normals find 

comfortableΩΦ411  !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛȊŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŦƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ 

ignoring his failing, he should try to help them and the social situation by conscious efforts to reduce 

ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΩΦ412  In the context of GoffmanΩs larger oeuvre, we might understand these proposals on the 

management of stigma as dramaturgical ς in the sense that they offer suggestions to the stigmatised 

about how ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƴƛƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭǎΩ, and in doing 

so support, rather than challenge, the relations of power inscribed in social norms.  

CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ΨƛƴƎǊŀǘƛŀǘƛƴƎƭȅ act out 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōŀŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƳǇǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƪƛƴŘΩΣ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǉƭŀȅ 

the parts society has assigned to them.413 To this end he quotes the Norwegian writer Finn Carling 

who, reflecting on his own experience of living with cerebral palsy, notes: 

Χthe cripple has to play the part of the cripple, just as many women have to be what the 

men expect them to be, just women; and the Negroes often have to act like clowns in front 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǊŀŎŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ Ƴŀn shall not be frightened by his black 

brother.414   

What Goffman suggests is that people racialised as black should act in white society in ways which 

protect white people from what Patricia Williams terms ΨǘƘŜ ŦŜǊƻŎƛƻǳǎ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎΧ ŀǎ 
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the embodƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ415 Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

that we question why he is so seemingly invested in maintaining an arrangement of normalςstigma 

relations in which only people who are socially marked as white can be normal. We also have to 

question why Goffman remained so empathically silent about the struggles against anti-black racism 

which precisely sought to challenge white normativity by disrupting racist norms of social 

interaction. Struggles which were unfolding all around him, including in his own classroom. 

 

 

[A] Ψ! ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȅ ƘŀŎƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳǳǊŘŜǊƻǳǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴΩ  

 

Reading DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƳƳŀƴŜƴǘΩ ǿƛǘƘƛn his stigma theory.416  In effect, by arguing for the 

management of stigma ς that is, for its pacification ς DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭǎ Ψƛǘǎ 

ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎ ŀǘǊƻŎƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ417  From this perspective, DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ Ψƛǎ 

not ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩ for the suppression of 

black humanity.418   

To take just one example, the Greensboro Four and many others amongst the black 

students, who would follow them in staging sit-in protests across the segregated Southern states, 

were haunted by the lynching of 14-year-old Emmett Till in Mississippi in 1955; indeed, Joyce Ladner 

ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ΨǘƘŜ 9ƳƳŜǘǘ ¢ƛƭƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ.419 Born and raised in 

Chicago, Till was visiting relatives in the small town of Money, when he allegedly wolf whistled at a 

white woman in a Grocery store.420 {ŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ǳƴŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǎǳōǘƭŜǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WƛƳ /Ǌƻǿ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛ ŎƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŜǘƛǉǳŜǘǘŜΩΣ ŦƻǊ this crime of flirtation he was 

abducted, tortured, maimed and shot.421  His body was later recovered from the Tallahatchie River. 

¢ƛƭƭΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΩǎ ƳǳǘƛƭŀǘŜŘ ŎƻǊǇǎŜ ōŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊΣ ƛƴ 

ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƻ ΨǊƛǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǘǎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛΩΦ422 However, the terrible violent truth 
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ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ ¢ƛƭƭΩǎ ŘƛǎŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ōƻŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŀŎǉǳƛǘǘŀƭ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 

killers by an all-white jury, left many black teenagers feeling fearful, vulnerable, angry and 

ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊƛƴƎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΣ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƛƭƭΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀƴ 

ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ !ǳŘǊŜ [ƻǊŘŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǾŜƛƭŜŘ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ς ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȅ ƘŀŎƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ 

ƳǳǊŘŜǊƻǳǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴΩΦ423   

The death of Till, the publicity surrounding his death and the acquittal of his killers reveal 

Ƙƻǿ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ-ǾŀƭǳŜΩ Ŏŀǎǘ ƛǘǎ ƭƻƴƎ ǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻǾŜǊ ōƭŀŎƪ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслǎΦ 

CǊŀƴƪƭƛƴ aŎ/ŀƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ¢ƛƭƭΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜŦǘ Ƙƛǎ мр-year-old self in a suicidal 

ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΥ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƴƻ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ ƻǊ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ƳŀƴΩΦ 424 This was a 

context in which black people daily negotiated interactional settings where not playing your socially 

assigned role as a racially stigmatised person, failing to manage your racial stigma appropriately by 

reducing tensions in your interactions with white people, could led to your death. As Jibreel Khazan 

ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ΨǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛŦ ǿŜ ōǊƻƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǿŜ ǘƻƻ 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘƛŜ ƭƛƪŜ 9ƳƳŜǘǘ ¢ƛƭƭΩΦ425 The haunting of this generation by the lynching of Emmett Till 

illustrates how stigma functions to confine, segregate, and subjugate black lives. However, it also 

reveals how the violence of being stigmatised can become politicised and act as a catalyst for social 

change.  

Joyce Ladner, a leading civil rights activist, describes how as a teenager she kept a scrapbook 

of cuttings about Emmett Till which she would regularly weep over in her bedroom. As she states: 

Ψ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŀƭǾŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƻǳǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

front cover of Jet ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΧ9ǾŜǊȅ ōƭŀŎk southerner for sure had seen that photograph and it was 

ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǊƛƻƴ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΧǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ Ǝƻǘ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǾŜƴƎŜ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦΩ 426 Ladner 

would later bring this activism to bear on the discipline of sociology itself, laying bear, in her edited 

volume The Death of White Sociology (1973), the white norms and racial-bias at the heart of 

sociological knowledge. 
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[A] Stigma as struggle 

Jodi Melamed has detailed the ways in which seemingly neutral or objective forms of liberal 

knowledge production, typified by mid-twentieth-century social science, operate to naturalise and 

institutionalise existing relations of power.427 These epistemologies work through producing and 

classifying human differences in ways which secure particular hierarchies of human value. By way of 

contrast, black sociologists of stigma, from Du Bois onwards, developed historical and contingent 

understanding of racial differences as forged within histories of slavery and colonialism, and 

cemented by the monstrous abnormality of ideologies of white supremacy.  

wŜǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ΨǘƘŜ 

lŜƎŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΩ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ Ƙƻǿ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

what was then, as now, a deeply contested understanding of white prototypicality and black 

inhumanity.428  While DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ uncouples the perception of black skin as a stigma 

from histories of slavery, black freedom struggles remind us that racism is an historical practice 

ΨŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩΦ429 ! ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΣ ŀ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ-ƻǇǘƛŎǎΩΣ ŎǊŀŦǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜƴȅ ōƭŀŎƪ 

people personhood.  

The sociologist Karen Fields ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ CƛŜƭŘǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ ΨǊŀŎŜŎǊŀŦǘΩ ς 

namely the Ψtrick of transforming racism into race, leaving black persons in view while removing 

white persons from the stage. To spectators deceived by the trick, segregation seemed to be a 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ430 By insisting on their 

equal humanity the freedom fighters of the 1960s sought to denaturalise stigma, expose the race-

trick, and in doƛƴƎ Ψwin recognition as human outside of the restrictive terms set by the racial 

ƻǊŘŜǊΩΦ431  !ǎ {ǘƻƪŜƭȅ /ŀǊƳƛŎƘŀŜƭ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Ψ.ƭŀŎƪ tƻǿŜǊΩ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ 

мфссΣ ΨǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΧ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎΣ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ 

ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎΚέΩ432 

By targeting the interaction order, freedom fighters made visible the concrete ways in which 

white supremacy invaded Ψthe lives of Black people on an infinite variety of levelsΩΦ433 As the radical 
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civil rights activist James Boggs noted, this was unlike the preceding Civil Rights Movement of the 

мфрлǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ǇǊƻǾƻƪƛƴƎ ƛǘΩΦ 434 In order to challenge what Du Bois 

ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘŀ ƻŦ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ young people broke the social rules around segregation and 

refused to play the roes assigned to them.435 Reflecting on what motivated him to join the sit-in 

movement as a teenager in 1960, Stokely /ŀǊƳƛŎƘŀŜƭ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ƘƻǿΥ ΨǿƘŜƴ L ǎŀǿ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ ƻƴ ¢±Σ 

getting back up on the lunch counter stools after being knocked off them, sugar in their eyes, catsup 

in their hairτǿŜƭƭΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ {ǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ L ǿŀǎ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎΦΩ 436 As Abdelmalek Sayad 

notes: 

Black American sociology and colonial sociology teach that, as a general rule, one form of revolt, 

and undoubtedly the primary form of revolt against stigmatization Χ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

stigma, which then becomes an emblem of [resistance].437 

 

Through acts of stigma dramaturgy, the Civil Rights Movement publicised, revolted against and 

transformed the stigma of blackness into black power.  

 

<A> Stigma after Goffman 

 

In 1963, the year DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma was published, the pioneering black sociologist and activist W. E. 

B. Du Bois died in exile in Accra, Ghana ς the US government had confiscated his passport. After Du 

.ƻƛǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ΨMaya Angelou led a group of Americans and Ghanaians to the U.S. embassy in Accra, 

ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻǊŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŀǊŘǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά5ƻǿƴ ǿƛǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ !ǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘέ ŀƴŘ ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ ŀ ²ƘƛǘŜ 

aŀƴϥǎ IŜŀǾŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ .ƭŀŎƪ aŀƴϥǎ IŜƭƭέΩ. 438 A day later, at the March on Washington, Roy Wilkins, 

leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), ƭŜŘ ŀ ƳƛƴǳǘŜΩǎ 

ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƳŜƳōǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 5ǳ .ƻƛǎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΣ Ψhis was 

the voice that was calling to you to gather here today in this cause. If you want to read something 

that applies to 1963 go back and get a volume of The Souls of Black Folk by Du Bois, published in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/March_on_Washington_for_Jobs_and_Freedom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roy_Wilkins
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мфлоΩΦ439  ²ƘƛƭŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƘƛƳΣ Du Bois was the first theorist of stigma power, 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Ψthe problem of the Twentieth Century as the problem of the color-lineΩΣ ōǳǘ 

detailing how this line was enforced, reproduced and legitimated by the Ψsystematic humiliationΩ of 

black lives.440 

As Les Back and Maggie Tate have argued, Ψ{ƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜŀƪŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

whole, not only for those to whom it offers a racially unequal place at the table of ideas. It 

diminishes the intellectual lifeblood of the discipline itself and its capacity to comprehend the key 

problems of the twenty-ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΩΦ441 When Goffman was teaching at Berkeley this segregation 

was challenged by black students (and this challenge to the racial segregation of knowledge 

continues today in ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ Ψ²Ƙȅ ƛǎ aȅ /ǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ²ƘƛǘŜΚΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ). In the spring of 1961, a 

group of Berkeley students formed a reading group, the Afro-American Association, which crafted an 

ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ Ψ.ƭŀŎƪ /ǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ǳ .ƻƛǎΣ CǊŀƴǘȊ CŀƴƻƴΣ WŀƳŜǎ 

Baldwin, E. Franklin Frazier and Kwame Nkrumah.442  

This reading group soon extended their activities into the wider community, running a 

weekly radio programme that attracted other Bay area college and university students, including 

Huey Newton and Bobby Seale who went on to form the Black Panthers. At the same time, in 

segregated black universities in the Southern states, such as Tougaloo College in Mississippi, 

sociology students such as Anne Moody, Joyce Ladner and their professors became active 

participants in the sit-in movements. Indeed, Jibreel Khazan of the Greensboro Four was also a 

sociology major. Together these students, activists and scholars were busy producing sociological 

knowledge about stigma, and developing anti-stigma strategies, which included the psychologically 

reparative work of protest itself.  

Of central importance to these black freedom strugglŜǎ ǿŀǎ /ŀǊƳƛŎƘŀŜƭ ŀƴŘ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψ.ƭŀŎƪ tƻǿŜǊΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴǘƻ Ψŀ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΩΥ 

Ψ²Ŝ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ Ψŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜƘƻƻŘΥ ǇǊƛŘŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŀƳŜΣ ƛƴ ōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎΩΦ443 The contemporary Black 
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Lives Matter movement marks another resurgent moment in the long history of resistance against 

the stigma politics of racial capitalism in the United States ς a period Michelle Alexander has coined 

Ψ¢ƘŜ bŜǿ WƛƳ /ǊƻǿΩΦ 444 

Despite the sophisticated understanding of racial stigma developed over a hundred years of 

black sociological thought, the conceptualisation of stigma in the social sciences has largely ignored 

this body of knowledge. 445 Lƴ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎƛǘǳŀǘŜ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

chapter has drawn on a wide range of interlocutors working in a black sociological tradition, 

including Mario Biondi, James Boggs, Stokley Carmichael, Patricia Hill Collins, Angela Davis, 

Kimberley Dotson, W.E. B. Du Bois, Roderick Ferguson, Frantz Fanon, the Greensboro Four, Paul 

Gilroy, Lewis Gordon, Charles Hamilton, Harry Haywood, Robin Kelley, Joyce Lamont, Manning 

Marable, Zine Magubane, Anne Moody, Cedric Robinson, Hortense Spillers, Cornell West, Patricia 

Williams and Gary Younge. The account of stigma that emerges through this black genealogy of 

stigma-thinking challenges the individualism of psychological approaches to social problems, 

ŜȄǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎ ΨǊŀŎŜ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ 

interactional analysis. What this scholarship offers in place of a Goffman-esque approach, are rich 

historical, political and economic conceptualisations of stigma as technologies of de-humanisation, 

and stigma as a form of power that has been collectively resisted from below.  

It is the argument of this chapter that bringing racism and anti-racist scholarship to the front 

and centre of sociological understandings of stigma enriches its utility as an analytic for 

understanding ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ς such as castist, classist, disablist and misogynist 

practices ς which are also grounded in eugenicist and/or essentialist ideologies of human difference. 
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[CH] 3. The Stigma Machine of the Border 

 

ΨtŜƻǇƭŜ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŦŀǎǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ǊŀŎŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ǎŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ 

their own flesh.Ω  

Barbara Fields and Karen Fields, 2012 446 

Ψ²Ƙȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻƴ ƳŜΚ ²Ƙȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŜ ōȅ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊΚ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƘǳƳŀƴǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƴames. 

9ǾŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊƻǘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǊƳǎΦΩ  aΦΣ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ {ȅǊƛŀΣ нлмрΦ447 

 

During 2015, an unprecedented 1.3 million people applied for asylum in the 28 member states of the 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΣ bƻǊǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ {ǿƛǘȊŜǊƭŀƴŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ΨƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ previous high-water mark of 

approximately 700,000 [asylum] applications in 1992, after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the 

ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩΦ448  Those seeking protection in Europe were largely fleeing wars, 

conflicts and political oppression in Syria (over 50 per cent), Iraq, Afghanistan and Eritrea.  Some 

arrived via Balkan land routes, but these borders were soon blocked and the vast majority made 

treacherous Mediterranean Sea crossings. An estimated 3,771 people drowned in the Mediterranean 

in 2015 alone, evidence of the life and death stakes of this journey. In the summer of 2015, 

newspapers and news websites across the world were filled with photographs of drowned children 

and people desperately paddling towards shore on overloaded dinghies.  

In response to the growing humanitarian crisis in the Mediterranean, the German Office for 

Migration and Refugees announced on the social media site Twitter on 25 August 2015 that they 

ǿŜǊŜ Ψƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ І5ǳōƭƛƴ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ {ȅǊƛŀƴ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩΦ449 What this meant for Syrian 

refugees on the ground was that if they could navigate a route to Germany, they would be 

guaranteed at least temporary leave to remain. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊŜŘ Ψŀ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ-Ƴŀƴ ƳŀǊŎƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΣ 
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as hundreds of thousands of people caught in dire conditions at camps and transit zones across 

9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ƴƻǊǘƘ ōȅ ŦƻƻǘΣ ŎŀǊΣ ōǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƛƴ.450 It was amidst this 

intensifying human and political drama that shortly after midnight on 1 September 2015, two trains 

ŘǊŜǿ ǘƻ ŀ Ƙŀƭǘ ƛƴ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΣ ŀ ǘƻǿƴ ƛƴ /ȊŜŎƘƛŀ όǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎύ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊƛŀ ŀƴŘ 

Slovakia. 

 

[A] {ŎŜƴŜ ƻƴŜΥ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ .ǌŜŎlav, South Moravia, Czechia, 1 September 2015 

!ǘ aƛŘƴƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ м {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмрΣ ŀ ǎǉǳŀŘ ƻŦ /ȊŜŎƘ !ƭƛŜƴ tƻƭƛŎŜ ōƻŀǊŘŜŘ ǘǿƻ ǘǊŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ŀƴŘ 

forcibly removed 214 people (115 men, 38 women and 61 children). The first train had arrived from 

Vienna shortly before midnight, the second shortly after midnight from Budapest, both bound for 

Germany. Czech government officials described the passengers it removed from these two trains as 

Ψнмп ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƻǾŜǊ фл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŦǊƻm Syria. Many of them 

had survived treacherous sea-crossings from Turkey to Greek islands and were just hours away from 

their German destination when the trains were intercepted by police, who moved through the 

ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ those without an EU passport or a travel visa that 

allowed them to be on Czech territory were removed. The state-owned Czech Railways had informed 

ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ !ƭƛŜƴ tƻƭƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ 

were waitƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ς along with journalists, for as we shall see this 

was a politically orchestrated event. After escorting people from the trains, some in handcuffs, the 

police assembled people on the platforms and proceeded to use indelible pens to ink numbers on 

their arms and wrists.  

YŀǘŜǌƛƴŀ wŜƴŘƭƻǾłΣ ŀ ǎǇƻƪŜǎǿƻƳŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ !ƭƛŜƴ tƻƭƛŎŜΣ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ that the inking of 

ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΦ Ψ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ 

they have arrived on so that we know which country we should return them to within the 

ǊŜŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣΩ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŀŘŘƛƴƎΣ Ψ²Ŝ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉut the numbers on a piece of paper but they 
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ƪŜǇǘ ǘƘǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǿŀȅΦΩ451 The refugees were then packed onto buses destined for temporary 

camps in local school gymnasiums in south Moravia, where officials said they would be processed, 

before being transferred to remote rural detention centres ƛƴ ½ŀǎǘłǾƪŀ ƴŜŀǊ .ǊƴƻΣ ±ȅǑƴƝ [ƘƻǘȅΣ ƴƻǊǘƘ 

aƻǊŀǾƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ .Šƭł-Jezová, central Bohemia.  

[Insert Figure 3 near here] 

Figure 3Υ ΨLƴƪƛƴƎ wŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΩ: ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘ ōȅ /ȊŜŎƘ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

South Moravia, Czech Republic, 1  September 2015, reprinted with copyright permission.   

Events at .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ were captured by a Czech News Agency photojournalist, Igor Zehl, and were posted 

on the Associated Press website. There was one photograph in particular which caught the attention 

ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǿǎ ŜŘƛǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǇΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŦƻƭŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 

her body, while a Czech policewoman wearing blue plastic gloves writes numbers on his arm. This 

image was printed in newspapers, published on news websites and shared across social media 

platforms around the world (see Figure 3). This photograph and the news stories that accompanied it 

aroused an international outcry from human rights organisations for the disturbing associations it 

elicited with the badging and tattooing of Jews during the Second World War. As Ruth Dureghello, a 

Jewish community leader in Rome, explained: 

It is an image we cannot bear, which recalls to mind the procedure at the entrance of Nazi 

extermination camps, when millions of men, women and children were marked with a 

number, like animals, and they were sent to die.452 

These allusions to the Nazi holocaust were not lost on far-ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎΦ !ŘŀƳ .ŀǊǘƻǑΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƻŦ 

the fascistic Czech Natioƴŀƭ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ όőŜǎƪȇ ƴŀŎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘŀύΣ ǳǎŜŘ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ 

ΨǘƘŜ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ƛƴǘǊǳŘŜǊǎΩ ǘƻ ΨōŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊŜǎƛŜƴǎǘŀŘǘΩΣ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ bŀȊƛ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ 

concentration camp near Prague.453 As Wŀƴ 2ǳƭƝƪΣ editor of the independent Czech news website 
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Britské listy and a scholar of Czech society detailed, these views were symptomatic of rising anti-

refugee sentiments in the Czech public sphere in this period.454 Indeed, it was not just extremist 

minorities but establishment figures, such as the Czech President aƛƭƻǑ Zeman, who crafted 

ΨƳŜƴŘŀŎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴǘƛ-ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩΦ455 As Zeman stated in September 2015Υ ΨL ŀƳ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ 

convinced that we are facing an organised invasion and not a spontaneous movement of 

ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΦΩ456 Zeman ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨaǳǎƭƛƳ ƛƴǾŀŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƘƻ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōǊƛƴƎ 

infectious diseases into the nation and could harbour sleeper cells of Islamic terrorists.457  The fear 

these kinds of official political statements generated was apparent in local responses to the 

ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ƛƴ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΦ  

hƴ у {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΣ орл ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ attended a meeting convened by police, the 

Mayor and representatives from the Government Ministry of the Interior.458  This meeting was called 

ǘƻ ŀƭƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ ƛƴǾŀǎƛƻƴΩΦ {ƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

public meeting that officials had relocate it from the town hall to a local cinema. Officials reassured 

locals that migrants would be segregated from any contact from local people and policing measures 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊƻōǳǎǘΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘΣ Ψǿŀǎ ǊŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǉǳƛŜǘΦ hƴƭȅ 

ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǳǘ ƻǳǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΥ άLǘϥǎ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜΦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ōƭŀŎƪΦέΩ 

459 

[a] ΨƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƻŎƪǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΩ 
 
I have researched issues of asylum, detention and immigration for over a decade, but began working 

on this chapter during the 2015 refugee crisis in Europe. In the years which have immediately 

followed, state practices of bordering, detention, incarceration have intensified around the world. 

Indeed, the concentration of people, in prisons, cages and camps, and the expulsion of people from 

state borders, is a signal feature of the current global authoritarian turn  - a turn which has 

irrevocably shredded post-World War II international level agreements around human rights and 

particularly the rights of people with uncertain legal status, stateless people and refugees. This shift 
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has been most visible in the United States were since 2017 there has been a significant increase in 

ΨƳŀǎǎ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǇǳǎƘōŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ŀǎȅƭǳƳ-seekers at the USςaŜȄƛŎƻ ōƻǊŘŜǊΩΣ with Ƴŀƴȅ ΨǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƻƴ of extreme suffering and ill-treatment, 

including torture, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀǎȅƭǳƳ-seekers, without parole, 

constituting cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment (ill-treatment) which is 

absolutely prohibited in intŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀǿΦΩ460 The flagrant disregard for international law in 

ostensibly liberal democratic states has arguably legitimated abhorrent and inhuman practices of 

detention, torture and expulsion elsewhere in the world.  

 

Citizenship regimes around the world are becoming more punitive and exclusionary, for example it is 

estimated that 12 million people are currently stateless, one third of whom are children. People 

without citizenship live in a state of non-personhood without recourse to basic human rights or 

governmental protections. Globally, the number of refuges is also rising, in 2017 it was estimated 

that 65.6 million people were living in contexts of forced displaced, as a consequence of violence 

and persecution, wars and conflicts and human rights violations. 

 
It is in this broader context, that this chapter examines the amplification of stigma politics which 

accompanies the current authoritarian turn. For the mass breaching of international law and human 

rights regimes we are currently witnessing across the world operates in tandem with, and is 

lubricated by, stigmatising representational practices which involve the extreme dehumanisation of 

people. For it is only when publics no longer see those seeking refuge as human beings, that state 

governments can openly and unashamedly engage practices of segregation, incarceration, expulsion 

and torture. The forms of dehumanisation this requires pivot on racism, that is on the radical 

devaluation of human lives through racist representations of non-citizens and unwanted people as 

less than humanτthat is as waste populations. What I mean by this is that the institution of policies 

in places such as Europe which, for example, have now made it illegal for humanitarian groups to aid 
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and rescue those drowning Mediterranean Sea,  require the activation of stigma power. This 

involves the crafting,  and the accumulation over time, of stories and visual depictions which 

transform flesh and blood humans in objects and things. For example, in response to desperate 

scenes of overcrowded boats in the Mediterranean Sea in 2015, the British far-right journalist and 

media celebrity Katie Hopkins published a newspaper columƴ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨwŜǎŎǳŜ ōƻŀǘǎΚ LΩŘ ǳǎŜ ƎǳƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩΣ stating that  ΨƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƻŎƪǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ Χ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜΦ {Ƙƻǿ ƳŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ 

coffins show me bodies floating in water, play violins and show me skinny people looking sad. I still 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜΦΩ461  

 

The resurgence of public racism on the scale witnessed in Europe during the 2015 refugee crisis 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ emerge from nowhere. Racism is historical, that is, it ŘǊŀǿǎ ƛǘǎ ΨƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƴŜǊƎƛŜǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ 

existing grids of associations, from ΨǎŜƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ŦƻƭŘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŜǘŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

memories of people and places.462 As the UN high commissioner for human rights, Zeid wŀΩŀŘ Al 

Hussein ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ нлмрΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ōȅ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IƻǇƪƛƴΩǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŎƻŎƪǊƻŀŎƘesΩ to 

describe refugees arriving in Europe invokes past racial genocides. As Hussein reminded us, the term 

cockroach was widely employed by the Nazi regime in mid-twentieth century Europe Nazi to 

dehumanise Jews, and was also used by the perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide in 1994. In short, 

this choice of word was a deliberate incitement to racial hatred which cited previous rituals of 

dehumanisation, which had been employed as precursors to ethnic and racial genocide.  

 

This chapter unfolds from the ǎŎŜƴŜ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ in 2015. In what follows, I dig into this event in order 

ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ΨǘƘŜ ǊǳǎƘ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ άŘŜōǊƛǎέΩ ƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜŘ, and what we can learn from this 

about the states we are in and the fascistic return we face.463 One argument of this chapter is that 

the genealogy of penal stigma examined in Chapter One haunts the images of refugees being written 

upon at .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ train station. As Stuart Hall put itΣ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƛǎ Ψŀ ōŀŘƎŜΣ ŀ ǘƻƪŜƴΣ ŀ ǎƛƎƴΩΣ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

practice of classification.464 As we saw in the previous chapters, the badge of race has long been 
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employed as an othering practice, a colouring device, to dehumanise slaves, colonial subjects, non-

citizens, refugees and migrants.465 Racism ƛǎ Ψŀ system of marksΩ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψoutlines space 

ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǘƻ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƻŦŦ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΦΩ466 In what follows, I hold to a reading of 

stigma as material practices of dehumanisation to further examine the relationship between 

stigmatisation, racism, dehumanisation and practices of enclosure and expulsion.   

 

[A] 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ 

 

This chapter focuses on events in Czechia in 2015. Czechia is a nation of 10.5 million people which 

joined the European Union (EU) in 2004 as part of a group of former communist states, Hungary, 

Poland, and Slovakia, which are known collectively as the Visegrád group. From the early 1990s the 

Visegrád states were transitioned from Soviet-style command economies to neoliberal market 

economies. This process involved the implementation of the 1993 Copenhagen criteria, a policy 

package involving rapid privatisation of state-owned infrastructure and assets and the liberalisation 

of labour and financial markets.467  ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǎƘƻŎƪ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΩ injected economic inequality into the 

region: wŀƎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜŘΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǊƻŘŜŘΣ public services 

and infrastructures were privatised.468  

While the availability of cheap credit initially cushioned the impact of neoliberal social and 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǎƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ψǎƻ-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ 

and ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ōȅ 9¦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ.469 This ŘƛǎŜƴŎƘŀƴǘƳŜƴǘ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǎŎŜǘƛŎ ŎŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ-up 

ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅΩ intensified in the wake of the North Atlantic Financial crisis in 2008, and there was a 

political shift away from democratic pro-EU parties which embraced neoliberal reforms to 

nationalist right-wing parties. As Jodi Dean argues, the inequalities and insecurities introduced by 

ΨƎƭƻōŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀǊŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǊŀŎƛǎǘΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ 

ŜǘƘƴƻŎŜƴǘǊƛǎƳΩΦ470 Visegrád politicians harnessed the animosities generated by growing economic 

ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ŦŀƴǘŀǎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨōƻǊŘŜǊ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ. As 
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Hungarian Prime Minister Victor Orbán ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ƛƴ нлмпΣ Ψthe new state that we are building is an 

illiberal state, a non-liberal ǎǘŀǘŜΦΩ471   

As ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ŘŜŜǇŜƴŜŘ in 2015, right-wing Visegrád 

politicians and public commentators began to craft a special geopolitical role for the region as a 

buffer zone against which (Western) Europe could be protected against what was characterised as 

an unstoppable catastrophic flood of (Muslim) migrants entering Europe. A rush of fence-building 

began on Eastern borders, the opening of new camps to detain migrants, the formation by neo-Nazis 

ƻŦ ΨƘǳƳŀƴ ǿŀƭƭǎΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀǊƳŜŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ Ƴƛƭƛǘƛŀ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IǳƴƎŀǊȅΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜ-ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ΨōƻǊŘŜǊ ƘǳƴǘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ нΣрлл ǎǘǊƻƴƎ /ȊŜŎƘ ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴǘe border militia. In 

2015 aloneΣ ǘƘŜ IǳƴƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ млл Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŜǳǊƻǎ ƻƴ ǊŀȊƻǊ-wire fencing 

ŀƴŘ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭǎΩΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ !ƳƴŜǎǘȅ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊŜŜ ȊƻƴŜΩΦ472 Explicit in these regional securitisation programmes was the idea that 

ƳƛǎƎǳƛŘŜŘ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŀƭΩ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

granting refugee to Middle Eastern, African and/or Muslim refugees. As former Czech President 

±łŎƭŀǾ Yƭŀǳǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ!Ǝŀƛƴǎǘ LƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ in 2015Υ ΨƛŦ 

Europe wants to commit suicide by accepting an unlimited number of refugees, let them do it but 

ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘΩΦ473   

 

[A] Ψ! ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ 

In Czechia, a populist narrative emerged which, drawing on histories of German and Communist 

occupation, imagined the Czech people as engaged in ŀƴ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛƴǾŀŘƛƴƎ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ 

ƘƻǊŘŜǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ Ǌace war. For example, a news headline on 3 

{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмр ǉǳƻǘŜŘ /ȊŜŎƘ {ƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΣ tŜǘǊ IŀƳǇƭΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

refugees as though they were aggressors. The traitors of the Czech nation are helping them to 

exterminate us like tƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ LƴŘƛŀƴǎΩΦ474 An editorial in the Czech 
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broadsheet newspaper Lidové NovinyΣ ǇŜƴƴŜŘ ōȅ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘ ŜǘƘƴƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩ aƴƛǎƭŀǾ ½ŜƭŜƴȇ-Atapana and 

ǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ ΨLǎ ŀ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘƛǘŜǎ ƴŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΚΩΣ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΥ ΨaǊǎ aŜǊƪŜƭ ŀƴŘ those like her are 

basically undertaking an artificial mixing of the races in which the white race will be gradually 

ƭƛǉǳƛŘŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƻǊ ōǊƻǿƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦΩ 475 

These ethno-nationalist sentiments spilled onto the streets.  

On 12 September 2015, thousands gathered in Prague to protest against refugee arrivals, 

one of many such demonstrations across the country and wider Visegrád region that year. Video 

footage of the Prague protest captures a carnival atmosphere, with young people and families with 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ /ȊŜŎƘ ŦƭŀƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ōŀƴƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ Ψ{ŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŀŎƪΗΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨtǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΩΦ aŀƴȅ ǿƻǊŜ ¢-Shirts and face paint adorned with anti-Islamic and anti-refugee 

slogans, and crowŘǎ ŎƘŀƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǳƴƛǎƻƴΣ ΨCǳŎƪ ƻŦŦΣ LǎƭŀƳΦΩ  

While there were also pro-refugee marches and campaigns in Czechia, sustained and 

organised resistance to the rise of populist proto-fascist politics has proved difficult. The Visegrád 

states have no significantly large non-white or migrant populations, except for a highly persecuted 

Roma minority. The once substantial and vibrant Jewish communities in the Visegrád region either 

emigrated or were murdered in the Nazi holocaust. For example, there were only an estimated 2,000 

Muslims living in the Czechia in 2015ς a fact which led {ŜƭƳŀ aǳƘƛő 5ƛȊŘŀǊŜǾƛőΣ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ 

professor at Charles University in Prague, to describe the alarming increase in levels of anti-Muslim 

ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀǎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƻǇƘƻōƛŀ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ aǳǎƭƛƳǎΩΦ476   

 

[A] Ψbƻ /ŀƳǇΣ ƴƻ /ŀƳǇΩ 

 

It is also important to note that Visegrád states are transition rather than destination countries for 

refugees. For example, in 2015 Czechia granted refugee protection to a mere 71 people, out of a 
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total of only 1,525 asylum applications. Indeed, these are states that habitually record negative net 

migration rates, as young people seeking higher wages migrate West. National policies in the region 

are designed to deter refugees and migrant workers, despite growing labour shortages. The small 

numbers of refugees straying onto Czech territory in the summer of 2015 were seeking only to cross 

the border. In practical terms, refugees and migrants are unlikely to be able to speak Czech or to 

have family, friends or other contacts to induce them to remain.  

What this tells uǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ was 

orchestrated political theatre. The refusal to let refugees continue unmolested on their journeys was 

an opportunity to demonstrate control over national borders. In particular, the timing of the 

ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŀ ±ƛǎŜƎǊłŘ-wide negotiating 

position on a proposed EU quota system that would require states to accept an agreed number of 

Syrian refugees. A matter of hours after the detention of reŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΣ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 

aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƛƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ 

Berlin, which might allow refugees to travel unmolested across the Czech territory on the 

understanding that any quota ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨǳƴŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦΩ477 

¢Ƙŀǘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ƻƴ м {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмр ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜŘ ōȅ 

similar events on a much larger scale in neighbouring Hungary when, on 3 September, the Hungarian 

government abruptly cancelled all international train services to Western Europe. Thousands of 

refugees heading for Germany were trapped at central Keleti train station in Budapest, effectively 

ƘŜƭŘ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜ ōȅ ±ƛƪǘƻǊ hǊōłƴΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿǎ crews captured the 

scenes of despair at Keleti; people left with useless train tickets, families sleeping on the streets, and 

a lack of food, water and sanitary provisions.  

The chaos at Keleti train station saw several hundred people set off on foot to Austria, a 

walk of 110 miles. Another group of approximately 500 people were eventually herded onto a single 

train which they were told was heading to Germany, indeed it ΨǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ŀ DŜǊƳŀƴ 

flag)ΦΩ 478 In actuality this train was destined for a migrant detention camp near the town of Bicske, a 
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mere 20 miles from Budapest. In scenes, again recorded by international journalists, hundreds of 

riot police boarded the train at Bicske and attempted to force people to disembark. British journalist 

James Mates described how the refugees pleaded with journalists and television crews not to leave 

Bicske ǘǊŀƛƴ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴǘŜŘ Ψƴƻ ŎŀƳǇΣ ƴƻ ŎŀƳǇΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎΦ479 A siege ensued, in 

which hundreds of people attempted to break through police blockades at the train station in order 

to avoid detention and walk to the Austrian border. Some refugees succeeded in fleeing Bicske train 

station, but a 50-year-old man died in one escape attempt when he fell and hit his head on the train 

tracks.  

 

[A] Genealogies of racism in Europe  

!ǎ aŀƎŘŀƭŜƴŀ bƻǿƛŎƪŀ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ Ψ9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ǎǇƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊƛƴƎ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ 

9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΦ480 Even though the worst atrocities of the Second World War took place on Nazi-occupied 

Central and Eastern European soil (often with the collaboration of local populations), under 

communist rule there was no acknowledgement of historical state racisms. Even while the material 

remnants of a more multicultural past were hidden in plain sight ς for example in formerly Jewish 

neighbourhoods and empty synagogues ς neither the genocides that took place during the Nazi 

occupation, nor the racial classification of EasǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ŀǎ Ψ{ƭŀǾǎΩΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇǳƭǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŜǊƳŀƴ-

speaking citizens after the war, was understood through the lens of racism. Further, while under 

post-War state socialism, racism continued to be practised against minorities, notably Roma 

populations, racism ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ.  

While the occlusion of Nazi-era racial genocide from official histories of Eastern European 

states has been partially revised since the fall of the Iron Curtain, this process of remembering has 

been complicated by the ways in which ethnic forms of nationalism became associated with 

liberation from communist totalitarianism (Soviet era controls suppressed nationalism through 

ideologies of a supra-national union). Furthermore, it is not only that state racism has been 

historically repressed, but that racism per se as a topic of debate and concern continues to be 
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marginalised within the Visegrád public sphere, including within academic scholarship. As Nowicka 

remarks oƴ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƳƻƴƎ tƻƭƛǎƘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ώƛǎϐ ǘƘŀǘ 

άǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ tƻƭŀƴŘέΩΦ481 In short, racism is imagined as a problem 

imported from Western Europe, and a consequence of Western European colonialism and 

migration. As the aforementioned ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘ ŜǘƘƴƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩ and Czech public figure Zelený-Atapana puts 

it vis a vis the 2015 refugee crisisΥ Ψ¢ƘŜȅ [Western European states] started in the distant past 

colonialist division of the world and after WWII began to reap the rotten fruit as they opened 

borders to people of former colonies. We, however, did not participate in [colonialism] and 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΦΩ482 

In 2015 ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ΨǎǘŀǊƪƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴΩ in the Visegrád public sphere but was 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƴŜǿΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΩΦ483 It is important to note also that race 

is still understood in much of Eastern Europe through the lens of scientific racism.484 This was 

evident in political and other public responses to the refugee crisis, where racist views about 

refugees were expressed not only in terms of religious and cultural differences (for example as 

Islamophobia), but also in terms of biological differences (see for example Zelený-AtapanaΩǎ 

comments on race mixing as racial genocide above).  

The persistence of these older forms of racist thinking trouble liberal understandings of race 

and racism. In Western Europe, scientific theories of race have been incrementally discredited since 

the Second World War and there has been some official acknowledgment of state racism through 

the memorialisation of (some) past genocides, albeit primarily Nazi-era atrocities that took place on 

European soil. However, as Alana Lentin has argued, this commemoration of racist crimes occludes 

ΨǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ-colonial domination 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΩΦ485 Indeed, as Lentin notes, in Western Europe ΨǊŜŀƭ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ is 

imagined as something which was overcome (with Nazi-era fascism), and eruptions of racism are 

thus imagined and legislated against as the aberrant beliefs and behaviour of a minority of deviant, 

uneducated individual racists. In the process, actually existing forms of institutional and state racism, 
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including the ongoing exclusion of racialised citizens from the full rights and protections of 

citizenship, are occluded.  

The clash of post-communist and liberal regimes of racism was apparent in liberal Western 

European commentary around the refugee crisis, were explicit expressions of racism in the East ς in 

political commentary and anti-refugee protests ς was storied in the West as a conflict between 

ΨōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘΩ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ a ΨǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳΩΦ486  By 

situating racism geographically in the East, state racism against refugees and other racialised 

minorities was in effect orientalised as a symptom of underdevelopment ς a further sign of the 

ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ΨǘƘŜȅΩ Ƴǳǎǘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ Ψǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭΣ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎΩΦ487 

This chapter does not seek to contribute to the stigmatisation of Eastern Europeans ŀǎ ΨƳƻǊŜ 

ǊŀŎƛǎǘΩ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘern neighbours, or to diminish the central role of Western European powers in 

enabling mass internments and deaths at the borders. It is, however, interested in what we might 

learn from the conjunction of these different genealogies of racism. Not least, in terms of what 

these overlapping regimes of racism might teach us about the dramatic blossoming of neo-fascist 

politics in Western Europe in the same period. For it not only right-wing Visegrád politicians who 

crafted and mobilised populist racisms against refugees as a means to make political capital.   

In the UK Brexit campaign in 2016, for example, the two key themes of the leave campaign, 

namely that immigration is ripping apart the nation and that  ΨŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǎ 

ŀōƘƻǊǊŜƴǘΩ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ Ψŀ ŦƛƭƭƛǇ ǘƻ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ ōǳǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ΨŦǳƭƭȅ ŦƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ ǘƻ 

emerge.488 Indeed, while Hungary undertook a state-sponsored propaganda campaign against 

migrants in October 2016 (see below), the far-right United Kingdom Independence party (working in 

conjunction with the official leave campaign led by high profile politicians), used almost identical 

tactics and messages in its campaign to leave the EU. One of the most notorious posters in the Brexit 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΣ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ.ǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ tƻƛƴǘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ōǊŜŀƪ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9¦ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ōŀŎƪ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ 

of our bordeǊǎΩΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŀ doctored photograph of refugees crossing the CroatiaςSlovenia border 
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(taken in 2015) ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛǘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨƛƴǾŀŘŜŘΩ ōȅ ōǊƻǿƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ (indeed the 

visibly white person in the photograph was obscured by a text box in the poster).  

A matter of hours after this anti-refugee poster campaign was launched, Jo Cox, a pro-EU 

Labour MP for Batley and Speen in Yorkshire and a high-profile political advocate for the human 

rights of migrants and refugees, was assassinated in the street by a white supremacist nationalist. 

Cox was shot and stabbed repeatedly, as she was slaughtered her killer ǎƘƻǳǘŜŘ Ψ.Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ƪŜŜǇ 

.Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΣ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŦƛǊǎǘΩΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ȅŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΦΩ  

What indelibly connects the two regimes of racism briefly outlined here, namely scientific 

racism in which race is understood as a consequence of genetic differences in a stratified global 

hierarchy of human life, and liberal regimes of racism in which race is understood through the lens 

of cultural and religious differences in which (Western) European society is imagined as more 

progressive and more ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΩΣ are white supremacist ideologies. In short, liberal or illiberal, 

these overlapping regimes of racism are rooted in the same histories and epistemologies of 

European modernity. 

[A] Fascism as a connecting thread 

In 2015 different genealogies of racism cross-pollinate and coalesce in anti-migrant racism 

but they all draw energy from twentieth-century European fascism and ideologies of white 

supremacy. LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ŦŀǎŎƛǎǘ ǘǊƻǇŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎŜƭŦ-ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜΩΣ ΨǎŜƭŦ-clŜŀƴǎƛƴƎΩ , ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ƘȅƎƛŜƴŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ƻŦ Ψǘƻǘŀƭ ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊƛƎƘǘ-

wing politicians, pundits and publics across Europe to refugee arrivals in 2015. 489  

In Modernity and the Holocaust, Zygmunt Bauman warned us that ΨŀƴǘƛǎŜƳƛǘƛǎƳ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘΦΩ490 !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψƛƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

Jews have all but disappeared, antisemitism ΧΦ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ŀōŀǘŜŘΩ, albeit , he adds, often against 

different populations, most notably Muslims.491 .ŀǳƳŀƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ŀǎ ΨŀƴǘƛǎŜƳƛǘƛǎƳ 
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ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ WŜǿǎΩΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀǎŎƛǎǘƛŎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ post-War 

Europe ŀǎ Ψŀ ƎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊǎΩΦ492 

In Europe, the resurgence and amplification of fascist ideologies, practices and policies is 

evident on every scale and in every sphere of social life: in the resurgence of far-right, white 

supremacist nationalistic political parties and the election of charismatic right-wing politicians on 

anti-immigration platforms; in the unashamed embrace of racist ideologies across the entire political 

spectrum; in state-led propaganda campaigns against refugees and migrants; in a rush of fence-

building and the erection of checkpoints; in the opening of ever more prisons to detain migrants, in 

the formal and informal dispersal of border enforcement roles to state officials, medical authorities, 

schools and universities, welfare agencies, employers and landlords; in the incessant production of 

racial stigma and hate-speech in news reporting, social media and everyday speech; and in rising 

levels of hate-crime and everyday racist violence. While explicitly anti-foreigner in orientation, the 

explosion of public racisms across Europe has also legitimatised racial hatred and violence towards 

existing racialised citizens, especially Muslims, Jews, Roma, Gypsies and Travellers, and other black 

and brown ethnic minorities.  

 [A] The stigma machine of fascism  

¢ƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ŦŀǎŎƛǎǘƛŎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ 

still obfuscated colonial reign of terror on the African continent in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. As Hannah Arendt reminds us, 'the seeds of [Nazi] totalitarianism can be found in 

the period of colonial rule in Africa'.493   

German South-West Africa, modern-day Namibia, was a colony of the German Empire from 

1884 until 1915. Within areas under German control, all Africans over the age of eight had to wear 

metal passes around their necks, which were embossed with the imperial crown, the magisterial 

district, and a number. As in other pass systems, such as those developed in India, the US and South 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/German_Empire
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Africa, this badging was a form of penal stigmatisation that was intended both to humiliate and to 

facilitate control over captive labour. When people resisted this badging, for example by ridding 

themselves of the metal tags during escape attempts, a system of ink tattooing was proposed.494  

In 1904, uprisings by the Herero (and Nama) people against the colonial administration, led 

to the adoption of an extermination policy in the region. What followed was described by the then 

ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ DŜǊƳŀƴ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ ²Ŝǎǘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ /ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ [ƻǘƘŀǊ ±ƻƴ ¢ǊƻǘƘŀΣ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ 

ǿŀǊΩΦ495 By 1906, the German colonists had murdered 65,000 Herero people out of a total population 

of 80,000, many dying of thirst when, encircled by German troops, they were forced to flee into the 

Kalahari Desert.  

Some of those ǿƘƻ ǎǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ƻǊ ōǊŀƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ΨDIΩ όGefangene 

Herero, meaning 'imprisoned Herero'), before being dispersed as slave labour on the farms of 

German settlers.496  Alongside the use of penal tattoos, this genocide saw the development of 

concentration camps in the region. German scientists used the camps to gather evidence to support 

ǘƘŜ ƴƻǿ ōƭƻǎǎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ όƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ƳŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ /ŜǎŀǊe Lombroso).  

Thousands of Herero body parts were collected in the concentration camps, and shipped to 

the Germany. It is estimated that ΨоΣллл IŜǊŜǊƻ ǎƪǳƭƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ŦƻǊ DŜǊƳŀƴ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ 

examine for signs that they were of racially inferior ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩΦ497 Many of the experiments on Herero 

and Nama body parts were overseen by Eugen Fischer. Fischer had spent time undertaking field 

research on mixed race children in German South-West Africa, and his research led to a 1912 ban on 

interracial marriages in the German colonies. Adolf Hitler was an admirer of CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ research, and 

drew on his book, Principles of Human Heredity and Race Hygiene (1921) in his vision of a 'purified' 

Aryan race in Mein Kampf (1925).  

The genocidal activities of the Germans in Africa in the early twentieth-century were not 

hidden. These events were debated in parliament, reported in newspapers, and a popular German 
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postcard from this period depicted soldiers posing with the skulls of Herero (which the Army forced 

captives to clean before they were sent to German Universities). In 1906, the German socialist 

satirical magazine Der Wahre Jacob published a cartoon depicting the skeletonised remains of 

IŜǊŜǊƻ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YŀƭŀƘŀǊƛ 5ŜǎŜǊǘΤ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŀŘǎΥ Ψ9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ 

in much profit and there are no better quality goods on offer, at least we can use it to set up a bone-

ƎǊƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴǘΩΦ498  

!ǎ IƻǊǘŜƴǎŜ {ǇƛƭƭŜǊǎ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǘŜǊǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΩ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŀŘǳƳōǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

the long centuries of unregulated violŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴǎΦ 499 

 

German colonial methods of racial classification were further innovated when, as Frantz Fanon puts 

ƛǘΣ ΨbŀȊƛǎƳ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǾŜǊƛǘŀōƭŜ ŎƻƭƻƴȅΩΦ500 Indeed, the Nazi drive to 

ΨōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƛǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛsŜŘ ōȅ ΨƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ 

ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΣ ǎŜǘǘƭŜǊ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜΩΦ501 ¢ƘŜ bŀȊƛ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ΨŎƭŜŀƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŜΩ 

Europe involved the creation of a vast, bureaucratic stigma maŎƘƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ 

ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΩ όƛΦŜΦ WŜǿǎΣ DȅǇǎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ƭŀǾǎύΣ ΨŀǎƻŎƛŀƭΩ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ όƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƻǊƪ-ǎƘȅΩΣ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 

ŘŜǾƛŀƴǘǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǳǎŜƭŜǎǎ ŜŀǘŜǊǎΩ όŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƛƭƭύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ΨŀƭƛŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŜǎǘǎ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƘȅƎƛŜƴŜΩ project envisaged by Eugen Fischer and his colleagues. Indeed, CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

experiments on the bodies of slaughtered Herero and Nama ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōŀǎŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

underpinned the 1935 Nuremberg laws (ŦƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŜǊƳŀƴ .ƭƻƻŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

DŜǊƳŀƴ IƻƴƻǳǊΩύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŀƴƴŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊ-racial marriages and removed German citizenship from Jews 

(and later Roma and African-Germans).  

During the Nazi regime, Fischer and his colleagues continued to experiment on body-parts as 

they sought to evidence their eugenic theory of racial hierarchy, but now they used the dead bodies 
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of Jews, Roma Gypsies, African-Germans. Some of ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

laboratory was supplied by his former student, Josef Mengele, at Auschwitz.  

Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ bŀȊƛ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƭŀǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ WŜǿǎ ǘƻ 

wear distinguishing badges, most often a yellow star, in public places.502 At labour and extermination 

camps, an elaborate system of badging was developed to distinguish different classes of prisoners. 

Those designated for slave labour at camps, rather than immediate death, were often stamped with 

ink signs on their forehead, and labour numbers were also frequently inked on the skin. At the 

Auschwitz complex, stigmatisation extended to the ink tattooing of serial numbers on Jewish inmates 

selected for work. The first experiments in tattooing used a metal stamp, which perforated the skin 

(on the left breast), and ink was rubbed into the wound.  This developed into a more sophisticated 

system of needle tattooing (on the left arm). At least 400,000 people were tattooed in this way. The 

Czech holocaust survivor Ruth Elias recalls how she survived near-starvation in the Jewish ghetto of 

Theresienstadt near Prague, but it was only when she lined up to be tattooed at Auschwitz that she 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ŦƻǊŜŀǊƳǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ 

our ŘŜǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ503 

As Primo Levi describes in This is Man (1947), the replacement of your name with a tattooed 

ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ΨƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ΨƎǊŜŀǘ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ Ψǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜŀǎǘǎΩΦ504 Bauman 

terms this ΨŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƳǳǊŘŜǊΩ a process through which ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ is erased, and 

people are made into Ψŀƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ505 The abstraction of people into things through stigmatising 

classifications underpinned the operations of the entire fascist machine. Indeed, it was the 

cumulation of practices of dehumanisation which enabled the stigma machine of the slave labour 

ŎŀƳǇǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ΨƎƛƎŀƴǘƛŎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩΦ506  

 

[A] Public humiliation and pillory  
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These penal technologies of dehumanisation were prefigured by a debate amongst prominent legal 

experts about the efficacy of penal stigma as a judicial punishment. In the 1930s leading Nazi legal 

scholars, such as Georg Dahm, proposed the reintroduction of ΨǎƘŀƳŜ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 5ŀƘƳΩǎ basic ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅ 

had been the highest good of the old liberal order, honour was now the highest good of the new 

Nazi order. Shame sanctions, which deprived offenders of honour, should accordingly be the Nazi 

ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩΦ507 In short, he called for a redesign of the German judicial system to support 

the implementation of the illiberal racial order of the Nazi regime.  

²ƘƛƭŜ 5ŀƘƳΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀls for an overhaul of the German legal system were not implemented 

in full, by the mid 1930s the Sturmabteilung (the Nazi Party's first paramilitary arm) had already 

reintroduced pillory and other public shame sanctions as part of a Nazification project. These stigma 

practices involved subjecting people to public humiliations such as sign-wearing, head-shavings, 

public beatings and lynchings. For example, photographs from Austria during the Anschluss in 1938, 

depict Jewish women being exhibited in a public square with signs hung around their necks which 

read 'I have been excluded from the national community (Volksgemeinschaft)' (see figure 4). These 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ bŀȊƛΩǎ ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŜŘ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ 

 

[Insert Figure 4 near here] 

 

[Caption] Figure пΥ ΨKristallnacht Shame': Jewish women in Linz, Austria are exhibited in public with a 

cardboard sign stating: 'I have been excluded from the national community (Volksgemeinschaft)', 

during the anti-Jewish pogrom known as Kristallnacht, November 1938. 
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The use of stigma punishments was accompanied by massive state propaganda campaign primarily 

targeting Jews but also other racial and political enemies of the Aryan state, including disabled 

people, prostitutes, and the mentally ill. This Nazification movement included poster campaigns, 

anti-Semitic newspapers (such as Der StürmerύΣ ŦƛƭƳǎΣ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜΣ ǊŀŘƛƻ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŀǊǘΩ 

exhibitions. For example, the anti-{ŜƳƛǘƛŎ Ψ9ǘŜǊƴŀƭ WŜǿΩ exhibition, which opened in the German 

Museum in Munich on November 8, 1937, and was then toured in Vienna and Berlin, consisted of 

hundreds of artworks, photographs and objects designed to represent the sub-humanity of Jews. 

This touring exhibition was accompanied by a catalogue, a lecture series and theatre performances. 

In 1940, the pseudo-documentary film Der Ewige Jude (1940, dir. Fritz Hippler), was one of a 

collection of fascist films toured across Germany, and later compulsorily screened in occupied cities 

and towns across Europe. Nazi police reports approvingly note a correlation in anti-Semitic feeling, 

street harassment and violence in the wake of these propaganda art exhibitions, screenings and 

cultural events.  

Der Ewige Jude ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ Ψmandatory viewing for police and SS-units, special units of the 

Wehrmacht, and guards at concentration and extermination camps, since it was thought that the 

film would ward off any scruples people might feel about the merciless persecution and annihilation 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ508 

 

[A] The death of the scaffold? 

 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault famously argued ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǎǳōǘƭŜΩ 

punishments, such as imprisonment in place of physical torture reflects a broader historical shift 

ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻǊǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ 

spectacle of the tortured, dismembered, amputated, symbolically branded on face and shoulder, 

ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ŘŜŀŘ ƻǊ ŀƭƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǾƛŜǿΩΣ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ŘƛŜ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ 

century.509 There is historical evidence in support of arguments that technologies and mechanisms 
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of social discipline and punishment are transformed within Europe in this period. There is a shift, for 

example, from the spectacle of public executions, to judicial sentences which involve hard labour, 

including imprisonment and transportation --the last public execution in Lancaster took place in 

1865.  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘΩ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƻǾŜǊǎǘŀǘŜŘΦ510 Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘΩ vanished; 

rather it ǿŀǎ ƻǳǘǎƻǳǊŎŜŘΣ ŀǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƛǘǎ ΨŀǊǎŜƴŀƭ ƻŦ ƘƻǊǊƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ 

across the world, (indeed, public lynchings increased in the US after the emancipation of the 

enslaved in 1863).511 Public spectacles of violence spectacularly blew back into Europe with the rise 

of fascism, which inaugurated a new European dawn of public spectacles of violence. This was the 

mid-twentieth century Nazi regime under which Foucault grew up in Vichy France: a regime of 

badging, public pillory and shaming ritualsΣ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎΣ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

bear to look upon closely.  

The use of penal stigma erupted across Europe in post-war backlashes against Nazi 

collaborators, as seen in shaming punishments meted out to women alleged to have slept with 

German soldiers. Over 2,000 women are thought to have been subject to these public humiliations 

in post-war France, which involved head-shaving, face-marking, being stripped, spat, jeered at and 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀŘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΣ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŎƘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƻƭŘǎΩ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ό{ŜŜ 

Figure 5). It is significant that once more, it is women who are targeted for these humiliations, and 

that ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜs are made to bear the stigma of the wider community (here the public shame of 

collaboration with the Nazi occupiers), underscoring one more that we can rarely, if ever, 

disentangle stigma power from regimes of patriarchy. 

  
 

[Insert Figure 5 near here] 
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[Caption] Figure 5: Ψtƻǎǘ-²ŀǊ {ƘŀƳƛƴƎ tǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎΩ: women being paraded in a Paris street in 

August 1944, barefoot, their heads shaved, and their foreheads and cheeks marked with swastikas.  

 

One argument of Stigma  is that in order to understand the periodic intensification of judicial and 

wider social and cultural practices of public stigmatisation and shaming practices, it is critical that we 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ΨƴŜǿΩΣ ōǳǘ Ǌather as the 

ΨǊŜŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻƭŘΩΦ512 For example, the lines of arguments advanced by Nazi 

ǎƘŀƳŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ΨǎƘŀƳŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎΩ ƛƴ ƭŜƎŀƭ 

scholarship and wider public culture today. Public shaming and pillory is on the return, and is central 

feature of the current global authoritarian turn.  

 

[A] The return of shame sanctions 

Since the 1990s, the United States has witnessed the proliferation of legal shaming penalties, as part 

of a broader regiƳŜ ƻŦ ΨŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŜƪΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ¦{ ƧǳŘƎŜΣ ǘƻ ΨƛƴŦƭƛŎǘ 

ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǳƳŜƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΩΦ 513 Stigmatising penalties are now 

widely employed by US federal judges in lieu of prison sentences. These shame sanctions include 

practices such as forcing convicted petty ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǇƭŀŎŀǊŘǎ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ΨL ŀƳ ŀ ǘƘƛŜŦΩ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 

shopping malls and county courts, the enforced use of automobile bumper stickers to declare a 

driving infraction, being compelled to place newspaper advertisements or billboards detailing your 

crime, being made to wear a T-shirt pronouncing your guilt, and the public broadcasting of the 

names of convicted offenders on community-access television channels (Figure 6).514 As the legal 

scholar David Skeel explains, ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƭƛŎƛǘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŘƛǎŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎϥ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩΤ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ reinforce 

social norms.515   
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[Insert Figure 6 near here] 

 

Figure 6Υ ΨL {ǘƻƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ²ŀƭƳŀǊǘΩ: found photograph of a woman undertaking a shaming punishment 

in the US in 2007.  

 

James Whitman argues that these kinds of shaming sanctions are cruel, violate human 

ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜ ΨƭȅƴŎƘ-Ƴƻō ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ516  Certainly, there are 

instructive lessons in the recent fascist history of penal stigma for those concerned about the 

resurrection of stigma penalties in ostensibly liberal judicial systems across Europe and the US today. 

Others argue that while stigmatising individuals should be discouraged, shame should be cultivated 

as a practice with respect to corporations ς such as companies who evade tax or pollute the 

environment. This argument is taken up and developed by Jessica Jacquet in Is Shame Necessary?: 

New Uses for an Old Tool (2016), which advocates for the efficacy of shame sanctions as a 

mechanism through which to nudge corporations into acting with more social responsibility. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ΨǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƘŀƳŜ ŘŜǘǊŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƛǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

scope of this book. Where these debates overlap with the concerns of this book is in terms of what 

these practices reveals about the persistence of punitive practices of social stigmatisation, and in 

particular what this renewed intensity of stigma production reveals vis a vis wider regimes of state 

power, and mutating regimes of racial capitalism.  

¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ 

but, as LoïŎ ²ŀŎǉǳŀƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ƛǎ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳŀǘƛŎ ƻŦ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ΨǘƘŜŀǘǊƛŎŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƴŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ 

neoliberal societies. As he argues: 

 

In the past quarter-century, a whole galaxy of novel cultural and social forms, indeed a 

veritable industry trading on representations of offenders and law enforcement, has sprung 
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forth and spread [migrating] from the state to the commercial media and the political field 

ώΧϐ 9ǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ-and-order guignol has become a core civic theatre.517 

 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƎǳƛƎƴƻƭΩ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǇǳǇǇŜǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ 

popular entertainment which features repugnant characters. Indeed, entire media genres, notably 

reality television, are today dedicated to the staging of public shaming ritualsτin this twenty-first 

century televisual guignol it is most often working class women who are publicly puppeteered as 

figures for derision.518  

While shaming sanctions have long been employed in authoritarian regimes around the 

world, the enthusiastic re-ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 

liberal democracies is indicative of the new illiberal state order being forged by world leaders like 

Orbán, Modi, Trump, Putin and others. What these political actors have in common, is that they seek 

to reassert older caste, racial and gendered hierarchies of person value as a means of garnering 

political capital, and in service of profit-seeking projects of capitalist exploitation.  

 

[A] Tipping back into authoritarianism  

!ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ΨǎǘŀǘŜ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

which national sovereignty has generated its legitimacy. Racism is the primary mechanism through 

which capitalist elites ŀǎǎǳŀƎŜ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ψŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΩΥ crafting 

racism to generate divisions within the working class, to garner political capital and legitimate 

exceptional measures. However, I want to argue that in the current conjuncture there is a more 

profound rupture taking place. In the last interview he gave before he died, Stuart Hall stated that 

ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ΨƧust a swing of the intellectual 

ǇŜƴŘǳƭǳƳΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎǳŀƭ ƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ ōǳǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

machinations of racial capitalism.519!ǎ Iŀƭƭ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΣ ƛŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
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ΨǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘΩΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ global crisis since the 

Second World War.  

Certainly, the reactivation of historical forms of stigma power ς tried, tested and reworked 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ΨƻŦ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŜȄǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ς is a signal that 

the political organisation of capitalism is tipping ever further from the egalitarian promise of 

democracy towards repressive and oppressive forms of authoritarian rule.520 As Hall writes, unlike 

ΨŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ŦŀǎŎƛǎƳΩ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳ ΨƘŀǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ όǘƘƻǳgh not all) of the formal 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘΩΦ521 It is the argument of this book that stigma power is key mechanism through which 

popular consent is forged. We are now seeing the emergence of a new kind of fascism, which Alain 

.ŀŘƛƻǳ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨŘemocratic fascismΩ όōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘύΦ522 The response of European 

governments to the refugee crisis marked a tipping point in this broader fascistic return, and I will 

now return to these events moment. 

 

[A] Ψ! ƎƛƎŀƴǘƛŎ ǿŀǾŜ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀΩ  

 

In 2015, Hungary had considerably more applications for asylum than the Czechia, around 174,000, 

yet as part of the proposed EU quota scheme it was only asked to accept 1,294 asylum seekers. 

Despite the small scale of this request, on 2 October 2016, the Hungarian government held a 

nationwide referendum on the proposed European Union quota system. As the Hungarian 

philosopher Gaspr Tamás noted, what was most significant aōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŘǳƳ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƛƎŀƴǘƛŎ 

ǿŀǾŜ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƛǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ΨŦǊƻƳ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ōƛƭƭōƻŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ƴŜǿ 

elementary school textbooks, from the internet to hundreds of thousands of personal phone calls 

civil servants were forced ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƻ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƴƻέ ǾƻǘŜΩΦ523 Across Hungarian cities and 

major transport routes, and in public squares, parks and thoroughfares, giant billboards appeared 

ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΥ ΨDid you know that since the beginning of the immigration crisis more 
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ǘƘŀƴ олл ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΚΩΤ Ψ5ƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎ 

ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ IǳƴƎŀǊȅΚΩΤ Ψ5ƛŘ you know that since the 

beginning of the immigration crisis the harassment of ǿƻƳŜƴ Ƙŀǎ ǊƛǎŜƴ ǎƘŀǊǇƭȅ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΚΤ ΨLŦ ȅƻǳ 

come to Hungary don't ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻōǎ ƻŦ IǳƴƎŀǊƛŀƴǎΗΩΤ ΨIf you come to Hungary, you have to keep our 

ƭŀǿǎΦΩ !ǎ [ȅŘƛŀ Dŀƭƭ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ΨŎƻǎǘ IǳƴƎŀǊƛŀƴ ǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ 

of over Ϸму ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΩ ς approximately $13,500 per asylum seeker that Hungary had been asked to give 

refuge to.524  This print propaganda was amplified by television stations which: 

 

Χused newsbreaks during the European Football Championship, in June and the Olympic 

DŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘΣ ǘƻ ŘŜǾƻǘŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŀƛǊǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ Ψŀƴǘƛ-ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƴŜǿǎ ƛǘŜƳǎΩΣ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎȅƭǳƳ 

seekers and refugees as criminals, terrorists and people who come to mooch on Western 

welfare systems.525 

 

This was an exercise in state-funded racism on a scale and with an intensity not witnessed in Europe 

since the Nazi propaganda against Jewish citizens in the 1930s and 1940s ς and it went viral. 

 

[A] CŀǎŎƛǎƳ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΥ ǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ 

The British right-wing tabloid newspaper, the Daily Mail, hosts the most visited news website in the 

world, the MailOnline, which attracts an international readership of 12 million people a day. On 2 

{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмрΣ ǘƘŜ aŀƛƭhƴƭƛƴŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ½ŜƘƭΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇh of the child being inked by the Czech 

ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǿǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨCǳǊȅ ŀǎ /ȊŜŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǿǊƛǘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŀǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ άƭƛƪŜ 

ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳǇ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎέΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ пΣллл ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ но 

pages, with comments from readers in the UK, Ireland, USA, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Spain, 

and Singapore. Some readers responded ς ŀǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŎŀǊŜ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ΨŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŎŀƳǇΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ς with outrage at the suggestion of any analogy between the inking ƻŦ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΩ 
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hands and concentration camp regimes, insisting, for example, that, ΨƛǘΩǎ ƴƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƘŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƳǇŜŘ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ŜƴǘŜǊ ŀ ƴƛƎƘǘ ŎƭǳōΩΦ Many more suggested that more permanent and graphic 

forms of penal stigmatisation should be used tƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŀǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΥ  

They should write the id numbers on the forehead instead! 

You could inject them with an RFID tag, at least you could track them! 

Rubber stamp their foreheads instead!  

They should be made to wear a yellow badge so that members of the public know who they 

are and know to stay well away from them.  

With the numbers involved and the desperate deceit used by many of these people tattoos 

would be a more effective option. if they behave well give them a yellow star to wear too 

Pigs ears are clipped and tagged #justsaying  

Wǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ W 9 ² { ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƳǇƭȅΗ  

Dig pits and machine gun the lot of them ς Cheaper to use gas.  

²Ŝƭƭ ŘƻƴŜ /ȊŜŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ Χ LΩŘ ōǊŀƴŘ ǘƘŜm like cattle with a massive M on their foreheads!  

Good idea ς tattoo everyone with a barcode ς easier to track  

They should all be fingerprinted, DNA samples taken and photographed before tattooing 

i11eg@1 on their fore head [sic] 

 

While it is easy to dismiss or disregard these kinds of discussion threads, they are important archives 

of everyday stigmacraft in contemporary media cultures. Our task, as Les Back suggests, is to 

ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩ ǘƻ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŎƘΩ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ 

sentiments and conversations.526  The imagined anonymity of Internet forums, and devices such as 

the use of fabricated user names, offer users a licence to break social taboos on racist speech, and 

an opportunity to craft racism in extreme and virulent ways. Reading this discussion thread, it is 

evident there is enjoyment in provoking outrage, an intense pleasure in being racist with others in a 
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community setting and by evading the censorship of forum moderators by, for example, placing 

ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨW9²{ΩΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎƻme of the readers responded negatively to 

racist comments, for the majority the opportunity to be racist motivated their participation. As 

YƛƳōŜǊƭŞ /ǊŜƴǎƘŀǿ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊŎŜ 

ƻŦ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ άƻǘƘŜǊέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ hǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ōƻƴŘΣ ŀ ōǳǊƎŜƻƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 

ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƴƻƴǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛȊŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΩΦ527 

The refugees arriving in Europe in the summer of 2015 are difficult to characterise in terms 

of a single religion, nationality or through racial colour lines. Perhaps, to account for the difficulty in 

ŦƛȄƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ΨōŀŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŀŎŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƛƭhƴƭƛƴŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ŎƻƴƧǳǊŜǎ 

multiple figures and names: Muslims, Jews, Niggers, Arabs and terrorists morph into one another. 

Most notably, Nazi-era anti-Semitic practices are repurposed as anti-aǳǎƭƛƳ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΥ ΨLΩŘ ōǊŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ 

ƭƛƪŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ a ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘǎΦΩ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ this online racism is 

striking, with many posts imagining different ways of stigmatising refugees. Signs and words are 

imagined impressed, branded, tattooed upon migrant bodies, stressing the relationship between 

racism, writing and wounding uncovered in the genealogy of penal stigma. Also striking are the 

many calls for the segregation ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǿŀǎǘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŎŀƳǇǎΥ Ψbƻ ƻƴŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΗΩΤ Ψ[ƛƪŜ ǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴŦŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ Ψ[Ŝǘ ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴǎ ǎŜǘ 

ǳǇ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭέ ŎŀƳǇǎ ƛƴ tƻƭŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΩ. 

 

[A] {ŎŜƴŜ ǘǿƻΥ .Šƭł-Jezová immigration detention centre, Czechia, 31 August 2015 

 

Because Czechia receives so few refugees, there are only three immigration detention centres in the 

country. Coincidentally, on 31 August 2015, the very day that the refugees began the train journeys 

that ended at .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΣ !ƴƴŀ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾłΣ ǘƘŜ /ȊŜŎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ tǳōƭƛŎ 5ŜŦŜƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ wƛƎƘǘǎΣ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ 

ǳƴŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .Šƭł-WŜȊƻǾł ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ {ƻǾƛŜǘ !ǊƳȅ .ŀǊǊŀŎƪǎΦ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾłΩǎ 

subsequent report offers insights into the abject conditions that would be faced by those refugees 
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ōǳǎǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ to campsΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǘ .Šƭł-Jezová is so disturbing 

that it triggered a ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ½ŜƛŘ wŀΩŀŘ !ƭ IǳǎǎŜƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎ IƛƎƘ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ 

Human Rights.  

²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ .Šlá-Jezová, the chief of the Czech Alien Police at the centre tried to 

ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾłΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ƭŀǿȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ƘŜǊΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

attempted to remove the cameras they had brought to document conditions, despite that the 

unannounced inspection of prisons and detention centres is a regular part of the role of Public 

Defender of Rights.528   

~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ōŜƎƛƴǎ ƘŜǊ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ .Šƭł-Jezová had increased its capacity from 

270 to 700 beds in a period of six months. During her visit on 31 August, 659 people, including 147 

children, are being ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŘΦ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ΨŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŎŜΩ ƛǎ 

ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƎǳŀǊŘǎΣ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ 

officers, riot police uƴƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŘƻƎǎΩΦ  

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ǊŜƭŀȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ΨƻŦ ǳǘǘŜǊ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴΩ. They ǘŜƭƭ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ΨƘŀƴŘƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅΣ ƻǊ ǎǇƛǘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƎǳŀǊŘǎ Ŏŀƭƭ 

them terrorists. 

 ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƘŀƴŘŎǳŦŦŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ others, including children, 

have insufficient clothing and shoes to keep warm and clean. Detainees describe being given 

mattresses that were filthy and infested with lice. Some of those she spoke to had no hot meals, but 

were surviving on rations of bread and cheese. Some have no direct access to toilets or running 

water, and have to rouse guards to be released from the rooms in which they were locked each time 

they need the bathroom. People also tell her of humiliating strip and body cavity searches in front of 

families and children, ostensibly to make sure they are not hiding valuables; mobile phones, 

watches, shoelaces, belts and money were confiscated on their arrival.  

The anxiety of being detained in these abject ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŀǎ ΨƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

they are unable to contact their relatives. Many have no way to contact loved ones back home to tell 
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them they are alive, or the means of finding family and friends with whom they become separated 

on their journey, or deliberately segregated from in detention.529 PŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ 

ōŜ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴΦ  

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴg inked as a means of keeping 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

detention centres.530 Amidst this litany of details, she pauses to note in her report:  

 

Simple description of the situation cannot fully convey the conditions in which these 

ώǇŜƻǇƭŜϐ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ Χ ¢ƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƘŜǊŘ ƻŦ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΩΦ  

 

In a ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΣ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƻvery of an annex in a forest behind the main 

detention centre: 

 

Out of sight of the main complex of buildings, additional housing is provided in housing 

containers in a forest accessible via a police-ƎǳŀǊŘŜŘ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ  ώΧϐ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊ ǳƴƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

arranged in a rectangular, completely closed-off area. The area closed off by the containers 

is caged off and covered with welded iron mesh. The Facility management failed to explicitly 

inform me of the accommodation spaces outside the main area of the Facility. The container 

ǳƴƛǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΩ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǾƛǎƛǘΦ 

 

She says when they forced access to this area of the detention camp, the people imprisoned began 

ǎƘƻǳǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŀƴƴŜǊǎΥ Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎΗ ŀƴŘ ΨIŜƭǇ ǳǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΗΩ 

These people, she said, were caged liked animals.531 ΨL ŀƳ ŀǇǇŀƭƭŜŘΩΣ ~ŀōŀǘƻǾł ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 

of dehumanisation present in the system of detention of foreign nationals in the Czech Republic, as 
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well as the degradƛƴƎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ CŀŎƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀŎƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ532 

To add to their humiliation, detainees are charged for their stay: ordinarily imprisoned for 90 

Řŀȅǎ ŀǘ ŀ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ϵмл ǇŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ǇŜǊ ŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƭŜǾƛŜŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴŦƛǎŎŀǘŜŘ ŎŀǎƘ ŀƴŘ 

valuables. Many leave without any money left in their possession and are presented with a bill for 

their outstanding debts to the Czech ǎǘŀǘŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŦƛƴŀƭ ŘŜǘŜǊǊŜƴǘΩ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƭƭŜƎŀl to claim asylum in 

Czechia if you are financially indebted to the government.  

The refugees are frequently released without prior warning, without even a map, directions 

or transport to the nearest train station. Left ΨŘŜǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘhe camp, in the 

ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΩ, they rely on assistance from the Czech migrant activist community to continue 

on their journeys to safety. 533 Perhaps, as one Czech activist wryly notes, on the very same train 

ΨŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘǿƻ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŀƎƻ ƛƴ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΩΦ534 

 

[A] Spectres of fascism  

With regards to Czechia in 2015, the United Nations concluded that its violations of the human rights 

of migrants were neither isolated nor coincidental, but systematic: an integral part of a policy 

package designed to deter migrants and refugees from entering the country or staying there.535 As 

Daniel Trilling writes, for migrants arriving in Europe today, racist violence takes many forms on the 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻǊ Ǉrison guards, the violence of 

indifference in the face of a refugee crisis, or the violence of neglect as people waste years of their 

ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀŎȅ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŜŀǎΩΦ536   

This chapter has sought to demonstrate the role of a multi-faceted ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƻŦ 

ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ ƛƴ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

dehumanise people to the point that it becomes possible to keep children caged in shipping 

containers in a Czech forest. The penal practices of stigma I have described are also a reminder that 
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it is impossible to imagine or think about race and crisis in contemporary Europe without recourse to 

history. The tattooing of refugees, their removal from trains at night, the fearful and racist responses 

of local communities, the comments of MailOnline readers, with their calls for yellow stars, tattoos 

and gas chambers, the humiliating practices of strip-searching refugees, confiscating all their 

valuables and goods, and the abject and hidden conditions in which they are held, evoke ghosts of 

9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŦŀǎŎƛǎǘ ǇŀǎǘΦ 

 One argument of this chapter is that contemporary political struggles over borders in 

9ǳǊƻǇŜ ǇƛǾƻǘ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŜŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ƎƘƻǎǘƭȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ-century refugees ς 

whether in calls from the far-ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊŜǎƛŜƴǎǘŀŘǘΣ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƴŀŎǘƛƴƎ ΨǿƘƛǘŜ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜΩΣ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ 

ŦǊŜŜȊŜ ΨǊŜŀƭ ǊŀŎƛǎƳΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ς ƻǊ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘΩΦ537  As Avery Gordon argues, the thing about 

ƘŀǳƴǘƛƴƎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŀƴ ΨŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŀƭǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǊŜǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƻǊ ǳƴǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ 

known.538 The processions of people arriving at the borders today are entrapped at the same railway 

stations, waiting rooms, platforms and train tracks, and are even detained in some of the same 

camps and prisons, where refugees were concentrated in the 1930s and 1940s.  

 

Undertaking the research for this chapter, tracing the genealogy of penal stigma and border 

struggles in Europe, has involved being haunted by histories of violence. Racism is haunting. Yet 

reckoning with these ghosts is important because they have something valuable to tell us about the 

ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊŜǎ ƛǎ 

a matter of life and death. While the political conditions for the industrial scale genocide of the 

1940s do not currently exist in Europe, we are returning to a violent, divided and illiberal past. A past 

in which many millions were murdered, and many fought hard and were killed repelling.  

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, we are seeing the proliferation of walls, cages, 

and camps around the world, from the concentration of an estimated 1 million Uyghur Muslims in 
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China (which has seen to date little in the terms of an international response, from the United 

Nations or other intranational bodies), and the much publicised caging of thousands of migrants at 

the US-Mexico border, including the segregation of children from their parents. The enclosure, 

detention and imprisonment of people is not a new phenomenon, but the mass concentration of 

people on the basis of citizenship status, religious, ethnic or racial difference in ways which openly 

flout international laws and human rights protections established after the Second World War is an 

alarming trend. 

In Europe in 2015 photographs and television footage of migrant arrivals, of rescues at sea, 

of overloaded boats, discarded life-jackets, lost objects and dead children on Mediterranean 

beaches became commonplace horrors; more than half a million people desperately paddled 

towards the shore on overloaded dinghies that year, while tourists sunbathed amongst the flotsam 

of failed crossings. At least 3,770 drowned making the crossing: Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘΦ !ŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

were massacred. The policy stipulated they should be left to die. {ƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŜŘΩΦ539 As a Lampedusa 

fisherman told a BBC journalist in 2015Σ Ψ²Ŝ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ǉǳƭƭ ǳǇ ǎƪǳƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƴŜǘǎΦΩ540 When 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ 

ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ǿŜ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΣ ƻǊ ǿŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜΦ ΨCǳŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΣΩ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ 

makes a passing remark to the Czech writer and film-maker Andre Vltchek on a train from Prague. 

Ψ¢ƘƻǎŜ ƴƛƎƎŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎǘŀȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜΦΩ541       

 

[A] {ŎŜƴŜ ǘƘǊŜŜΥ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ мм aŀǊŎƘ мфоу  

!ǘ ƳƛŘƴƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ мм aŀǊŎƘ мфоуΣ ŀ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

eyewitness accounts, the British journalist George Gedye described how events unfolded that night. 

Earlier that evening, Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg had resigned, surrendering Austria to 

annexation by the Nazi German government. Jews, Communists, Catholics, Anti-Fascists, artists and 

intellectuals scrambled to get on the last train from Vienna to Prague in order to escape before the 
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German aǊƳȅ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ŀǘ ммΦмр ǇƳΣ ōǳǘ ōȅ у ǇƳ ΨǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ 

of people were pushing each other, squeezing themselves into the train while demanding to depart 

ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅΩΦ542 .ŜŦƻǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ bŀȊƛ {ǘƻǊƳǘǊƻƻǇŜǊǎ ōƻŀǊŘŜŘ ΨǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎΣ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƻƎ ǿƘƛǇǎΩΣ ƭƻƻǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛȊƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊǎΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ 

departed. Then, 20 minutes into its journey, it was stopped in the middle of the countryside by the 

{{ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƎƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ-ǘƻƻǘƘŜŘ ŎƻƳōΩΦ aŜƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

ǿŜǊŜ ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǾŀƴǎΦ DŜŘȅŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƘƻǿΥ Ψ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ 

plundered quite openly of everything in their possession ς ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ƧŜǿŜƭƭŜǊȅΣ ǿŀǘŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǎΦΩ 543 

!ŦǘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƳōƭƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΩΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ Ψŀƴ ŀƎƻƴȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǳǇ ŀƎŀƛƴΩΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ .ǌŜclav; they had reached the safety of Czechoslovakian territory. The Czech police 

boarded and announced that all passengers with Austrian passports were to leave the train. The 

refugees were moved to a guarded waiting room, where they saw from a window that the train they 

ƘŀŘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ tǊŀƎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾΩǎ /ƘƛŜŦ ƻŦ tƻƭƛŎŜ 

came into the waiting room and announced that all Austrian nationals were to be returned to 

±ƛŜƴƴŀΦ !ǎ DŜŘȅŜ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊe and managed by a ruse to escape told me later 

ƛƴ tǊŀƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƻ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŀƭƭΩΦ544 

Some of those forcibly returned to Vienna that evening, escaped by departing at Austrian 

towns en route, taking off on foot into surrounding forests. The rest arrived back in Vienna, where 

they were locked in a waiting room at the train station for twelve hours, and were subject to 

interrogations ōȅ ǘƘŜ {{Φ {ƻƳŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜƴǘ ΨǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 5ŀŎƘŀǳΩΦ 545 In August 

1938, Anschluss was complete, and the Eternal Jew Exhibition was installed within Vienna Railway 

Station. .ȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘǳƳƴ ƻŦ мфоуΣ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ǿŀǎ ŀƴƴŜȄŜŘ ǘƻ bŀȊƛ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΦ wŜƴŀƳŜŘ [ǳƴŘŜƴōǳǊƎΣ ƛǘǎ 

local Jewish population was soon expelled. Its railway station became a node on the transnational 

train network used to deport Jews to Theresienstadt and extermination camps in Eastern Europe. 

hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ŀǘ .ǌŜŎƭŀǾ ƻƴ мм aŀǊŎƘ мфоу ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊ 
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town on special transports ς this time their trains travelled straight on through to their final 

destinations.  
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[CH] 4. The Stigma Machine of Austerity 

 

'Stigma teaches children that accepting charity is a disgrace. Stigma makes people ask 

whether the help is really that essential. Stigma discourages dependence.'  

 Charles Murray, political scientist, 2009 

 

'Austerity was a political choice. Cutting services instead of raising taxes was a choice. To 

make it stick, they used stigma as a weapon.' 

Paul Mason, writer and journalist, 2017 

 

 

Friday 6 July 2018. I am at the public launch event for the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth Commission 

at Lancaster Town Hall. It's one of 14 such commissions running across the UK, which are attempting 

to find local solutions to poverty in the wake of a decade of 'austerity' ς  ΨǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ 

ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘŜ Ŏǳǘǎ ŜǾŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ546 Around 150 people 

ƘŀǾŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŘƛƴƎ ƎǊŀƴŘŜǳǊ ƻŦ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǘƻǿƴ Ƙŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΥ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƻǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŦƻƻŘ ōŀƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ 

volunteers, homelessness workers, religious leaders, members of refugee and migrant organisations, 

police officers, firefighters, addiction and mental health workers, GPs, teachers and teaching 

assistants, local city councillors,  food bank managers, community workers, church leaders, a number 

of medical practitioners and public health professionals, city counsellors and one of our two local 

Members of Parliament. We have been invited into this civic space, a seat of local government and 

decision-making for over a century, to listen to the testimonies of a dozen local people about the 

poverty, hunger, homelessness, mental distress and physical ill health which have followed in the 
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wake of a decade of cuts to state and local welfare provisions. It has taken six months of intensive 

support by community workers to enable these testifiers to find the courage to talk in public about 

personal experiences which involve extreme suffering and distress.  

It is the turn of David, a young man in his early twenties, to speak. David makes his way 

tentatively to the centre of the large stage, supported by Jane, a community worker. He is visibly 

nervous and Jane places her hand in the small of his back, reassuring him, whispering words of support 

we cannot hear. This is an extract from his testimony:547 

 

I was one of nine kids ς my mum felt forced to drug deal, it was the only way she could feed 

us. The stress on her not knowing where the next meal was coming from ς it all rubbed off on 

ǳǎ ƪƛŘǎΦ YƛŘǎ ŀōǎƻǊō ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘat. The only thing that held us 

together was the community ς the people on our estate. Everyone would chip in to buy food 

ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ  

 

Nana was the heart of the estate, she took all the kids out, taking us on minibuses for days 

out. Out of her own pocket at first. So we had something to do cos we had nothing. And 

parents could have one day without worrying about feeding kids. Then she started running 

the community centre. The place was heaving with kids all the time. It was a tiny hut in the 

car park of our school. Everything happened there ς it was all we had, all anyone had. We had 

parties there as kids; it was amazing, magical, a place of no worries. There was meals there 

ǘƻƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ LŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ for my nan and all she did for me and all the other kids, 

I would have killed myself. 

 

Ten years ago the youth workers from the council came and did a project ς a massive music 

gig with all the lads and girls from the local council estates. It was amazing ς all us kids from 

ǎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŜΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ǎŎǊŀǇǇƛƴƎ 
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and gang wars cos it was the only way we had of releasing all the anger we had. The project 

brought everyone together. It stopped all the fighting, and gang crimes. It was the best thing 

LΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ŘƻƴŜ ŜǾŜǊ ς it was amazing ς everyone said that. Then the funding was taken away 

from us, and we were left with nothing.  

 

Our school was good ς I had no bullying there. Many of the kids had serious difficulties ς 

!5I5Σ !ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ ς ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƧǳŘƎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦ ¸ƻǳ ŦŜƭǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǾŜ ΧȅƻǳΩǾŜ Χ 

shut that now too. 

 

Then when you have nowhere to go and nothing to do, you get bullied ς kids aged 13, 15 

whatever, young kids, the main drug dealers get you to sell heroine and crack ς ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻ 

ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ς ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΦ LŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ 

ǎǘǳŦŦ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǿŀȅ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΧ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

men. A few of me mates had to hide guns for them. They pay you ς and when you have 

younger brothers and sisters needing to be fed its stressful trying to make the right decision. 

I thought my mum never knew where we was getting the money from, I had a paper round, 

and pretended it was that I gave her.  

 

I hold the councillors who made these decisions responsible for what happened to me. They 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀŎǘƛvities away. It was the only freedom 

we had, and it was taken away. We were just a number to them. 

 

Then everything goes from worse to worse, my family gets evicted, we are moved to another 

ŀǊŜŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƴƻ ƻƴŜΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿƻǊk doing to it and the 

ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘ ǿƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴ ςς same thing happened 
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ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘΣ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƻƴΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƳŀǘŜΩǎ ƻƴŜ ōŜŘ 

flat and sleep on the floor with my brothers and sisters. Nobody cares. 

 

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ŎŀǊŜǎΦ L 

became homeless ς but they said I was not a priority need as I was 24. Street homeless, the 

ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 

young ς ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ 

ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǊƻǳƎƘΦ ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƘƻǇŜΦ Lǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ 

trying to make a superior race ς the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. That causes the 

poor to do crimes like robbing to feed their kids. How can this be fair? 

 

The government believes in money more than human beings. All they do is take, take, take. 

They worship money instead of heart. 

 

They give me a number ς when you speak my name that means you want to talk to me. I am 

David John Roberts. When you give me a number ς my national insurance number, my NHS 

number, my tax code ς you just want to talk money. My name is David John Roberts. If I had 

one thing to say to the government, it would be treat me as you want to be treated. See me 

as a person, not a number. See me as living. I am flesh and blood. 

 

¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƛǎ ǇŀƭǇŀōƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ¢own Hall. All around 

me people are sobbing as he speaks. Passing tissues to each other to wipe away tears as they listen 

to his account of dispossession and dehumanisation. In the space of a decade, David saw the 

strangulation of all the vital life-lines, the support mechanisms and collective practices of care that 

made his childhood on a deprived social housing estate in this small Northern English city liveable: 

the closure of the 'magical' local community centre set up by his Nana; the evisceration of youth and 
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other outreach services; the shutting down of the kind, caring and inclusive local school; the eviction 

of his family from their home and community. 548 The snuffing out of all these lifelines made David 

increasingly vulnerable to exploitation: the drug-dealing he felt compelled to undertake to feed 

himself and his siblings, the manipulation, violence and abuse he suffered at the hands of predatory 

criminal men, his own eventual addiction and street-homelessness.  

5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ŘŀƳƴƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ 

contraction of the welfare state. His biography tracks a decade of decision-making by local civil 

servants and politicians, as they search for savings, butchering social provisions, redistributing 

resources, wealth, opportunities and value upwards ς and away from working-class children and 

young people like him. He forces us to consider the ways in which austerity becomes embedded 

within communities, corroding social bonds, enclosing and closing off common goods and resources: 

Ψ!ƭƭ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜΣ ǘŀƪŜΣ ǘŀƪŜΦΩ 

 If pǳōƭƛŎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊƛƭȅ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎΩΣ549 

5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǎǘƻǊy opens a window through which we can glimpse some of the effects of the erosion of 

the post-war welfare state in Britain, and the terrible price paid by children and young people for 

decisions taken by 'people with power' in buildings like Lancaster Town Hall.  

David is also a theorist of stigma power. He details the relationship between the attrition of 

his own life chances and the mechanisms through which austerity was implemented, describing 

some of the stigmatising practices through which he found his ΨŦƭŜǎƘ ŀƴŘ ōƭƻƻŘΩ ƭƛŦŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ 

numbers on a spreadsheet of cuts. The fact that his age, 24, is the number which determines that he 

is not a 'priority need' for shelter when he becomes street homeless. The eight months he was 

'sanctioned' for by a Department of Work and Pensions job coach for missing an appointment not 

long after he gave his testimony: eight months without recourse to any public funds; and the reason 

ƘŜ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ 5ŀvid 

experiences these governmental practices of numbering as violent, humiliating and dehumaning 

forms of objectification. Forms of badging which exemplify the incremental subordination of his life 
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to the logic of financial capitalism, a logic in which lives like his are deemed to be of little value. A 

market driven society from which he has found himself progressively shut out, eventually 

abandoned to the streets. Austerity is lived by David as an endless fracking of security, opportunity, 

resources and hope. 

In bearing witness, David asks those gathered in the town hall to really look at him, to 

recognise through him ς with him ς the profound cruelty affected by this regime of 'fiscal discipline'. 

He asks us to acknowledge the ways in which austerity is embodied as he is badged as undeserving, 

ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜŘΣ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿŀǎǘŜΣ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘΣ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

for he is directly addressing those 'with power' seated in front of him, asking them/us to take 

responsibility for his ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊΥ ΨL ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜΦΩ ¸ƻǳ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ 

After David has finished speaking, there is a brief moment of silence. Then the congregation 

in Lancaster town hall start to stand up one by one. Soon the whole room is standing, and people 

ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǇΦ ²Ƙŀǘ L ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ 

social abjection.550 An admission of the shameful truth which David has described, and a collective 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ΨǿƛǘƘ ƘŜŀǊǘΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ŜƴŀŎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ {ȅƭǾƛŀ ²ȅƴǘŜǊ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǎ ǇǊŀȄƛǎΩΦ551  

ΨL ŀƳ 5ŀǾƛŘ WƻƘƴ wƻōŜǊǘǎΦΩ  

 

 

[A] The austerity state  

 

In November 2018, Philip Alston, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and 

human rights, visited Britain on a fact-finding mission to ascertain the impact of a decade of 

austerity. In his interim (2018) and final report (2019), which draw on a substantial body of 

independent evidence, Alston describes that what he witnessed was nothing less than the 
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ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ-ǿŀǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψalthough the United Kingdom is 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦƛŦǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ƻƴŜ ŦƛŦǘƘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ όмп Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜύ ƭive in poverty, and 

мΦр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŘŜǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ нлмтΩΦ552 Alston draws particular attention to the 

ŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻƴ those already on the losing 

end of the British class society: working-class children and young people, low-paid women, 

especially working-class women of colour, disabled people, and those living at the margins of 

.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅ ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ 

workers and asylum-seekers.  

The effects of the evisceration of state welfare has been well evidenced by academics, 

journalists, and charitable organisations. As my friend and colleague Chris Grover summarises, the 

ΨŎǳǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ made by the British government in the wake of the 2008 global 

financial crisis ΨƘŀǾŜ contributed to increased poverty rates; falling living standards; the expansion of 

precarious wage; deepening disabilised, gendered and racialised inequalities; a colossal increase in 

homŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳŜƭ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΩΦ553 In short, the austerity state is 

characterised by the inability of increasingly large swathes of people to access the basic resources of 

shelter, food, heating and healthcare which they require to adequately sustain the lives of 

themselves, their children, disabled and elderly relatives. What this state-crafted, government-

ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƻŦ ΨŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǿŀƪŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳƳŜƴǎŜ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƻŦ 

social reproduction.554 I use ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊΩ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘƭȅ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ-long 

government programme of reform has effected, is levels of precarity and vulnerability so dire, that 

some poorer communities face circumstances of deprivation that resemble those found in the 

aftermath of wars and natural disasters.  

¢ƘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ōǊŜŀƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǘǿŀǊ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ 

ǊŜǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ are not hidden.555 Nobody living in Britain in the last 

decade can have failed to have notice the profound social changes effected by austerity. As Alston 
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concludes, the social catastrophe ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ Ψƛǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƻǇŜƴǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŜȅŜǎΩΦ556 Indeed, it is difficult not to see the effects of this programme of reform. For example, the 

growing numbers of people begging and sleeping rough on the streets of British towns and cities, in 

parks and playing fields. Rough sleeping, the smallest but most visible tip of the homelessness crisis, 

has risen by 165% in England since 2010. Many local authorities have attempted to erase traces of 

rough sleeping and begging in public and commercial settings: by criminalising homeless people; 

through the forced movement of people from town and city centres; by introducing punitive bylaws, 

fines and sanctions, and in London and Liverpool through collusion with homelessness charities and 

the central government Home Office to deport non-national homeless people from the state 

itself.557 Despite these efforts the scale of the homelessness crisis is impossible to hide.  

Other symptoms of austerity, such as hunger and mental distress, are less acutely visible, 

and here both quantitative evidence and qualitative data is essential in enabling us to build a picture 

ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ 

reforms of the benefits system targeted working-age adults, and that this has had a particularly 

pronounced impact on levels of child poverty. .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƳƛŎǊƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

research institute, The Institute for Fiscal Studies, has detailed how austerity has wiped out the 

legacy of all previous attempts and political promises to eradicate child poverty. Indeed, child 

poverty, whether assessed via relative or absolute measures, has been increasing unremittingly 

since 2011. By 2023 to 2024 the proportion of children living in relative poverty (after housing costs) 

ƛǎ ƻƴ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǘ от҈ΩΦ558   As Alison Garnham, chief executive of the Child Poverty Action Group, 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ ΨLǘΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦΩ559  

A 2019 survey conducted by the National Education Union (NEU) among 8,600 school 

leaders, teachers and support staff, revealed that 97 per cent of staff in state-funded schools had 

seen a dramatic increase in poverty in schools, and were regularly required to feed and clothe 
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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǊŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǾŜǊƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ΨǘƘǊŜŜ 

out of four respondents said they saw children suffering from fatigue (78%), poor concentration 

(76%) or poor behaviour (75%); more than half said their students had experienced hunger (57%) or 

ill-ƘŜŀƭǘƘ όрл҈ύΩΦ560 Further, more than a third of those surveyed said children in the schools in which 

they worked had experienced stigmatised bullying as a consequence of poverty.  Austerity is creating 

a hostile environment for children living in poverty in British schools.  

While austerity cuts have been implemented with haste, many biosocial symptoms of 

austerity are slower to reveal themselves. Deprivation accumulates in bodies over lifetimes. 

Nevertheless, health professionals have already documented ΨƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƴƻǘ 

only exacerbated by poverty, but caused by it'.561 For example, national level data reveals rates of 

malnutrition amongst people admitted to hospital have doubled in the last decade, and there is an 

evidenced rise in diseases associated with poverty.562 This striking phenomenon has been dubbed, 

by both medical practitioners and journalists, as marking the return of 'Victorian Diseases'. For 

example, there has been a rise in reported cases of tuberculosis (an especially acute disease 

amongst homeless populations), scarlet fever, whooping cough, gout, and Vitamin-D deficiency 

(linked to anecdotal reports from multiple health professionals of a rise in cases of childhood rickets, 

and osteomalacia ς the adult form of the disease).563  

That austerity is making people physically ill is underscored by the fact that life expectancy 

rates are declining amongst some population groups. In 2018, the National Office for Statistics 

published data that revealed that the predicted lifespan of deprived women in Britain had fallen for 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ мфнлǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψthe gap in life expectancy between the poorest and most 

advantagŜŘΩ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƘƛƎƘ Ψƴƻǿ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǎŜǾŜƴ years and 

five ƳƻƴǘƘǎΩΦ564 Several subsequent studies have also suggested correlations between austerity cuts 

to adult social and elder care and rising excess mortality rates. In short, all the scientific evidence 

suggests that the ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ-ǿŀǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ foreshortening working-

class lives; and the lives of others, the elderly, the disabled, without the necessary accumulated 
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reserves of wealth to defend themselves or their loved ones against the grinding effects of the 

erosion of the social state.  

In his interim and final report, Alston draws our attention to the now familiar economic 

origin story of austerity, noting how these ΨŦŀǊ-ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ ǿŜǊŜ 

ΨǎƻƭŘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜ ŀǎ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳƴŀǾƻƛŘŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ άŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅέΣ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ 

ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ōŀƴƪǊǳǇǘŎȅΩΦ565 However, as Alston concludes, ΨǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜΩ ōŜƘƛƴŘ 

austerity was not economics; rather austerity is a political project underpinned by an ideological 

ΨŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǎocial re-ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΩΦ566  Alston notes that ΨǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳ ΧΦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩΥ   

 

Austerity could easily have spared the poor, if the political will had existed to do so. 

Resources were available [which] could have transformed the situation of millions of people 

living in poverty, but the political choice was made to fund tax cuts for the wealthy 

instead.567 

 

If the economic rationale for austerity as a necessary debt-reduction programme is fantastical, there 

was nevertheless considerable capital to be made through its implementation. In the case of 

austerity, the shock of the 2008 global banking crisis was seized upon as an opportunity not only to 

turn off the redistributive tap, but to frack the social state for profit by privatising public assets and 

services. In this regard, austerity, like previous historical rounds of capitalist enclosure, is a political 

ǊǳǎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜƭƛǘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΦ568 Austerity has 

witnessed the whole-sale harnessing of financial and legal mechanisms of deregulation, extracting as 

ƳǳŎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ϥǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǎǘŀǘŜϥΣ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ 

upwards.569 The winners under austerity have been the financial and corporate elites, who have not 

ƻƴƭȅ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŦƻǊǘǳƴŜǎ ƛƴǘŀŎǘΩ ōǳǘ ΨƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ǎƭƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƪŜΩΦ570 This has led 
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to the conclusion that 'austerity' is a proxy term for 'class war': a war of breath-taking cruelty waged 

against the poorest, the most disadvantaged and vulnerable members of British society.571  

 

[A] Austerity as enclosure  

 

Austerity is a 21st-century enclosure movement. By this, I mean that it is a political programme that 

involves the fracking of public goods by those in the service of capital, in ways which are designed to 

upend the customary forms of social provision cemented in the mid-twentieth century. The 

programme of austerity which began in 2010 was characterised by the rapid closure of local 

ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƴƛŎǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŜǎΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΣ Ǉƻǎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴǳǊǎŜǊƛŜǎΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

and youth centres, day-centres and residential care homes for disabled people and pensioners, and 

the enclosure of common land, including parks and playing fields. The amount of services, facilities, 

buildings and land once held in common by local communities, now sold by cash-strapped local 

authorities to developers, or simply abandoned to decay, is staggering. The speed with which this 

expropriation has been undertaken has been shocking to witness. To take the just one small 

example, in 2019, West Sussex county council, a relatively wealthy area of South East England, 

ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳŘƎŜǘ Ψƛǘ ǎǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƭŜŜǇŜǊǎΣ 

ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ŎŀǊŜ ƭŜŀǾŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƛƭ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩ ŦǊƻƳ ϻсΦо Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

£2.3 million. Implementing this buŘƎŜǘ Ŏǳǘ ŜƴǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘƛǎƳŀƴǘƭƛƴƎ Ψŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 

hostels, drop-ƛƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƭƻŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘŜŀƳǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ ƻǾŜǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ572  

What we are witnessing in austerity Britain is the enclosure of local 'welfare commons', 

namely those public goods and services established by local communities through long histories of 

philanthropy, charitable and worker contributions (e.g. local taxation) and grassroots agitation. 

Entire material infrastructures, buildings, services and land ς including those hospitals and schools 

that local communities campaigned for, and often paraded through the streets for in the nineteenth 

century ς are disappearing.  



 162 

The local patchworks of welfare institutions and services built up over centuries were first 

absorbed into the British welfare state in the 1940s and 50s. For the majority of citizens, the mid-

twentieth century 'statification' of welfare provisions brought significant improvements in terms of 

fairness of access, greater equality of treatment, and the national pooling of expertise and resource. 

Through privatisation, the British state is now expropriating these communal assets from the 

communities who originally fought for and financed them. Seen from the perspective of this longer 

history of welfare, austerity is nothing less a government-orchestrated programme of theft.  

It is not just buildings, essential services, material resources which have been enclosed in 

this process, but generations of public sector knowledge and expertise. Indeed, austerity has seen 1 

million workers in the public sector lose their jobs.573 Some statutory services have been contracted 

out to for-profit private sector organisations, where employment contracts are more precarious, 

work lower paid and conditions of work less protected. Swelling numbers of unpaid voluntary 

workers have attempted to keep services going, but after a decade of cuts many volunteers are 

burning out.  

As social safety nets are cut away, people are falling through the gaps in the emergent 

uneven, fragmented patchwork of state and charitable provisions. The enclosure of the 'welfare 

commons' has accelerated what charities have described as an epidemic of social isolation and 

loneliness. Elderly people and disabled people have been enclosed in their homes. Children with 

ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ 

numbers of children are now outside of formal education altogether. Young people like David are 

sleeping on the streets. Women are forced to remain with abusive partners as domestic violence 

ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ŘƻǿƴΦ !ǎ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎ ¦ƴŎǳǘΣ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōǳŘƎŜǘ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƻ 

ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ŎǳǘΣ ǿŜ ōƭŜŜŘΦΩ574  

 

[A] Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ  
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Lǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ мл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ΨŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜΩΥ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ 

ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ƘǳƴƎŜǊΣ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛty to enable 

ƎƻƻŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ŦƻƻŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅΩΦ575 

Foodbanks and other mass forms of charitable emergency food provision were almost unknown in 

Britain between 1950 and 2010. Now every city and town in Britain has a foodbank, and some have 

several. In every deprived neighbourhood, networks of food clubs, food banks and other emergency 

feeding centres have sprung up. Every supermarket in every British town and city has an emergency 

food donation point near the checkouts. Special signs have been designed and printed for use on 

supermarket shelfs, which direct shoppers to the non-perishable food and provisions most useful 

and/or urgently required by local foodbanks. Staff at the university where I work are now 

encouraged to donate monthly to our local food bank through a 'salary sacrifice' scheme. Students 

regularly hold collections for the local food bank.  

I could go on ς examples of the ways in which austerity has seeped its way into new forms of 

charitable giving is endless. My point is that the emergence of these new social and cultural 

infrastructures of alms-giving are inescapable in the everyday lives of all citizens, and in this respect 

the depth and scale of the poverty inaugurated by austerity is quite literally on public view. Yet, as 

Vicki Cooper and David Whyte suggest, after a decade of cuts we seem to have become so 

ΨŀŎŎǳǎǘƻƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŜǾƛŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘōŀƴƪǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

street-begging, and the mental heŀƭǘƘ ŜǇƛŘŜƳƛŎΣ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ƻŦ 

observations; that the age that we live in is one in which the political violence of the state is 

ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜŘΩΦ576  

 

[A] Unseeing austerity 

 

One effect of the normalisation of austerity is that the depth and scale of the impoverishment it has 

effected is both hyper-visible, on every street corner and at every supermarket exit, and unseen or 
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perhaps unseeable. Indeed, despite mountains of social scientific and statistical evidence of every 

form, kind and shape, the devastating effects of austerity are repeatedly denied by the politicians 

who implemented this programme of reform, by some, not all, of the journalists who report on it, 

and by 'ordinary' members of the public; for example, readers of a 2019 Daily Mail newspaper story 

on child hunger in Britain typically responded in online comments: 

 

There is not one single kid in poverty in this country. Not a single one. Having a 360 instead 

of an Xbox One isn't poverty.  

 

Parents are given benefits and they do not spend it on their children. Parents have the latest 

phones, large TVs, smoke do drugs whilst children go hungry. 

 

This poverty delusion is just unreal problems fabricated by the left wing media. What I see is 

virtually full employment anybody that really wants a job has one. Lots of well-fed if not fat 

people not looking very hungry.577 

 

The disavowal was underscored by the response of government ministers to the Alston report. 

While I was writing this chapter, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Philip Hammond, was interviewed 

on NewsnightΣ ǘƘŜ ../Ωǎ ŦƭŀƎǎƘƛǇ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƴŜǿǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ !ƭǎǘƻƴΩǎ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǎ ΨƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜΩΥ ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ¦b ǊŀǇǇƻǊǘŜǳǊΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣΩ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΦ Ψ[ƻƻƪ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ȅƻǳΣ 

ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦΩ578 /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅΣ IŀƳƳƻƴŘΩǎ claim that the Alston report is 

untruthful because he cannot 'see' the effects of austerity is both disingenuous and chilling. Indeed, 

ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ƘŜǊŜ !ǊǳƴŘƘŀǘƛ wƻȅΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ erasure of the lived realities of caste 

ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ LƴŘƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ΨtǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ¦ƴǎŜŜƛƴƎΩΦ  

For neoliberal dogmatists like multi-millionaire IŀƳƳƻƴŘΣ ǿƘƻΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘ Ψbelieve that a 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƻǳǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩΣ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ 
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There is nothing wrong, he says, with Ψthe theory of how a market economy is supposed to work, in 

generating and distributing wealthΩΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ōƻƻƪǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǿƻǊƪΩΦ 

wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƴƻǘ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘƛǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

right way. What Hammond seems to be suggesting is that international experts on poverty such as 

Philip Alston need to be tutored in perceiving the effects of austerity differently, they need to unsee 

poverty ς or perhaps to perceive deepening pockets of poverty, illness, homelessness, hunger and 

avoidable deaths effected by austerity as a necessary stage in the implementation of market-based 

solutions to 'the problem' of state welfare itself.  

tƘƛƭƛǇ !ƭǎǘƻƴ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ωǘƻǘŀƭ ŘŜƴƛŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǳƴŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŦŀŎǘǎΩ ƛƴ 

the British government responses to his report, he thought he mƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ Ψŀ ǎǇƻƻŦΩΦ579 I know 

ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƳŜ ƻŦ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ {ǿƛŦǘΩǎ ǎŀǘƛǊƛŎŀƭ ΨA Modest 

tǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΩ όмтнфύ, in which Swift famously suggested that if we retrain our gaze we might see the 

rising tide of beggarly Irish infants not as a problem, but as an opportunity; indeed, a source of 

revenue if fattened up as meat for the tables of the rich. The economist and statistician Howard 

CǊŜƛŘƳŀƴ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ Ψ! aƻŘŜǎǘ tǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΩ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŀǘƛǊƛŎŀl take on US advocates of extreme 'fiscal 

ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜϥΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴŎŜǎǎŀƴǘ ǿƘƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘΣ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

ǎǳŎƘ ŜȄǘǊŀǾŀƎŀƴŎŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛōŜƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǎƻ ƘƛƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎŎŀǊŎŜƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ ŀ Ǉƻƭƻ 

match or savoǊ ŀ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ /ƘŃǘŜŀǳ [ŀŦƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǇŜŀŎŜΩΦ580  

The serious point is that in a political context where expert evidence about the effects of 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎƻ 

ǎǿƛŦǘƭȅ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜΩΣ Ƙƻǿ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ 

contemporary Britain articulate the evidence? This dilemma is exacerbated by the fact that poverty 

is often experienced as deeply shameful. People often go to great lengths to conceal the scale of the 

difficulties they are facing from others, including from their own families and friends. As Stephanie, 

whose story opened this book notes: 
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I was always taught that everything stays within 'these four walls'.  The more debt I had, the 

more I haŘ ǘƻ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

people or even share conversations with the same people. My life experience started to 

ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΧ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΣ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

holidays, buying things. We were living off food bank parcels and struggling to keep a roof 

over our heads. There was nobody I would have discussed my situation with. I desperately 

tried to hide it. The shame was overwhelming.   

 

[A] Seeing austerity 

Poverty Truth is a grassroots social movement is grounded in the following principles: that those 

with lived experiences of poverty need to have voice and agency in social and political decision 

making; that people in poverty are not the problem, that poverty is everyōƻŘȅΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

effecting change begins with attitudinal change. At the core of the poverty truth movement is an 

understanding that stigmatising public beliefs about the causes of poverty are a block to social 

change, and that the sharing of lived experience is the first step in devising collective solutions. 

Poverty Truth is an anti-stigma movement.  

The Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth Commission (currently) covers a geographical area in 

North West England that includes the small city of Lancaster, the neighbouring seaside town of 

Morecambe and surrounding rural villages. The Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth Commission is 

composed of around a dozen people who have experienced or who are experiencing poverty, and a 

similar number of civic decision makers. Out local experts of experience represent some of those 

who borne the brunt of the grinding effects of a decade of cuts. They include David, whose 

testimony opened this chapter, and Stephanie, whose words opened this book. There is also Ian, an 

ex-soldier, a man in his late 50s who suffers from post-traumatic stress and physical disabilities 
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which mean that he is unable to work. Ian has previously been street homeless and with help from a 

charity he has now found a home, but has to choose between heating his home and feeding himself 

because the state benefits he is entitled to fall below the income required to be both warm and 

adequately nourished.  

Then there is Jack, a dad to four children, who is in full-time but low-paid work. Like four 

million workers in the austerity state, Jack is in caught in 'in-work' poverty, meaning his income 

(wages and 'top-up' benefits) do not meet the basic needs of his family. Jack tells me how, at the 

end of each summer, he is reducŜŘ ǘƻ ΨōŜƎƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōƻǊǊƻǿƛƴƎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎƘƻŜǎΦ581  

There is also Mark, an ex-addict who has turned his life around, and now works helping 

others in a local addiction treatment centre; Tiffany, who has long-standing physical disabilities and 

has struggled negotiating changes to the disability welfare system; and Saskia, who is in long-term 

treatment for severe and enduring mental health problems. Patricia, from our local Irish Traveller 

community, who is concerned her family and community will be evicted from their homes, as the 

local authority plans to sell their Traveller site as part of austerity cuts.  

There is also Isla, a child poverty commissioner in her teens. In her testimony at the launch 

event in July 2018 at Lancaster Town Hall, Isla described how she felt ashamed at not being able to 

afford the £1 donation to charity on non-school uniform days, and how she suffered a breakdown 

when she and her mum faced eviction from her home ς ΨǘƘƛƴking what was the point in living 

ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ƛŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƳǳƳΦ  L ƪŜǇǘ ǎƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ ¦ƴǘƛƭ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΦΩ  

Alongside people living in poverty, the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth commission includes 

many front-line workers, health professionals and charitable volunteers, who are working tirelessly 

to forge new networks of support to catch those now free-falling through the gaping holes left by 
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the erosion of previously tax-funded structures of social provision and care. For example, a local 

firefighter describes to us the intensification of psychological distress in his team, a consequence of 

the fact that they are now so frequently called out to attempted suicides, and a police officer relates 

how people in our local area commit petty crimes in the hope of getting arrested, as being held in 

custody is their best hope of accessing mental and physical health services ς a snapshot of 

desperation supported by nationwide evidence from police forces across the UK (see Conclusion). A 

ǎŜƴƛƻǊ Dt ǎƘŀǊŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ΨōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊŜŀǘ 

patients with physical and mental health conditions caused by deprivation ς problems with causes 

ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘǊŜŀǘ or solve. A youth worker relates how the teenagers he works with regularly admit 

that they are forced to steal from shops to feed and clothe themselves. A head teacher from a local 

primary school describes how children routinely arrive at her school hungry and who describes 

finding children rifling through rubbish bins for food between lessons, eating discarded fruit cores. 

She tells us about an episode in which a ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ƙŀƭƭ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ƳŜŀƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ describes the cumulative impact on staff of having to comfort ashamed and tearful 

mums at the school gates; mums who have no means of adequately feeding their children, of their 

washing clothes, of heating homes.  

Working on the poverty commission has allowed me to forge new relationships with a wide 

range of people who have been impacted by the evisceration of the welfare state. It was through 

listening to the stories from the poverty commission that I fully came to appreciate the depth of 

despair and suffering which austerity has augmented within my local community. Community 

commissioners, and others with lived experiences of austerity cuts to welfare, health and social care, 

have taught me a vast amount about the fear, the shame and gnawing anxiety that accompany a 

hand to mouth existence in a society without secure safety nets. I have learnt also about the ripple 

effects of 'austerity trauma' on public sector workers and charitable volunteers.  
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The accounts of these different experts of experience are of critical importance in deepening 

our understanding of what the disappearance of the post-war British welfare state means in practice 

in peoples everyday lives. Together, they provide a documentary picture of the current crisis of basic 

social provisions of health, education and housing effecting so many within the British state. More 

than this, their ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘǊough a 

period of rapid social change.582 What I mean by this is that in their various roles as 'service users', 

professionals, welfare workers and volunteers, they have had a front seat in the unfolding of this 

dramatic decade of social change. They have witnessed, and in many cases participated in, the 

practices through which the transition from functioning welfare systems to a denuded austerity 

state has been enacted.  

 

[A] Austerity in my own life 

 

I know the geographical area covered by my local Poverty Truth commission well, intimately in fact. 

This is the region in which I was born, grew up and was educated. I have lived in Lancaster for 24 

years, almost all of my adult life. I work at Lancaster University as a sociologist, teaching and 

supervising students, and increasingly undertaking senior management and administrative work. I 

have brought up two children in this small city, one of whom still lives at home and attends the same 

local school as Isla. I am also the adult daughter of ageing, sick and disabled working-class parents 

and step-parents who live nearby. Like many adult children of sick or ageing parents, I am drawn 

continuously into engagements with health and social care providers as my family navigates 

depilated, complex and increasingly punitive systems of welfare, health and social care. Indeed, 

while I was writing Stigma, I spent a lot of time trying to access help and support for my parents, and 

experienced first-hand how austerity is accumulating in bodies, in families, in communities.  
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In May 2018, my stepdad, Mohamed, had a profoundly disabling stroke, which left him 

paralysed and wheelchair bound at the age of 63. Until his stroke, Mohamed had worked full-time 

on the minimum wage for a local furniture recycling charity. Navigating the welfare system to find 

appropriate care and support for him has been a challenge of Kafkaesque proportions. When we 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǎǘǊƻƪŜ ǊŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƭŘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ 

ŀŘǳƭǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǎǘǊƻƪŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΩΦ aƻƘŀƳŜŘ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ǉƻǎǘ-

stǊƻƪŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

exacerbate his distress. We were told that there were no longer any clinical psychiatrists employed 

in our local area due to NHS cuts. In desperation, I used social media to find a psychiatrist who I 

could ask for guidance on how we should manage his psychotic symptoms. Mohamed now lives in a 

care-home, and we are still struggling to access the support and rehabilitation services he requires. 

For example, we are currently trying to raise funds for an electric wheelchair to enable him to have a 

modicum of independent mobility, while he has been assessed as qualifying for an NHS wheelchair, 

we have been told there is three year waiting list. !ǎ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΣ ΨLǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ like they are just 

putting people like Mo in the dustbin, like human waste.'  

Half a mile away from the care home in which Mo now lives, my dad John lives in a small 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜƴǘŜŘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǿƛŦŜΣ [ƛȊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘŜǎŎribe 

themselves as 'just about managing', with a household income made up of state old-age pensions, 

Ƴȅ ŘŀŘΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦƛǊŜ ōǊƛƎŀŘŜ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜ όŦƻǊ [ƛȊΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ŎǊƛǇǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

rheumatoid arthritis). They have no savings and own no property. My dad has just turned 70. He 

began his working life at 14 on a turkey farm, and later spent 10 years as fire-fighter, before working 

ŀǎ ǇŀƛƴǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊ before he was forced by ill-health to stop work.  

My dad had a massive heart attack in his early 60s, and now has inoperable heart failure. He 

also has osteoarthritis so severe he is in permanent chronic pain with highly restricted mobility. His 

heart is too weak to undergo the knee and hip replacement operations that would have eased his 

suffering. He struggles to get up out of a chair. Once he is standing, he can walk gingerly with the 
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support of sticks, but he can no longer manage to climb the stairs in his home. Every evening he 

takes strong painkillers before he shuffles on his bottom up the stairs to get to his bedroom.  

The only bathroom in his home is upstairs, so during the day he resorts to weeing in a 

bucket downstairs. He is on a social housing waiting list for a bungalow as he urgently needs a 

downstairs bedroom and bathroom, hand rails and a walk-in shower. In the context of the current 

social housing crisis, it is likely to be a long wait ς he is currently classified as being on the lowest 

band in terms of need. I helped my dad fill in the online application for adapted social housing. One 

of the questions asked what difference adapted housing would make to his life. When I asked him 

what to write, he said, ΨWǳǎǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΦΩ ²ƘƛƭŜ L ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ Ƴȅ 

dad suffered a series of strokes ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜΣ ΨƧǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƭƛǾŜΩΦ  

As I shuttle back and forth, doing what I can to ease the lives of my disabled parents, I recall 

ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎǇƛǊƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘŜŘΩ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ .ŜǾŜǊƭŜȅ {ƪŜƎƎǎΣ ǿƘƻ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ 

account of her attempt to find adequate healthcare, social care and housing for her dying parents, 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΩΦ583  

 

[A] Actively disabling people  

 

Alongside forced movements of people, through evictions, displacement and homelessness, 

austerity immobilises people, as they find themselves progressively shut in, shuǘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŜŦǘ 

ōŜƘƛƴŘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳƳƻōƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǾƛǾƛŘƭȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ 

austerity measures upon disabled people who are living through the most severe cuts to state-

funded services of provision of any group at any time in the history of the modern welfare state.584 

To take just one example, the closure of a government fund called The Independent Living Fund (ILF) 

ƛƴ нлмр ǎŀǿ ΨмуΣллл ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜ ǇŀŎƪŀƎes 

which supported them to live independently axed.585 Set up in 1988, the ILF was a crowning 

achievement of the disability rights movement in Britain, allowing people with severe impairments, 
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on low incomes, to access care at home so that they could live outside residential settings ς it was a 

direct outcome of the activism of people like Paul Hunt (Chapter Two). The government scrapped 

this £320 million fund completely, and devolved responsibility for care to local authorities, a process 

which has seen severe cuts in the care packages and allowances which enable people to live 

independent and dignified lives.  

As Mo Stewart has detailed, austerity was explicitly designed to contract disability as an 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛǎŎŀƭ ōǳǊŘŜƴΩ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ586 From 2010 

onwards, a punitive welfare machinery was erected which sought to reclassify disabled people as 

ŀōƭŜ όǘƻ ŦŜƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ 

the introduction of a testing regime called Work Capability Assessments ς which was subcontracted 

to private multinational companies. Among many other consequences, this new testing regime has 

seen the removal of 75,000 adapted cars, powered wheelchairs and scooters from disabled people, 

leaving many quite literally enclosed within their homes.587  

My step-mum Liz has rheumatoid arthritis in her hands and feet so severe that she requires 

a specially adapted car to drive. Liz had previously qualified for a welfare benefit called the Disability 

Living Allowance (DLA) through which she was able to lease a specially adapted car through a 

government backed charitable scheme called Motability. While I writing this chapter Liz was 

reassessed for disability support under the new austerity points based system called Personal 

Independence Payments (PIP). Liz rang in tears to tell me that her adapted car was being taken 

ŀǿŀȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŦƻǊ ΨŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ ōȅ н ǇƻƛƴǘǎΦ {ƘŜ 

considered an appeal, but an appeal meant losing a one-off bridging payment which would be 

essential in enabling them to afford to buy a second-hand adapted car.588  

Just as emergency food provision has become normalised over the last decade, public 

outrage over the violent expropriation of resources from disabled people quickly dissipated, and 

those humiliated and imprisoned through these cuts and changes were left to seek charitable aid -- 

many now crowdsource for adapted vehicles and wheelchairs online.589  
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The retrenchment of state support to disabled people not only signals a fundamental shift in 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ΨŜǉǳŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΩΣ ōǳǘ ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ 

dis/ability. For these cuts are not only adversely impacting on people with existing disabilities, but 

ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊŀƛƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

ǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŘŜǎŜǊǾŜŘƴŜǎǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦΣ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨƛƭƭΣ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΩΦ590 For example, a 2014 National Health Service report revealed that 50 per cent of 

disabled benefit claimants have attempted suicide since the introduction of the work capability 

assessments.591 A 2016 academic study revealed that ΨŜŀŎƘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ млΣллл ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ 

(using the WCA) in each area was associated with an additional 6 suicides, 2700 cases of reported 

mental health problems, and the prescribing of an additional 7020 antidepressant itemsΩ.592  

In 2016, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities visited 

Britain in response to information they had received from 2010 onwards from disability charities and 

civil rights organisations. This committee, which interviewed over 200 individuals, and collected 

3,000 pages of evidence, concluded that ΨǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜ 

ƻǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘΦΩ593  Further, that 

ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ΨŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƭȅ ŦƻǊŜǎŀǿΩ ǘƘŜ ΨŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΩ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ Ψƻƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀōƧŜŎǘ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ 

that human rights, civil rights, legal rights and political rights have little traction in the absence of 

basic economic rights, namely the right to access the resources required for a liveable life.  

 

[A] The uneven geography of austerity 

 

Local perspectives on the impacts of austerity are particularly important because, as Alston notes, it 

is ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ΨǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƴŜǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

Ƴƻǎǘ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨƎǳǘǘŜŘΩ ōȅ ŎǳǘǎΦ594 The services provided by local authorities include education, 

housing, transport and leisure and statutory responsibilities for providing services to vulnerable 
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groups, including social care for the elderly, disabled adults and children. As recorded by the British 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ tǳōƭƛŎ !ŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǎǘŀƎƎŜǊƛƴƎΦ 

Central government grants to local authorities, which used to be the primary mechanism for 

ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ψŀ пфΦм҈ ǊŜŀƭ-terms funding 

ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ нлмлΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ тт ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƳǇlemented at the time of 

writing.595 !ǎ aƛŀ DǊŀȅ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴŀ .ŀǊŦƻǊŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ άŘǳƳǇŜŘέ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ 

ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΣ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ΨŘŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΩΦ596 What national level 

accounts of the impact of austerity invariably conceal are correlations between the depth of cuts 

ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΤ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ 

cities and local governments in the very north of the country saw the most severe cutǎΩΦ597 In short, 

the effects of austerity are radically geographically uneven, with disproportionate impacts in poorer 

regions, such as the North of England where my family and I live.598  

This is partly a consequence of a fundamental shift in the redistributive model through 

which local authorities are funded. Government grants to local authorities are being incrementally 

'devolved', and local governments are now increasingly required to raise much of their own income 

through local taxation (council tax and business rates) and the introduction of charges for services. 

This shift from a more universalist to a devolved funding model disadvantages poorer regions 

outside of the wealthier South East of England. In an attempt to manage this transition, local 

authoritƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ  Ψlower local property values mean 

there is less potential for local government to profit from renting or selling council assets, which 

could be used to buffer shrinking grantsΩΦ599 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ [ƻƴŘƻƴ-centric journalism 

and media coverage, these differences in the spatial geographies of austerity matter profoundly in 

terms of our ability to see the differential impacts of the disappearance of the welfare state. 

In 2018, a Midlands local authority, Northamptonshire County Council, declared itself 

bankrupt and central government-appointed commissioners assumed control over their budget: a 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀǿ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ Ŏǳǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƴŜǿ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜǎ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǎtatutory services 
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ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŎǳǘǎΩΦ600 The 

National Audit Office (NAO) has revealed that one in ten county councils could run out of reserves by 

2021. If austerity continues (as currently planned), other local authorities will declare bankruptcy, as 

reserve funds are eroded and all existing assets sold off. The prospect of multiple bankruptcies in the 

public sector ς which includes the bankruptcy of hospital and health trusts and schools, as well as 

local authorities ς marks unchartered territory in the history of the modern British state.  

My own local authority, Lancashire County Council, is amongst those facing bankruptcy. On 

14 February 2019, in its latest attempt to balance the books, Lancashire County Council passed a £77 

million package of cuts to services for vulnerable adults and children, and committed to finding an 

additional £135m of savings in the four years leading up to 2021-ннΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ [ŀōƻǳǊ 

opposition leader, Azhar Ali, stated, if implemented these cuts will 'sink communities' and 'lead to 

the loss of lives'.601 Protestors outside County Hall in Preston, the building in which elected local 

politicians gathered to vote on the latest proposed budget cuts, hŜƭŘ ǳǇ ǎƛƎƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀƛŘ Ψ±ŀƭŜƴǘƛƴŜΩǎ 

Day MassacreΩ.  

aȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƻ ōƭŀƳŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ Ŏǳǘǎ ƛƴ ōǳŘƎŜǘǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

government. Nevertheless, it is important to draw attention to local fiscal responses to austerity, 

and to examine the ways in which the logic of neoliberal capitalism has become embedded within 

the structures of local government. As the housing and planning campaigner and scholar Michael 

Edwards argues, for some time local authorities have been encouraged, indeed compelled, to 

reimagine local resources and infrastructures (services, buildings, land) as financial assets, rather 

than as community resources whose value lies in their use.602 It is important to register also how 

state actors have increasingly, if sometimes unwillingly, become participants in the implementation 

of neoliberal projects of 'accumulation through dispossession'. Further, implementing these changes 

takes significant time and labour, and over the last decade, cutting budgets, demolishing services 

and enclosing local welfare commons has become the dispiriting day job of many civil servants and 

local politicians.  
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The devolution of austerity means in effect that people are unable to shape local decision-

making through elections, as the stripping bare of budgets means local politicians are effectively 

denuded of meaningful powers to change the situation faced by their constituents. At the same 

time, the outsourcing and privatisation of services and public goods have seen other structures of 

accountability fatally eroded ς who do you hold to account if a for-profit service provider fails to 

provide safe or adequate care? For many, legal redress is no longer possible, as legal aid has also 

been closed off, as implemented in the 2012 Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act. 

Unless you are wealthy enough to pay for legal representation, it is incredibly difficult to challenge 

decision-making around housing, family law, immigration, employment or welfare. It is no 

coincidence that legal aid was ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

began.603 In short, the democratic tools through which individuals and communities might in the 

past have held local decision makers to account have been severely blunted.  

 

 

 [A] Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ōŜŀǘŜƴ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ  

 

If you work as a sociologist on issues of poverty and welfare in the austerity state, you will encounter 

stigma everywhere.  The word 'stigma' trips continually off tongues in everyday conversations about 

the experiences of those at the sharp end of the dismantling of the provisions, structures and 

institutions of the British welfare state.  Indeed, stigma was the red thread that connected all the 

stories told by people with experiences of poverty on the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth 

Commission. At the heart of every single account of living in poverty I have listened to, were 

profoundly distressing experiences of being stigmatised, and the debilitating impact of the 

cumulative effects of stigma upon individuals' mental and physical health. As one commissioner 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘΣ Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ōŜŀǘŜƴ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŜŘΩΦ  
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The experiences of people on my local Poverty Commission track a decade of an ongoing 

ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ψǘƻ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ604 ς a programme 

of reforms which the former Work and Pensions Secretary Iain Duncan Smith described in 2015 as 

ΨƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΥ Ψthe most ambitious programme of welfare reform for over a 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ Ψŀ Ŏƻmplete shift in the welfare culture in this country: no longer just pouring money in 

ŀǎ [ŀōƻǳǊ ŘƛŘΣ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΩΦ605 Austerity sought, in the parlance of politicians, 

ǘƻ ϥŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊϥΣ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻǊŜ ϥǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘϥ ŀƴŘ ϥƭŜǎs dependent'. This 'welfare 

revolution' rapidly saw the apparatus of the welfare state plunged into chaos; the privatisation of 

some services; a movement to online-only application processes; cuts to benefit payments; the 

introduction of workfare regimes; the use of psychometric testing regimes to assesǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘΩǎ 

'attitude' and willingness to work, and a regime of punitive sanctions which saw benefits withdrawn 

for the slightest perceived infraction. Within a few short years, the government systematically 

redesigned the delivery of welfare provisions in ways that sought to humiliate people, a system of 

degradation rituals which sought to deter people from making a claim on the state for support. 

Stigma was used as a 'deterrent' ostensibly to force people off benefits and into work ς an anathema 

in a social context of near full employment and where, for many, waged work is increasingly 

precarious and often no longer pays enough to meet basic needs.  

People on the Poverty Commission also describe the cumulative impact of living in a society 

where stigma frames political and media coverage and debate around welfare issues, and the ways 

in which this all-ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜ ϥǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀϥ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ǎŎǊƻǳƴƎŜǊǎΣ ŀǎ 

fraudulent, as scum. Indeed, one of the things which working on the Poverty Commission has taught 

me, is that it is imperative that we theorise stigma on different scales and across multiple sites. If 

stigma is relational, it is a relation which not only exists between people in the immediacy of social 

interactions; stigma is a power relation which is exercised across the network of relations between 

people, society, media-culture and the state. In order to counter stigma, it is imperative to track the 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘhe governmental 
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production of stigma. When we theorise stigma as embedded within political economies ς as the 

lubricant of neoliberal capitalism ς we can begin to understand how stigma functions to devalue 

entire groups of people, with the purpose of fortifying existing social hierarchies, reproducing 

inequalities, and creating new opportunities for capital.  
 

[A] Welfare stigma as a rationing device  

 

Governing welfare through stigma production is not a new phenomenon. The cultivation of stigma 

has always played a pivotal role in the rationing of welfare, and in winning consent for periodic 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ  !ǎ wƻōŜǊǘ ²ŀƭƪŜǊ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǾŜǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ 

sought to employ stigma as a means of rationing benefits and encouragƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩΣ 

ŦƻǊ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǎǘƛŎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƻǊȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΩΦ606  Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ Ψŀ ƪŜȅ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-

interest that support the uneqǳŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΦ607 

 Lƴ мфтл ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ wƻōŜǊǘ tƛƴƪŜǊ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǇŜƴǎƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ608 Pinker was working in a liberal tradition of social policy 

scholarship, which approaches the question of social provision and wealth redistribution as a 

ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŀƛŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΩΦ609 He suggests 

that twentieth-century welfare settlements  ς in liberal democracies such as Britain ς operate on a 

sliding scale between socialist principles of mutual aid and reciprocity, and free market principles of 

capitalist enterprise, and combines ōƻǘƘ ΨǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΦΩ610 Stigma, Pinker 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛǎ Ψŀƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŀǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǎŎŀǊŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩΦ611  

The state cultivates stigma through deployment of particular cultural figures, such as the 

moral figure of the hard-working taxpayer and the abject figure of the welfare scrounger. This 

stigma production (from aboveύ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǊŜǾǳƭǎƛƻƴ ΨŦƻǊ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎƛƴƎ 

ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΩΣ ǘƻ ƘŀōƛǘǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ Ψǘƻ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǿƭȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǎǘŜŜƳΩΣ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ 
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feelings of inferiority, and through this process to become adapted to poverty (as a 'natural 

condition' of their position in class society).612  

As I have highlighted throughout this book, stigma is a site of social and political struggle 

over value. Welfare stigma is not passively accepted by those it is impressed upon. It is a form of 

power characterised by coercion and resistance, and gives rise to intensive class struggles as people 

ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ tƛƴƪŜǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜǾŜƭ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎ ƛƴtensification of welfare 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǊŜ ΨŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭŜŀǊƴΩ ƻǊ ŀŎǉǳƛŜǎŎŜ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊƻƭŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘŦǳƭ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘΩΦ613  In 

what follows, I will consider why stigma power proved so effective in winning consent for austerity 

reforms. 

 

[A] Neoliberal welfare stigma 

 

Social policy scholars have argued that the rise of neoliberalism has been characterised by the 

deliberate restitution of stigma as a policy mechanism for reducing welfare costs and entitlements. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǘǊŜƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ{ƘŀƳŜΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

and the effectiveness of anti-ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎΥ ! {ǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ {ŜǾŜƴ /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ όнлмлς-2012) led by 

Robert Walker at Oxford University, suggested that the heighted stigmatisation of redistributive 

programmes of state welfare is a global phenomenon.614  

In Good Times, Bad Times: The Welfare Myth of Them and Us (2015), John Hills draws on 

social attitudes data to examine links between the growing stigmatisation of working-age people in 

receipt of benefits and implementation of cuts to state welfare. Hills argues that during previous 

economic recessions, public support for welfare provisions has increased as poverty and hardship 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ƛƴ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ 

demonstrable hardening of public attitudes towards welfare claimants, particularly working- age 
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benefits claimants. This is striking in a period of stagnating wages and insecure work, when welfare 

benefits have been diminishing, and poverty amongst groups historically seen as 'deserving', such as 

children and disabled people, has been rapidly increasing.615 To explain this hardening of public 

attitudes, Hills examines the 'welfare myths' that underpin public support for the austerity era 

welfare retrenchment. He suggests that successive governments have deliberately contracted the 

meaning of 'welfare' ς that is, what Ψthe welfare stateΩ includes, means, denotes ς and that welfare 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŀŦŦƻǊŘŀōƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŎŀǎƘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŘƻƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŀŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

people, rather than the mass services, such as health and education, on which the vast majority of 

citizens depend. As Hill observes, a central challenge is how to contest the hegemony of this anti-

welfare common-sense.616 It is the argument of this chapter that challenging welfare myths requires 

a deeper understanding of how welfare stigma operates as a form of power.  

Social policy research offers ample evidence for changes in public opinions about welfare. 

However, there has been less consideration of precisely how (and by whom) public opinion is 

formed.617 An attention to the precise mechanisms of welfare stigma, how it is produced and 

disseminated, is critical for understanding how the political project of austerity has been so 

effective. This involves examining how welfare stigma produced, by whom, how it is represented 

and circulated. It means scrutinising the 'stimulation of stigma' around specific policies, and the 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻΣ ŀǎ 

I have detailed in previous chapters, involves a deeper historical analysis of the ways in which 

eruptions of stigma draw their energy from sedimented forms of classed, gendered, disablist and 

racialised othering and oppression.  

The implementation of austerity involved a concerted effort by different agencies of the 

state, notably politicians and those working in media industries, to re-story the 2008 financial crisis 

in the banking sector: first as a crisis of national debt, then as a crisis of the unaffordability of state 

welfare, and finally as a moral crisis which only a slash and burn approach to the social state could 
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purge. In short, the political economy of austerity was lubricated by a moral economy of un-

deservedness, and was fuelled by stigma power.  

 

[A] Ψ.ǊƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ 

 

There is nothing hidden about the state production of welfare stigma as a governmental strategy. In 

the context of the global rise of neoliberal economic orthodoxy, right-wing commentators have 

openly called for the intensification of welfare stigma as a means of slashing the social state. For 

example, in 2009 the American eugenicist political scientist Charles Murray argued that stigma has 

been an essential component of the government of welfare in the US. aǳǊǊŀȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ aƻŘŜƭΩΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ Ψǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƳƻŘŜƭΩ 

ǘƘŀǘ Ψǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇƻƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘΩΦ According to Murray, Ψstigma is the 

ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ required ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ Ψŀ ŎǊŀŘƭŜ-to-grave system of 

government-ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩΦ618 In 2014, US Republican blogger and journalist Daniel Payne 

published a think-ǇƛŜŎŜ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ.ǊƛƴƎ .ŀŎƪ ¢ƘŜ ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ {ǘƛƎƳŀΩ, in which he similarly stated: 

 

Χlook to Europe, where many countries have de-stigmatized their way into astronomical 

debt levels and widespread, chronic citizen helplessness. Keeping welfare firmly in the 

stigmatized realm is not merely a conservative crǳǎŀŘŜΤ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǘƻƻΦ619 

aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ мффт ōƻƻƪΣ What It Means to Be a Libertarian, proposed that all social security be 

abolished, that government be reduced to the barest essentials (defence, law and order and 

environmental protections) and that state welfare provisions should be replaced by forms of 

ΨƭƻŎŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ŎƘŀǊitable and voluntary sector support. This manifesto is in effect a 

blueprint for the denuded British austerity state, and stigma, as Murray encouraged, was the 

mechanism used to implement this project. 
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[A] The war on welfare 

 

In 2011, the then British ǇǊƛƳŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΣ 5ŀǾƛŘ /ŀƳŜǊƻƴΣ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ŀ ΨǿŀǊ ƻƴ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΥ ΨThe 

benefit system has created a benefit culture. It doesn't just allow people to act irresponsibly, but 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦΩ620 The architects of austerity knew that effective 

stigmacraft would be critical to winning public consent for welfare reform. In short, in order to 

implement a project on the scale of austerity, you have to be able to make the public feel that those 

in receipt of 'welfare' ς now reimagined as cash benefits rather than all public services ς are not 

deserving. This involved a collective effort by politicians, policy-makers and journalists to portray 

working-ŀƎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ƻŦ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΦ621  From 2010 

onwards, and peaking in 2014/15 when the main legislate plank of austerity, the Welfare Reform Act 

2014, was being enshrined in law, an orchestrated alliance of political, civil society and media actors 

combined forces to craft a moral panic about welfare dependency.  

This war on welfare culture took the form of massive propaganda exercise in which an 

alliance of political and media forces combined in the production of a welfare stigma machine. This 

stigma machine churned out an abject cast of figures of dependency, who functioned as character 

props in the political storying of a welfare crisis. The three figures who organised this 

representational field were the hardworking taxpayer, the profligate scrounger, and the conniving 

migrant. These figures were repeatedly weaponised in political speeches, reality television 

programmes and newspaper headlines, to manufacture grievances about the social and economic 

ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ Ψwelfare dependency ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΦ622 Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƛƎƘǘΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŎƘŜŀǘǎΣΩ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭƭƻǊ DŜƻǊƎŜ hǎōƻǳǊƴŜ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ нлмлΦ ΨA welfare cheat is no 

different from someone who comes up and robs you in the street.'623   

This project was extraordinary for its scale, the diversity of mediums and instruments it 

orchestrated, and its consistency in political messaging. Key themes about the need to root out the 
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evils of benefit dependency were reproduced in every conceivable media and cultural form. For 

several years, the menace of welfare-dependent people was maintained as rolling news by 

politicians, government officials, think tanks, media executives, journalists and television producers. 

Most notably, ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ Ψŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴΩ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊammes that centred on the 

everyday lives of people claiming benefits, a new ƎŜƴǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǳōōŜŘ ΨǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǇƻǊƴΩΦ624 Reality 

television producers churned out hundreds of hours of prime-time television programmes about 

'real life' feckless, immoral, undeserving and deficient welfare claimants. A stigma feedback loop 

emerged in which the characters these television programmes makers constructed, and the 

storylines they scripted, would circulate across the public sphere, to be captured as 'evidence' for 

the necessity of austerity reforms. Consider, for example, the following parliamentary debate in the 

House of Commons on 13 January 2014: 

 

Philip Davies (Conservative MP): Has the Secretary of State managed to watch programmes 

such as Benefits Street and On Benefits & Proud? If so, has he, like me, been struck by the 

number of people on them who manage to combine complaining about welfare reform with 

being able to afford to buy copious amounts of cigarettes, have lots of tattoos, and watch 

Sky TV on the obligatory widescreen television? Does he understand the concerns and 

irritation of many people who go to work every day and pay their taxes but cannot afford 

those kinds of luxuries? 

Iain Duncan Smith (Secretary of State for Work and Pensions): My hon. Friend is right, many 

people are shocked by what they see. That is why the public back our welfare reform 

package, which will get more people back to work and end these abuses. All these abuses 

date back to the last Government, who had massive spending and trapped people in benefit 

dependency.625 
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[A] Benefits broods 

 

Lƴ Ψά.ŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ōǊƻƻŘǎέΥ ¢ƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ crafting of anti-ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎŜƴǎŜΩ όнлмрύ ¢ǊŀŎŜȅ 

Jensen and I tracked the passage of the Welfare Reform Act (2012) through Parliament.626 One of 

ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŎŀǇΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ 

restrict the total income a family could receive from state benefits. What we noted is that the 

passage of this act was accompanied by the intensive stigmatisation of what politicians termed 

ΨǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ.ŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ .ǊƻƻŘǎΩΣ ƴŀƳŜly poor families that 

included an above average number of children.627 Across multiple genres of media production ς 

reality television, tabloid and broadsheet newspapers, social media, political speeches and policy 

publications ς the public were tutored to feel revulsion towards large families in receipt of state 

welfare benefits. Indeed, we mapped a stigma relay in which politicians would cite highly selective 

and often fictionalised media stories about families on benefits as empirical evidence in support of 

cuts to benefits. The crafting of representations of highly salacious, scandalous stories about 

Ψ.ŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ .ǊƻƻŘǎΩ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ϥŀƴǘƛ-welfare sentiments' could 

be fomented.  

What this case study revealed is the central role that the media crafting of welfare stigma 

played as a mechanism of consent for austerity ς particularly when austerity cuts targeted those 

traditionally considered deserving groups, such as children. !ǎ tƛƴƪŜǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ 

stigma by ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘΩ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻ-

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ΨŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊΩ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

ƳƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŎǘƛǘǳŘŜΩΦ628 

The role of governmental stigmacraft in winning legitimacy for a state-led initiative of 

enclosure, destruction and dispossession on the scale witnessed in austerity Britain cannot be 

understated. The production of welfare stigma was the mechanism through which public 

acquiescence to austerity was won.   
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[A] Ψ¢ƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŜΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿŀǎǘŜΩ  

This welfare stigma machine churned through wider society, settling in institutional forms, 

embedding in the design of social policies, and infecting the culture, practices and attitudes of 

welfare workers. It changed the ways in which the public made evaluative judgements about 

inequality, welfare, poverty and need. It tutored the public to believe that people living in poverty 

were lazy or feckless, and that the forms of distress which followed in the wake of austerity were 

deserved ς ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇƻƻǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ōŀŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ 

incited calls for harsher punishments.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ΨƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ ŀǎ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ DǊŀƳǎŎƛ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛŎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ Ψŀ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΤ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

ƳŀǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ΨŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ 

ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ629  As Leeds Poverty Commission put it in their 'Humanifesto': 

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ grinds you down is the way other people 

perceive you. The media often portray low-income families in unsympathetic and sometimes 

insulting terms. Feckless. Scroungers. Skivers. And this leads the public to think that the 

hard-up have only themselves to blame, and they treat them with disdain.630 

The all-pervasive stigma-optics of austerity ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ƘŀǊŘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

feelings to the suffering of those around them: those queuing outside the foodbanks springing up in 

every town and city, those bodies accumulating on every street corner and doorway. This changed 

how people related to each other, eroding structures of care, corroding compassionΦ ΨtŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

care about each ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΣΩ {ǘŜǇƘŀƴƛŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ As another member of my local Poverty 

/ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŦƭǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƳŜΥ Ψ¢ƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŜΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿŀǎǘŜΦΩ  
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[A] ΨhƴŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƻŦ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ 

This welfare stigma machine also changed how people thought about themselves. I opened Stigma 

ǿƛǘƘ {ǘŜǇƘŀƴƛŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

permeates everyday encounters in the austerity state. Stephanie recounted a decade of stigmatising 

encounters with corporate agencies, banks and debt companies, and agencies of the state, job 

centre officials, the private sector medical professionals employed to assess her ability to undertake 

paid work. As she moves through the increasingly punitive landscape of austerity, Stephanie finds 

herself needled with stigma at every turn. It is inescapable, seeping incessantly into her world, 

through the discussions on the radio as she drives her car, the television programmes she watches 

with her daughter. Caught within the vice-like grip of the welfare stigma machine, she is increasingly 

unable to fend off the weight of stigma pressing down on her. She comes to anticipate stigma. She is 

enclosed by stigma:  

You only have to watch any programme and there is evidence there that your kind are 

ƘŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǘŀȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ϥǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ 

about'. It is yet another channel into you. Trapped in this cycle of being hated by everybody. 

It keeps coming, it keeps on coming. It's relentless. Never ending. One constant cycle of 

judgement. Until you are ashamed to do anything. 

 

While ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ fully capture how 

austerity gets under the skin.  !ǎ /Ƙƛƴŀ aƛƭƭǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ Ψausterity is lived and felt as affective force and 

atmospheric fear, a pervasive psychological and bodily anxiety, shame, and anger, differing in 

intensity at different times, and fatiguing the body ς ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƻǳǘΦΩ 631 

The violence of austerity is written on the skin, it digs itself into the flesh ς an epidermalization of 
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stigma which reverberates with the much longer penal history of stigma power. The stigma machine 

ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƳŀǊƪǎ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊΩΦ632  

Stephanie carves welfare stigma into her skin. A practice of self-stigmatisation which, as she 

explains it, is an attempt to articulate and express the shame she feels ς has been made to feel. By 

cutting the stigma which has been pressed upon her into her skin, Stephanie turns herself into a 

stigma object, as though if she can become the thing which the stigma machine of made her, if she 

can express the depth of her own self-ƭƻŀǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŀȅ ΨŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅΩ ŀƴŘ break the cycle of 

stigma and shame.  

ThŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ {ǘŜǇƘŀƴƛŜΩǎΤ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ŀǇŀǊǘ 

from how succinctly it compresses the links between crushing experiences of being stigmatised and 

the incessant force of mechanised top-down stigma production from abƻǾŜΦ {ǘŜǇƘŀƴƛŜΩǎ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ 

story is an indictment of those who crafted the welfare stigma machine. Her body is a witness 

statement. The scars and psychological wounds she bears testify to how stigma emerges within 

wider degrading systems of social classification.  

The welfare stigma machine, which was crafted and designed to implement the political 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΣ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ !ƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ψǎƭƻǿ ŘŜŀǘƘǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

attributed to austerity, Mills draws our attention ǘƻ ΨŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜǎΩΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ƛƴ нлмо 

suicides reached a 13-ȅŜŀǊ ƘƛƎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ-level data linking this increase to 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΩΦ633 Mills documents the entangled relationship between this marked increase in 

mental distresǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊŜǘǊŜƴŎƘƳŜƴǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΦ As she writes:    

Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ŀ ΨōǳǊŘŜƴΩ ōȅ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƭƻƎic would 

end their lives. People are killing themselves because they feel exactly the way the 

government is telling them they should feel ς a burden. Put another way, people are killing 
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themselves because austerity is killing them. Austerity suicides may be read as the ultimate 

outcome of the internalisation of eugenic and market logic underlying welfare reform driven 

by austerity. Such deaths make visible the slow death endemic to austerity.634  

As Mills cogently argues, attention to the psychic life of austerity is critical for understanding the 

threads of connection between the cumulative effects of stigma as lived experience and the 

governmental exercise of stigma ς the relation which is at the heart of the reconceptualisation of 

stigma as power in this book.  

{ǘŜǾŜ ¢ƻƳōǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ΨŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǾƻƛŘŀōƭŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ-

generated, state-ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΥ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳǳǊŘŜǊΩΦ635As Chris Grover reflects, Fredrick 

9ƴƎŜƭΩǎ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳǳǊŘŜǊΩ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀǊŜ ΨōƻǘƘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǾƻƛŘŀōƭŜΩΦ636  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎ ƻŦ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƳǳǊŘŜǊΩ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ wǳǘƘ DƛƭƳƻǊŜΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀǎ ΨǎǘŀǘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŜȄǘǊŀƭŜƎŀƭ 

production and exploitation of group differentiated vulnerabilities to premature death'.637 Certainly, 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴŀŎǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀǘƘΩΦ638 Indeed, in the 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƭƻƎƛŎǎΩ ƛǎ ΨŦŜǊǊŜǘed 

ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀƴƎƭŜŘΩΦ639   

 

[A] Unsettling the Welfare Settlement  

 

In Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare (1971), Frances Fox Piven and Richard 

Cloward caution us against romantic and nostalgia accounts of the welfare state(s).640 As they argue, 

ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ΨōŜƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ 

including relief ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜΣ ƘǳƳŀƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎΩΦ641 As 

ǘƘŜȅ ƴƻǘŜΣ ΨǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ 

of periodically expanding and contracting relief rolls as the system performs its two main functions: 
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ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƛǾƛƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪΩΦ642 While national governments have frequently been 

ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴŜ ǘƻ ŀƳŜƭƛƻǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴǘǊŀƳƳŜƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀmmeǎΩ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘŜŘ ΨǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

ƻǊŘŜǊΩΣ ƛƳǇŜǘǳǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ōȅ ŎƘŀǊƛǘŀōƭŜ 

or moral imperatives, or indeed rights-based or social justice claims. Further, the British welfare 

state ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ψŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

formations. Welfare is a settlement between labour and capital which has always been 

compromised by gendered, classed and racialised inequalities. (We might usefully recall Jeremy 

.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎŀǊŎŜǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŦŀǊŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƧǳƴŎǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ 

welfare state was funded through colonial enterprise). 

 

Nevertheless, writing in the wake of a decade of austerity, where the most progressive aspects of 

the programmes of reform instituted by the post-war British welfare state are now in reverse gear; 

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƳŜƭƛƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

consequences of ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǇǘǳǊƴŜŘΤ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

consigned democratic welfare dreams to the rubbish dump of history; when so much of the state 

infrastructure of social provision and care has been laid to waste; when those who seek access to 

state benefits and entitlements are, once more, deeply stigmatised, it is imperative to recall the 

powerful social effects of (partly) de-stigmatised welfare provisions.643  

 

[A] Welfare disinheritance 

Welfare settlements represent a ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ άŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇέΩΦ644 .ŜǾŜǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

provided not only safety net, but was a structure of care and a site of imaginary investments which 

transformed the lives of people in post-war Britain.  
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The social historian Carolyn Steedman was a working-class child in the 1950s, a period when, 

ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜΩΦ645 For 

Steedman, growing up during that first utopian blush of the post-war welfare settlement involved 

ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨIt was a considerable achievement for a society to pour so 

much milk and so much orange juice, so many vitamins, down the throats of its children, and for the 

ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǘǎǘǊƛǇ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦΩ 646  What 

the broadly egalitarian welfare state era also bestowed was a new value system; as Steedman 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎΥ ΨMy inheritance from those years is the belief (maintained always with some difficulty) 

ǘƘŀǘ L Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΦΩ {ƘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎΥ ΨL ƘŀŘ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ǿŀǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦΩ647 

The welfare inheritance so movingly described by Steedman has been stolen. The 

compromise between labour and capital which the twentieth-century welfare state represented in 

Britain no longer holds. Indeed, we are currently living through a period of dis-inheritance. If 

twentieth-century welfare capitalism transformed class relations in Britain, austerity is upending 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻƴŎŜ ƳƻǊŜΦ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ΨƘŀŘ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ Ψǿŀǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩ 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 5ŀƴƛŜƭǎΩ ŎǊȅ ƻŦ ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƎŜΥ Ψ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾe no hope. It feels like the government are 

trying to make a superior race ς ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ƎŜǘ ǊƛŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƎŜǘ ǇƻƻǊŜǊΩΦ 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŘŜŜǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

inequalities of income, health and life ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎΩ ƻƴ Ψŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ 

²ŀǊΩΣ ōǳǘ that those very groups who gained most from the British post-war settlement ς women, 

children, disabled people and the multi-ethic working class ς are now those most deeply impacted 

by deepening inequalities unfolding from its dismantlement.648 Indeed, the historical inequalities 

and stigmatising classifications latent within systems of social provision are the stigma fault lines 

which have been fracked by the enclosure architects of austerity, and mined as a source of 

discontent through which to generate social divisions.649 To obscure the political origins of the 

welfare crisis, the stigma machine of austerity purposefully generates class factions ς the irony being 

that the undoing of the welfare settlement impacts (unevenly) on everybody, from cradle to grave. 
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[A] The unsettling of the welfare settlement 

 

Austerity is an anti-social and an anti-democratic movement which signals a deeper unravelling of 

the social contract between citizens and the state. That is, if British citizens are no longer collectively 

willing to meet the basic needs of children, disabled people, the elderly, and other vulnerable 

citizens ς to shelter, care and education through state organised systems of wealth redistribution 

(taxation) ς then what kind of state we are in? Can a state with only skeletal social provisions, a state 

in which the provisions which exist are so unequally distributed by geography, be called democratic?  

What kind of state is a state without a functioning welfare state?  

In place of the 'big state' envisioned by architects of the British welfare state in the mid-twentieth 

century, what is emerging is an uneven patchwork of social provision. A depilated, stretched and 

stressed health and public sector pegged together by armies of unpaid charitable volunteers, 

combined with the emergence of new private for-profit health, social care and educational 

provisions for those who can afford to pay. Indeed, in terms of widening economic, social and health 

inequalities, the austerity welfare state increasingly resembles that of the first decades of the 

twentieth century, when much welfare was dependent on philanthropists.650 aŀƴȅ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ 

poorest citizens are already reliant on the charity of the individuals and corporations whose 

predatory capitalism (and tax-avoidance) contributed to the crisis we are in.  

There are more than echoes of early historical periods of social provision in the austerity 

state, and it is with historical warnings about the abdication of the state, the erosion of democracy 

and the return of charity in mind that I want to conclude this chapter by returning to a final time to 

Lancaster Town Hall, and to a period before the post-war welfare state. 

 

[A] Ashton Hall, Lancaster Town Hall 1909 



 192 

The public launch event for the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth Commission on Friday 6 July 2018 

was held in Ashton Hall, the largest room within the town hall. Lancaster town hall was opened in 

1909, and was privately fiƴŀƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛǎǘΣ Ψ[ƛƴƻ YƛƴƎΩ WŀƳŜǎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ (1842ς1930). 

Bestowed the title Lord Ashton in 1895, Williamson employed an estimated 25 per cent of 

[ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-age population, men and women and teenagers in his Linoleum (oil cloth) 

factories, cotton mills and quarries.651 [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries was linoleum manufacture, a commodity which consisted of coating cotton to 

produce table-cloths, floor-coverings, tiles and wall-coverings. The Linoleum industry involved 

largely unskilled and semi-skilled manual labour, and was completely dominated by two employers, 

Williamson (Lord Ashton) and the Storey family. ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ [ǳƴŜ aƛƭƭǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ Ǿŀǎǘ 

that in 1894 it boasted that it was ΨǘƘŜ largest manufactory of its class in the ǿƻǊƭŘΩΥ ΨǿŜ may say, 

without any fear of contradiction, that the mammoth works on the banks of the Lune, at Lancaster, 

are the most extensive in the universe, that are owned and controlled solely by one individual'.652 By 

the time he died, James Williamson, was one of the richest men in Europe. He was also a ruthless 

capitalist, an autocrat and a tyrant.   

The sociologist Alan Warde argues that two features made Lancaster distinctive during its 

industrial heyday was its predominately unskilled and semi-skilled working-class population (the 

absence of either a large skilled working class or a significant middle-class), and the striking 

ΨǉǳƛŜǎŎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΩΦ653 Indeed, this was a town notable for the absence of any significant 

recorded history of working class struggle, its workforce remained largely un-unionised and neither 

of the Linoleum manufactures saw any significant strike in their histories, which spanned over a 

hundred years. Indeed, Williamson and the Storey family collaborated in their domination of the 

local labour market, refusing to employ workers who were sacked by the other, only recognising 

very small number of unions (craft unions and no general unions), and secretly collaborating in 

setting local wage levels. 654 This left the vast majority of the townΩs workers without any political 
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representation or bargaining power in the workplace. The domination of these firms over the local 

labour market continued into the 1970s.  

In the 1970s, Elizabeth Roberts, a pioneer of oral history who studied and worked at 

Lancaster University, captured the views of many working-class people in Lancaster about 

²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΦ CƻǊ ΨǳǇ ǘƻ ǎƛȄǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΧǳǇ ǘƻ мфол ǿŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŜŀǊΣΩ ƻƴŜ 

ƭƻŎŀƭ Ƴŀƴ ǘƻƭŘ ƘŜǊΦ Ψ¸ƻǳ ŘŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƻǇŜƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƻǳǘƘ ƛƴ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜ [ƻǊŘ !ǎƘǘƻƴΦΩ655 A former 

cotton mill worker, who began working for Williamson as a child of fourteen ς while the town hall 

was being built ς recalled a labour practice which subcontracted the work of unskilled trainees to 

skilled weavers, which made the weaver responsible for paying wages. In practice this meant that 

some weeks ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǇŀƛŘ ŀǘΥ ΨYou see, after all was said and done it was slave labour. The 

manufactures got an awful lot of work for nothing. No wonder they got rich,Ω ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ656 Another 

ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ΨƭƛƪŜ ŘƻƎǎΩΣ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 

stonemasons employed in his quarry regularly died from silicosis: ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴŎȅ ǿŀǎ ор ǘƻ плΣ 

ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘΩΦ657   

[ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƛƳƳŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎŜƴǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ϥǇƘƛƭŀƴǘƘǊƻǇȅϥ ōŜǎǘƻǿŜŘ 

on them by Williamson. It angered them that Williamson used the profits from their labour to fund 

the lavish town hall, parks and monuments, yet failed to do anything to address the low wages and 

slum conditions in which many of his workers lived. One of RobertsΩ interviewees, a local 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΥ Ψ!ǎ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ {ƪŜǊǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǎƭǳƳǎ ƛƴ {ƪŜǊǘƻƴΣ ƛŦ ƘŜΩŘ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ŀǘ ƘŜŀǊǘ ώǘƘƛƴƪϐ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘΩΦ658 The interviewee goes oƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ Ψŀ ŦƭŜŀ ōƛǘŜ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ΨƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǘƻǿƴΦΩ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƛƴ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ 

century was, as his wife ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘΣ ΨƭƛƪŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇǘƘǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊΩς ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ψƴƻ ōŀŎƪ 

way out, lack of fresh air ventilation, flue ventilation, small windows, even the window panes would 

be small squares and you could almost smell the atmospherŜΩΦ659 These interviewees are at pains to 
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ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƭǳƳ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ΨǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŀōƭŜΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΤ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

families who had inadequate water supplies (sharing communal taps and outdoor toilets).660 The 

lack of proper sanitation and the forced use of shared rubbish tips (middens) led to regular 

outbreaks of food poisoning, disease and high levels of child mortality. As a local doctor interviewed 

ōȅ wƻōŜǊǘǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƴƴȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƴŀŜƳƛŎΦ ¢Ƙe parents had very 

ǇƻƻǊ ǿŀƎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΦ [ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƘȅƎƛŜƴŜΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦΩ661  

²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ΨǊŜǇǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀ ǘŜƭŜǎŎƻǇŜ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŎƘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƪŜǇǘ Ψŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻƻƪΩ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ΨƳƛǎŎǊŜŀƴǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƳƻƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜΩΦ662 He 

also operated a sophisticated local surveillance network of informants who reported on the activities 

of local trades union activists ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΥ ΨIŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ǎǇƛŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōǎΦΩ663  Through 

his networks, Williamson also extended complete control over local and national level political 

representation, controlling local municipal elections and determining who would be the local MP; as 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ wƻōŜǊǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ: ΨYou had to be very careful who you talked to about who you 

ǾƻǘŜŘ ŦƻǊΦΩ664 During the period that Lancaster Town Hall was being constructed. Williamson was 

incensed by reports from his spies that local socialists and members of the Independent Labour 

Party (formed in 1893) were blaming him for high levels of in-work poverty. Williamson categorically 

denied that he paid poverty wages and furiously complained about socialist activists, who, as he 

ǿǊƻǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊΣ ΨŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊƻōōŜǊΩΦ665   

The political struggle between Williamson and the working-class residents of Lancaster came 

to a head during local elections in 1911 in Skerton, ŀ ǎƭǳƳ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ 

workers lived, and close to where Williamson lived in a large Georgian stately home called Ryelands 

House. Williamson was incensed when the Liberal Party candidate (fielded by Williamson) only 

managed to hang on to his Skerton seat against the Independent Labour Party candidate by a single 

vote (which was the casting vote of the returning officer). The punishment Williamson meted out on 

his workers for this political betrayal made international news headlines. 
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On 11 November 1911, the New York TimesΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜ Ψ!ǎƘǘƻƴ ²ŀǊƴǎ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΥ 

Tells Employees He Will Close Shop Rather ¢Ƙŀƴ wŀƛǎŜ ²ŀƎŜǎΩΣ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƻƴŜ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΩ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ 

666 A short time after the local election Williamson posted a notice at Lune Mills, which stated there 

ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǿŀƎŜǎΦ Lǘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿ Χ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ƘŜ 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳŜƴ ΨǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƭƻȅŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩΦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀŎƪ 

all those with a known association to the Labour party.  

He then turned his revenge on the wider town, making it clear he would also cease all future 

philanthropic investment in Lancaster. The Mayor of Lancaster convened a special meeting in the 

new town hall, and a ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜƎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ ŦƻǊƎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ς 

but to no avail. Williamson was then a particular kind of capitalist philanthropist, a man with a 

virtual monopoly over wage labour, who ploughed some of the profits, the surplus value created by 

working-class labourers, ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΦ IŜ ŜȄǇŜcted 

absolute loyalty and gratitude in return for acquiesce to below subsistence level wages.   

   ΨLƴ мфлф ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ Ƙŀƭƭ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜƴŜŘΩΣ one Ƴŀƴ ǊŜŎƻǳƴǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀƴƎΣ Ψ[ƛƴƻƭŜǳƳΣ 

ƻƴŜ ǇƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ L Ǉŀȅ Ƴȅ ƳŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜΩΣ ƛƴ ƳƻŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ 

poverty wages.667 ¢ƻ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ƘŀƭƭΣ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ [ŀŘȅ !ǎƘǘƻƴΣ 

distributed special boxes of chocolates to the local school children. The children of Skerton 

'returned' their chocolates, throwing them uneaten in their celebratory boxes over the wall into 

²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ wȅŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΦ668  

It is important to understand the current period of austerity in the context of local histories 

of struggles for living wages and decent housing ς struggles against multi-millionaires like James 

Williamson. It is a history engrained in the town hall in which I and another 100 people gathered in 

2018 to listen to the testimonies of a dozen local people about the return of in-work poverty, hunger 
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and homelessness. Lancaster is again a ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀƎŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘ 

their living costs, who are reliant on tax credits, charitable and emergency food provisions. A place 

where medical practitioners document the return of diseases of poverty and want. These histories 

matters because we are returning to a state of unrestrained free market capitalism, run by 

unrestrained free-market capitalists, who either cannot see or do not care about the austerity, 

suffering, pain and death by which they are surrounded. A state of charity. A state of fear.  

 

[A] Resisting the new enclosures 

Understanding the history of austerity through the history of enclosures, and understanding the 

wounds of austerity as social and political injuries can assist in the forging of intersectional networks 

ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅΣ ŀ ǇǊŀȄƛǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ {ƛǘŀ .ŀƭŀƴƛ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳŎƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊΩΦ669 As 

{ƛƭǾƛŀ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ Ψƛƴ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 

of economic and psychological survival resides in our capacity to transform everyday practices into a 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜΩΦ670 Grassroots social movements like the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth 

are a testimony to the ways in which communities are creating new systems of care and solidarity 

through which they can defend their families and communities against the stigma politics and 

pauperisation that the enclosure of the welfare commons has set in motion.  

Whilst this chapter has focused on Britain and state welfare, the struggle for the future of 

welfare is necessarily an international one, a struggle for alternative economics, and for systems of 

redistribution which can also safeguard a planet which has been devasted by the history of colonial 

capitalism. As Federici argues, for resistance against the new enclosures to be sustainable the real 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ΨŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛȊŜ ƻǳǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ 

not just here but everywhere.  
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[CH] 5. Shames Lives on the Eyelids 

 

ΨǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƭŘǎ ƻƴǘƻ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ Χ ƛǘΩǎ  ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ƻƴǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ Χ ǘƻ 

tell a story capable of engaging and countering the violence of abstraction.Ω   

Saidiya Hartmann, scholar of African-American literature and history 671 

  

ΨYŜǾƛƴ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ Ȋƻƻ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ƻǊ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ relics for people to come and gawp at. 

IŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƳŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘŀƭŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ 

offcomer wankers to laugh at and come and seeΧΩ  

Nigel Rapport, British Anthropologist672 

 

Ψ²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ you so interested in stigma?Ω a friend asked when I was beginning the research that 

ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΦ !ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳŜ 

ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎǎ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǳǇƻƴ ƳŜΦ L ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 

pastΩ so painful that it threatened to unravel me completely.673 To be sure, in terms of its intended 

contribution to knowledge, I felt clear about the purpose of this book. Namely, to enrich existing 

understandings of stigma by directing attention to histories of stigma power, and sites of stigma 

production, with a focus on Ƙƻǿ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ŎǊŀŦǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ Ψǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ674 However, researching stigma and talking about experiences of stigma with others, 

particularly through my work with the Morecambe Bay Poverty Truth commission, has involved 

examining stigma scars of my own. Indeed, Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩǎ 

particular hold over me, led me to reflect on the more personal motivations behind this project, to 

dwell on my own history and the stigma injuries I have accrued in my own journey from a rebellious 

teenage girl who began her working life as a cleaner in an English village pub to the highly-privileged 
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position of a middle-aged Professor of Sociology at an English University, the authorial voice adopted 

in this book.  

While I worked on Stigma ǇǊƻǇŜǊΣ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΦ 

This shadow stigma project initially compromised autobiographical fragments, but subsequently 

expanded in several directions, including a full-blown ancestral research project, and a local history 

project which I have drawn on throughout this book in returning repeatedly to Lancaster and the 

North West of England, the region I am from. Over time, this other stigma project became an 

increasingly important component of the research process, promoting new lines of inquiry and 

providing new perspectives on the materials on poverty, class and welfare stigma, on slavery and 

colonial histories, which I was gathering for the book. Slowly, I came to understand that this closet 

stigma project was at the heart of Stigma. That is, I began to understand my personal experiences of 

stigma as deeply entangled with my scholarly interest in stigma power and with the broader 

contribution Stigma seeks to make to intersectional forms of social analysis.  

Sociological and social-ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘΩΣ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƛǘǎ ōŜǎǘ 

intentions, reproduces the stigma it ostensibly seeks to document, analyse or give an account of. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ writing on stigma, which not only occludes the struggles of 

black citizens against the humiliations and violence of racial stigma, but actively silences the 

testimonies and voices of the stigmatised in his writing. In order to trouble the power of stigma, we 

need to take great care in how we draw on the voices and experiences of others in our work. 675 Not 

least, as many of the methods available to us for undertaking research we have inherited from 

European modernity; and as we saw in the case of eugenicist roots of criminology (see Lombroso, 

Chapter One), these methods were forged in racist, classist, misogynistic and disablist belief systems. 

In short, many social scientific methods emerge out of stigmatising systems of knowledge 

production. Which is why, as Christina Sharpe writes: Ψ5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

disciplined into thinking through and along lines that reinscribe our own annihilation, reinforcing and 

ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ {ȅƭǾƛŀ ²ȅƴǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǊ άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦέΩ676 More than this, 
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Sharpe adds, Ψ¢ƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƻŦǘŜƴǘƛƳŜǎΣ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǳǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǌǳƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿΩΦ 677   

This chapter reflects on how we might draw on our own stigma injuries and stigma struggles 

to research and ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ or naturalise existing stigmatising 

social hierarchies. The personal troubles with stigma I have chosen to share here are ordinary 

experiences, banal even in the context of British class society, but they are nevertheless experiences 

of the kind which we are expected to subdue, swallow or jettison in assuming what the sociologist 

tƛŜǊǊŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǘƘe ǎŎƘƻƭŀǎǘƛŎ ŘƻȄŀΩΣ ƻŦ ΨǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǎǇŜŀƪ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ678  

 

 [A] Mob cap and piny  

 

I was 13 years old when I got my first regular paid job cleaning the toilets and bar of a pub (ƭŜǘΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ 

this pub The Eagle) in the small remote village in the Yorkshire Dales in England where I lived with 

my family (ƭŜǘΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ Wanet). Early on Saturdays and Sunday mornings I would pitch up at 

the backdoor of the pub and collect the mop and bucket from the stone steps. Once inside I would 

pick up the cleaning caddy of bleach, polish and rags, pull my tabard off its peg and put on a pair of 

yellow rubber gloves. My work began in the toilets, picking cigarette butts out of the urinal, wiping 

piss from walls, scrubbing shit from toilet bowls, emptying sanitary bins, and mopping tiled floors. I 

then moved into the bar area and the gloves came off. I collected discarded glasses, emptied 

ashtrays, wiped and polished the tables, before turning to the long wooden bar counter, where I 

removed damp towel beer mats and discarded any sticky, picked at and doodled on cardboard beer 

mats, before wiping down and finally polishing the long beer-sticky wooden surface. Making the bar 

shine was my favourite part of the morning. I would then hoover the pub carpet, carefully arrange 

clean beer towels and mats on the bar and tables, before spraying the entire pub with an aerosol air 

freshener, a celebratory signal that all was clean and ready for lunchtime opening.  
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Before the front door of the pub was ceremoniously unlocked, other staff would appear 

from their various tasks in different parts of the building to gather in the bar for a morning brew: 

sweet milky tea, instant coffee, and biscuits from the corner shop. There would be chat about the 

ŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƎƻǎǎƛǇ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ΨƎƻƛƴƎǎ ƻƴΩ the night before. I enjoyed this work, it was 

satisfying and I was good at it.  

In time, I picked up an additional weekend and vacation job at a craft centre a mile or so 

outside the village, and for while I would begin my weekends scrubbing urinals, spend the middle of 

the day serving tea and cakes in the craft centre café, before heading back to the pub for an 

ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ as a glass collector in the bar and washing up in the kitchen. During school holidays, I 

worked continuously between pub and craft-centre, earning enough money to pay my mum towards 

Ψmy upkeepΩ. By the time I was 16, I had saved enough to buy a second-hand motorbike which 

meant I could avoid the time-lag of having to hitchhike my way between pub and craft centre.  

The craft centre was in a refurbished eighteenth-century hay barn, and sold hand-crafted 

goods carefully chosen to curate a particular version of rural life: knitted jumpers with sheep on; 

landscape paintings; photographic books depicting dales life; rustic pottery which celebrated the 

rough contours and colours of the dales landscape; key-rings made of old wooden printing blocks; 

egg-timers made out of recycled bobbins from Lancashire mills ς the waste products of a former 

industrial heyday.  

The owners of the craft centre asked me to wear a uniform, a white lace pinafore and 

matching mob cap that signalled something between milkmaid and Victorian domestic servant. I 

ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ 

anybody else being required to wear it. It was an attempt, I imagined, to make me respectable by 

taming my teenage appearance, then somewhere between a rocker and a mod with shaved hair, 

ƧŜŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƻǊōƛƪŜ ōƻƻǘǎΦ !ƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ΨǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ƎŀȊŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǊōŀƴ 

weekend walkers and holiday-makers who strayed into this remote dale, by making me fit amongst 

ǘƘŜ ŎǊŀŦǘǎΣ ŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘǊŀƎ ŀŎǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǿŜƴŎƘΩΦ679 I resisted the 
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deferent servitude this uniform implied by applying thicker eyeliner, brighter lipstick and wearing 

larger earrings ς ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŦƻƻǘ-ŘǊŀƎƎƛƴƎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻƛƭŜǘ ōǊŜŀƪǎ ǘƻ 

smoke cigarettes.680 Shameless defiance.  

5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ L ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ Ƴȅ ǘŜŜnage jobs: L ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

consider the work I undertook to be demeaning. Nevertheless, I was reminded of my hatred of this 

mob cap when I was undertaking historical research for this book. The historian Selina Todd 

describes how in the early decades of the twentieth cŜƴǘǳǊȅ ΨŎŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǊƻƴǎΩ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ΨŘŜŜǇƭȅ 

ǳƴǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀƎŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ŀƴ 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜΩΦ681  While domestic service was 

still the largest category of female employment in the inter-ǿŀǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΩ 

ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΣ ΨŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ ²ŀǊΩΦ682 In particular, working-class women from areas that had had 

high levels of skilled or semi-skilled female employment, such as Lancashire and Yorkshire mill 

towns, considered going into domestic service to be a demeaning step down. As the historian Lucy 

[ŜǘƘōǊƛŘƎŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨCŀŎǘƻǊȅ ƎƛǊƭǎ Řid not have to endure the daily petty humiliations of being at the 

beck and call of a condescending mistress; of having no set hours to call their own, of having pitifully 

ŦŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ƳŜƴ όƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴύΦΩ683 While conditions of domestic 

employment varied greatly, increasing numbers of young women resented what Margaret Powell, in 

her memoir about being a domestic servant Below Stairs (1968), described as ΨǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ƻǿƴŜŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƴƻǊƳƻǳǎ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΩ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎǳƭŎŀǘŜŘΦ684  

Upper and middle-class politicians, writers and newspaper columnists became preoccupied 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ 

service for the future of British class society.685 Todd points us to a 1919 government pamphlet, 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ōȅ [ŀŘȅ 9ƭƭŜƴ !ǎƪǿƛǘƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǊŜƛƴǾƛƎƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ 

ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǊŀŎŜΩΦ686 The eugenicist understanding of class differences which 

underpinned this literature implied that the future of the better classes was dependent on the 
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labour of working-class women (as nannies, care-workers, domestic servants). It also points to a 

deeper fear, namely that the freedom of young working-class women posed a degenerative threat 

ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǎǘƻŎƪΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

constrained the lives of working-class women who spent their lives caring for others while living 

under the roof and beady eyes of their middle- and upper-class employers, working class women 

would be more likely to marry young and have more children of their own.  

For many amongst the upper and middle-classes, working class servitude was imagined as a 

moral good which bound together .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ΨŎƻ-ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƘŀǊƳƻƴȅΩΦ687 Indeed, the 

most evangelical advocates for the preservation of class and gendered hierarchies in this period 

understood domestic service to be akin to a form of salvation which rescued young working-class 

women from the vices and squalor of working class urban life. The bucolic social order of the 

traditional English village was central to this conservative social imaginary of service and servitude. 

As Lucy Lethbridge documents, social campaigners and philanthropists in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century, such as Harriet Barnard and Dr Barnardo, created residential village 

communities into which they interned working-class girls to train them for lives in domestic service.  

Amidst the heightening tensions and the growing demands of the wider labour movement 

(which led to a general strike in 1926), ΨŘŜŦƛŀƴŎŜ ōŜƭƻǿ ǎǘŀƛǊǎΩ ƎǊŜǿ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ 

ΨǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǊǾƛŜƴŎŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ688 Confined in private households, domestic 

servants lacked the organisational and bargaining power of unionised workers, and Selina Todd 

describes how their revolt often took the forms of small refusals; Powell describes how, when she 

ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻǳǎŜƳŀƛŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƻƪΣ ƘŜǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ΨǿŀƴǘŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ŀ ŎŀǇΣ ōǳǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘΦ Lǘ 

always struck me as a badge of ǎŜǊǾƛǘǳŘŜΩΦ 689  Resistance also took the form of vicarious pleasures 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎΩ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƧŜǿŜƭƭŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ ΨǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘŜŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƭƻǳǊΩ ǿƘŜƴ 

their employers were out.690 

By the 1920s the British government had begun designing penal workfare policies in an 

attempt to press working class women into service, setting up government funded institutions to 
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train girls to acquire both the skills and subservient demeanours necessary for domestic work, and 

withholding dole (unemployment relief) from young women who refused to enter these new 

industry houses.691 These workfare programmes were widely supported by the British press who 

ΨƭŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƭŜΩ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ΨŦƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΩΦ692 

 

[A] The faœade of the English pastoral 

I grew up in a large working class family in the 1970s and 1980s, decades dominated by the radical 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ ¢ƘŀǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ government (1979ς

1990). Many others have written about Thatcherism and the ways in which it inaugurated  the 

neoliberal programme of reforms which led us to the current British austerity state. ¢ƘŀǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

capitalist crusade was underpinned by an authoritarian turn in law and order, and by the pitting of 

ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ Ψ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ±ŀƭǳŜǎΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ мфслǎ ŀƴŘ тлǎΦ693 As 

Stuart Hall argued, what was novel about Thatcherism is the ways in which she tethered the values 

of free market liberalism ς 'individual responsibility, self-reliance, enterprise, competƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ ς 

ǘƻ  ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƻǊŘŜǊΩ;  Hall termed 

ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘǳǊŜ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳϥΦ694  

In the 1980s, the English village with its residual stratified agrarian order of local aristocratic 

landowners, middle-class vicars, shop-keepers, retired professionals, well-to-do farmers, working-

class labourers and domestic servants, became a key imaginary resource for Thatcherite 

nationalism.695  Indeed, in an interview for the Walt Disney corporation in 1989, Thatcher revealed 

that her favourite film was Mrs Miniver (1942), an American financed and Hollywood made romantic 

drama which depicts the stoic suffering of a well-to-do middle-class housewife (who has a live-in 

house-maid and cook) in an English village during the Second World War. Mrs Miniver centres on the 

ways in which shared suffering forges a cross-class solidarity between local aristocrats, the middle-
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classes and the working poor. This romance of ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ŜǇƛǘƻƳƛǎŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ¢ƘŀǘŎƘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩΦ696  

During the Thatcher years, heritage industries flourished.697 As Lucienne Loh argues, the 

social and cultural reconstruction of the English pastoral and its bucolic social order in the 1980s was 

fuelled both by economic policies aimed at regeneration and wider ideological ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ Ψǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǾŜ 

ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ǇǊƛŘŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƭƻŎŀƭ Ǉŀǎǘέ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ 

populist English ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩΦ698  As Loh details, Ψthe countryside, along with its architectural iconsτ

ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΣ ŀōōŜȅǎΣ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎΣ ŎƻǘǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴƻǊ ƘƻƳŜǎΩ was imagined as Ψŀ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ 

ƎǊŜŀǘƴŜǎǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻŘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩΦ699 This embrace of heritage 

culture saw the 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ŀǎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜǇǊƛŜǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊƳƻƛƭΩ ƻŦ 

.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-ethnic cities (punctuated by riots throughout this period), white spaces from which 

long histories of migration and migrant labour were erased from view.700 At the same time, those 

who lived in English rural communities were encouraged to imagine themselves and their culture as 

ǳƴƛǉǳŜƭȅ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎΣ ŀ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ΨǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛǘŜƴŜǎǎΩΦ701  

The social effects of Thatcher-era heritage culture, which formed one strand of a wider racist 

nationalism, were palpable growing up in a rural community in ǘƘŜ мфулǎΦ  {ƘŀƴŜ aŜŀŘƻǿǎΩ ŦƛƭƳ This 

is England (2006), set in an unidentified suburban town in the English midlands in the 1980s, 

examines the ways in which English nationalism infiltrated working-class youth culture. Like 

Meadows, who is the same age and from a similar background to me, I experienced first-hand the 

ways in which local skinhead and mod youth cultures (of which I was a part) were penetrated by 

racist politics of the far-right. Teenage friends and school mates flirted with far-right fascist groups 

such as the British National Party and the National Front; re-lacing their Dr Marten boots with red 

laces to show their affiliation with white supremacist politics, and furtively listening to the neo-Nazi 

Lancashire band Skrewdriver in their bedrooms.702 As unemployment, precarity and poverty grew in 

the 1980s, ΨǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜƴƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ǿŀǎ 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ΨŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ς ŀƭƻƴƎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƭƛƴŜǎΩΦ703 
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While Thatcher romanticised the highly-stratified class society of the English village, by the 

late 1980s rural communities in the North of England had suffered from a decade of the 

/ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΥ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ 

unemployment, the decline of manufacturing jobs, the erosion of the welfare state, the closure of 

local schools, the end of subsidised bus routes, the selling off of council houses and a steep increase 

in second-home ownership in rural areas (which saw working-class people priced out of local 

housing markets). In these straitened economic circumstances, tourism had become an increasingly 

vital economic life-line. There were keen incentives to satisfy the voyeuristic desire of urban visitors 

for nostalgic experiences of the English pastoral, an olde worlde rural idyll in which, it was imagined, 

the certainties of older classed, gendered and racialised hierarchies persisted. In the village where I 

lived and worked in my mob cap and piny, everybody who depended on tourism for their livelihood 

participated in elements of the staged performance of class distinction and rural authenticity. 

Are you really from here? Do you really live here? What is it like? visitors would regularly ask 

us local kidsτ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфулǎΣ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƳǳǎƛŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǊŀŘƛƻ 

stations, watch the same television programmes, shop at the same supermarkets as them. As 

though the village and those of us who lived in it were mummified in the imaginary historical time of 

Mrs Miniver. 

Growing up under the weight of this kind of tourist gaze resonates with Édouard GlissantΩǎ 

description of ǘƘŜ ƻǎǎƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƎŀȊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƛȄŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘ of scrutiny in 

ǎǘŀǘƛŎ ǘƛƳŜΩΦ704 While compelled to labour for the tourist gaze, the community in Wanet employed a 

ΨǎƳŀƭƭ ŀǊǎŜƴŀƭΩ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǊƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ 

old-ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘΩΦ705 Despite the indignities labouring for tourists could involve, and the real class 

conflicts it masked, there was a shared understanding of the urban tourist as a gullible figure; we 

poked fun at tourists, and called them Ψswivel headsΩ because of their habit of peering through our 

cottage windows and enquiring into our lives.  
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 [A] Moving Away 

When I was 18 I left my village to do a degree at a Higher Education college in a large northern 

iƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǘƻǿƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƘƻǳǊǎΩ ŘǊƛǾŜ ŀǿŀȅΦ IƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦǊŜŜ ƛƴ England, and was in a 

period of mass expansion which prefigured the full marketisation of the sector. There were no fees 

to borrow at extortionate interest rates and the remnants of a maintenance grant system meant 

young people from working-class families ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀƴǘ L ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

enough to cover basic living costs, so I worked in pubs at evenings and weekends, further developing 

the defined right-sided arm-muscles, keen observational and conversational skills, and advanced arts 

of sexual self-defence required to work in the night-time economy. Sexual harassment, as I had 

learnt working in the village pub, was an unrelenting feature of bar work, and my skills at breaking 

up bar fights and speedily emptying a bar at closing time led to a lucrative stint as a bouncer.  

My degree course in English Literature and Philosophy was taught in both day and evening 

classes on the site of a slightly dilapidated teaching training college. The college had begun life as a 

Mechanics Institute in 1824, and by the late 1980s was a sprawling amalgam of an art college, a 

technical college and a teaching training college, expanding over a 150 years to meet the practical 

training needs and the intellectual and artistic aspirations of northern mill workers. The majority of 

my fellow students were middle-aged working-class women, who having brought up families and 

worked all their lives in modest part-ǘƛƳŜ ƧƻōǎΣ ƘŀŘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ƻǳǘ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƻ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊ 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΣ ŀ ǇŀǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴto part-time degree courses. Amongst these women 

where a sprinkling of unemployed men, and numbers were made up by a small group of mainly 

working-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ ƳƛǎŦƛǘǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇƻƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƎǊŀŘŜǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ 

to gain places at the grander elite red-brick universities in nearby cities.  

 I was comfortable in this milieu, with no tiered lecture theatres, just small flat school-like 

classrooms with plastic chairs. Short lectures about philosophy and literature were followed by 
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ŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƭŀǘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

club. It was in this easy college environment with familiar, bright and kind people around me that I 

ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ŎǊŀǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇΣ ǘƻ go back to the 

village, get ŀƴ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ Ƨƻō ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜǘǘƭŜ ŘƻǿƴΩΦ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƳƻǊŜΦ Lǘ ŦŜƭǘ ǳƴǉǳŜƴŎƘŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘƛǊǎǘ 

for reading, for books, for knowledge.  

 

[A] People like you 

Armed with enthusiastic references from my college lecturers, I applied for funding from a 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

several hours further south. I got an interview and scraped together money for the train fare. In 

ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ L ǇƭǳŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƎƻΦ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘǊŜƳōƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜŀǊ ŀǎ L 

navigated my way to and around the grand buildings of the university campus. I knocked on the 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦ Ψ9ƴǘŜǊΣΩ said a voice behind the door. The 

professor who led the MA programme had her eyes lowered on my application on the desk in front 

of her. Eventually she looked up, appraised ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŜǊŜΦΩ  

At ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩ 

meant. I understood that I was an unusual applicant, a young woman educated at remote rural 

secondary modern scƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ Ψŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƎǊŀǎǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

class politics of the highly-stratified British university system. It was only after a term spent in the 

ǎŀƳŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ς in which she shamed my contributions to discussions by insisting on 

correcting my pronunciation, it was only when I received the feedback on my first essay on which 

she scrawled a single comment ς ΨƛƭƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǎŜŜƪ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΩ, 

ǘƘŀǘ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪΣ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 



 208 

that somebody like me appeared to somebody like her ς a Cambridge-educated Professor of English 

Literature.  

People like you. Lǘ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 

ΨǎƛƎƴŀƭƭƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜǳǇƘŜƳƛǎƳΩΦ706  That ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩΩ ǿŀǎ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƛƴ Ψthe historical-

representational moralizing, pathologizing, disgust-producing register attached to working-class 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩΦ707  That ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩ ǿŀǎ a value judgement about the ways in which working-classness 

was etched into my clothes, my body, my then thick Northern accent, my colloquial speech, my 

grammatical mistakes, my direct manner, my naivety, earnestness and shameless yearning. I was 

undisciplined. I was out of place. I was being shamed into place. Mob cap and piny.  

People like you. A phrase that would follow me around as I later attempted to carve out an 

academic career. Words still tattooed into my skin. Encounters which left scars. Welts which still itch 

ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƴΦ ΨtŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ reason wƻƳŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ tƘ5 ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΩΥ the words used by a 

professor, a PhD supervisor, when I told him I was pregnant as I sat weeping with shame before 

themΦ Ψ¸ƻǳ Řƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ somebody like you will never get a job at a university ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴŜΩΥ the 

advice of a friend, a middle-class academic, who discouraged me from applying for a post at the 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΦ ΨYou do know that people like you are only here to do the teaching in 

ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩΥ the Head of Department who stalled on signing off my first application for a 

research grant.  I could go on. 

There is nothing exceptional about the gendered and classed stigma I am relating here. 

These are ordinary humiliations which structure the lives of people from working-class backgrounds 

in their encounters with middle-class professionals, and in this case with elite British universities. 

Stories of these kinds have been related in autobiographical sociological writing for generations, are 

increasingly the subject of sociological research  ς and even some largely half-hearted policy 

initiatives around the inclusion of working-class students in ΨǘƻǇΩ universities.  
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²Ƙŀǘ L ƭŜŀǊƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ 

slip up, to show signs of dirtiness and stupidity, so that they can send you back to where you 

ōŜƭƻƴƎΩΦ708  But what being stigmatised also gifted was a class consciousness that grew into a hard 

knot of shameless defiance. 

 

[A] Shameless defiance 

 

In her searing memoir Landscape for a Good Woman: A Story of Two Lives (1986), the British 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƛƴƧǳǊƛŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

class.709  IŜǊ ƳŜƳƻƛǊ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ψǘǿƻ ƭƛǾŜǎΩ ƛƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǎŜƴǎŜǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

life and her own life, the entangled relationship between them, and the significant inter-

generational changes in class relations effected by the post-war welfare state in Britain. In it also an 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǘǿƻ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ƘŜǊ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎΩ career academic, and the life of 

the working-class girl that she carries with her, within her: the girl who is engraved in her skin and 

whom she carries on her back.  

Landscape for a Good Woman opens with an account of a deeply stigmatising exchange 

between her working-class mother and a middle-class health visitor, who deems their barely 

furnished home as a place unfit for rearing a child. Witnessing her mother being shamed by the 

ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΥ 

 

I will do everything and anything until the end of my days to stop anyone ever talking to me 

like that woman talked to my mother. It is in this place, this bare, curtainless bedroom, that 

ƭƛŜǎ Ƴȅ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƳŜŦǳƭ ŘŜŦƛŀƴŎŜΦ L ǊŜŀŘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ƳŜŜǘ ǎǳch a woman at a party 

(a woman now, like me) and think quite deliberately as we talk: we are divided: a hundred 

ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƘƻŜǎΦ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘΦ710 
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Experiences of stigma can provoke a doubling of consciousness through which you see yourself 

through the eyes of others. In this respect, working-class consciousness is an awareness of your 

involuntary placement within a social hierarchy which is contingent on economic and social injustice 

and exploitation. A sense of placemeƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨǇǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΣ  

experiences through which you suddenly inhabit a place from where you can ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴ 

ǾŀƭǳŜΩΦ !ǎ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΣ ΨL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƴƻǿ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇ 

ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦΩ711 .  

!ǎ .ŜǾŜǊƭŜȅ {ƪŜƎƎǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ Ψconditions for personhood come into effect through regimes of 

ǾŀƭǳŜΩΦ712 However, the dominant values that a given society, organisation or ideology seeks to press 

upon you ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜΤ in fact, imposed values are often refused, reworked and 

returned. Skeggs emphasises the ways in which the working classes frequently fail to feel or embody 

the shame which (middle-class) social and cultural practices of class stigmatisation seek to inculcate. 

Stigma gives rise to resistance as people defend themselves against the shame which stigmatisation 

seeks to instil. Which is why the working classes, and especially working-class women, are so often 

decried for being shameless.   

 

[A] Class shame 

Landscape for a Good Woman, like all truly insightful writing on social class in Britain, is sensitive to 

historical and generational twists and turns of class making. Steedman is critical of the tendency 

towards romantic accounts of working-class authenticity, which obfuscate understandings of class as 

historically contingent and relational forms of social classification. She describes the stories told by 

Ψŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǎŎŀǇŜŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ professional positions that allow 

theƳ Ψǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ713 She argues that for men in this inter-

war generation class was often worn as a badge of honour, and class mobility imagined as a heroic 

ΨƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘϥ ς memories of their former working-class lives are frozen in the past, 
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ΨƻǎǎƛŦƛŜŘΩΣ like insects in amber or coal in the mine. What is often obscured in these kinds of stories 

about social mobility, is ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ714 

Steedman argues that there is also a ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘ ΨŜǎŎŀǇŜ 

ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩΦ715 !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŀƳŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class 

landscape has been made by men, for whom the transitions of class are at once more ritualized than 

they are ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜΦΩ716 .ȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ {ǘŜŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ 

working-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƛǎ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ƴƻǘ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǿŀƎŜ-ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƻƭŘ 

in that genre in which ordinary lives are transformed into soap operas, ΨǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎŀǊŜǎǉǳŜ 

ƘŜǊƻƛƴŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƛƳŜǎΦΩ717 Rather, Steedman focuses her account of growing up as a 

working-class girl in the 1950s on familial relationships and on the home ς a workplace of unpaid 

labour which is for women often a site of intensive class-conflict and struggle.  

I am from the generation after Steedman, not a post-war scholarship boy or girl, or part of 

that post-war grammar school generation schooled in the arts of class passing. I was schooled at 

secondary moderns and comprehensives. I ŘƛŘƴΩǘ experience poverty growing up, but sometimes we 

struggled to get by ς my family income meant that I was entitled to free school dinners, school 

uniform vouchers, and when I went to college I qualified for what remained of a full government 

maintenance grant.   

My parents came from different class backgrounds: my dad was from a large working-class 

family, he was brought up on council estate, his mum worked in a fish and chip shop, and his dad 

worked in a hardware shop; my mum was the only child of middle-class professionals (school 

teachers who later had careers as a librarian and a college lecturer), and she was brought up in a 

large house on the better side of town. My mum got pregnant as a teenager and my parents had a 

shot-gun wedding in the late 1960s.   

My middle class-grandparents were a significant presence in my childhood, furnishing my 

siblings and me with books, occasionally taking us on trips to visit stately homes and to see plays and 

concerts. When we were children we were tutored to be on our best behaviour when they visited. 
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They were a loving but sometimes disapproving presence. When I was growing up, I thought of my 

ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨǇƻǎƘΩΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class scholarship kids who, very much like 

Steedman, had gone to grammar schools and became school teachers after the war. They styled 

themselves as educated and middle-class professionals ς and worked hard to cloak their working 

class roots through the acquisition of cultural capital.  

My ΨǇƻǎƘΩ ƎǊŀƴŘƳŀ had begun her life as the illegitimate child of a hairdresser in a Yorkshire 

seaside town. She changed her name from working class Ivy to the middle-class Elizabeth, when she 

left her childhood home in the 1920s to do a degree course in the 1930s (an extraordinary class 

transition for a woman from her background at this time). She never spoke about her childhood or 

background, and my sense is that her illegitimacy, and her modest roots were an enduring source of 

shame. Before she died, she burnt the diaries she had carefully kept and written all her life.  

In his memoir Returning to Reims, the French sociologist Didier Eribon ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

discomfort that results from belonging to two different worlds, worlds so far separated from each 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƳ ƛǊǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΩΦ718 As he 

ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǇǊƻƻǘŜŘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻm or been uprooted from still endures as an 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ Χ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

you were socialized, persist, even when the conditions in which you live as an adult have 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΩΦ719 When I read Returning to Reims ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜŘ ǿŀǎ 9ǊƛōƻƴΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƘŀƳŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƘŀƳŜΩΦ720 ¢ƘŜ ƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭƛŀ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŀ ΨǎǇƛƭǘ 

ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǎŀŘƴŜǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŀ dislocating sense of lost roots and 

belonging.721   

 

[A] Being the anthropological object 

 

.ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ L ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ Ƴȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ bƻǊǘƘ, my parents had divorced and had set 

up new homes with new partners, which eventually saw them move away from the village. 
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Homeless and unemployed, I headed to Manchester where my younger brother had started a 

furniture-making course and he and his girlfriend let me sleep on their sofa for a while. The rest of 

that year was one spent hanging onto the periphery of the academic margins by my grubby 

fingernails. Alongside work in bars, I managed to pick up odd bits of teaching on university access 

courses. One evening I was invited to a dinner by an academic who wanted me to meet his friend, an 

anthropology PhD student, who had just returned from ŀ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ tŀǇǳŀ bŜǿ DǳƛƴŜŀΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

important to note that at this juncture I had no idea what anthropology was, or what fieldwork 

ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜƴǘŀƛƭΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩǎ ǿŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄƻǘƛŎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΦ  

The evening began with a slide-show. We sat in the dark drinking wine while our host 

projected photographic slides from a carousel slide projector onto the wall of her apartment.  

Images of the people she had studied and lived with for a year began to appear before us, sound 

tracked by the whine of the projector fan and clicks as each new slide slotted into place. Sometimes 

the anthropologist appeared with the people she had lived with, scenes straight out of a colonial 

scrapbook.722 When the evening drew to a close, the host tried to include me in the conversation by 

asking me where I was from. When I told her the name of my village, she gasped and gazed at me 

open-mouthed, before exclaiming, ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘΣ Ƴȅ tƘ5 ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊ ŘƛŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ!Ω  

That night I dreamt about the images projected onto the anthropologistΩs wall, the whirr of 

the fan, the carousel rotating, the moment of darkness before the click which announced a new 

image ς and suddenly there projected on the wall is the farmer who threatened to shoot our 

straying dogs, click, the ladies who ran the post-office, click, the drunken pub-landlord, click, the guy 

who grew weed up the valley, click, the local bikers gathered for their Sunday ride, click, the school-

friend who concealed her pregnancy, click, the back seat of the school bus, click, weekend walkers in 

boots and anoraks, click, fights at the village disco, click, the fell run at the summer fete, click, 

flooded fields, click, teenagers drinking cider in the graveyard, click, kids swimming in the river, click, 

bringing sheep down from the fells for lambing, click, my friends beating pheasants for the local 

aristocrats, click, my dad painting a cottage, click, my brother skinning a rabbit for the pot, click, my 
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mum riddling the stove; and there I am, a gangly teenager at the edge of one of images, punk hair, 

ƘŜŀǾȅ ŜȅŜƭƛƴŜǊΣ ǎƳǳŘƎŜŘ ƳŀǎŎŀǊŀΣ ŎƭƛŎƪΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ L ŀƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ƘŀƛǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

office at school for misbehaviour, click, there I am again scrubbing the urinals, click, evading groping 

hands in the pub, click, smoking cigarettes with my friends, click, serving café tables in mop cap and 

piny.  

¢ƘŜ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ƎǳŜǎǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

rural community; they share comments, offer analysis, make judgements. It is impossible for them 

to imagine that the object of the fieldwork might be right there with them in the room and on the 

wall at the same time, in the same space and historical time. Served up on the wall to be consumed 

at an academic dinner party. I shrink into the chair. I make myself as small as possible. I want to 

disappear. I feel I should confess that I am one of the natives on the wall. That I am the ethnographic 

object. But my mouth is full of wool. There is no position from which to speak ς the figures in the 

slide show are silent; ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŀȊŜŘ ŀǘΣ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘΦ L ŀƳ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ 

spy-Ǝƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅΩΦ723 I am overwhelmed with shame. I radiate shame.  

The sociologist Helen Merrell Lynd argues that shame is most acutely felt when it is 

ǳƴŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜΣ ΨŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƻŦŦ ƎǳŀǊŘΩΦ724 Lynd describes this as the 

ΨŀǎǘƻƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎΣ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ 

toƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘΦΩ 725 The shock of 

finding myself caught in the gaze of another, of being captured in shame, was particularly 

heightened in this, my first encounter with the ethnographic gaze. It is a scene of shame which 

remains burnt into my eyelids.726 

When my friend asked me why I was interested in stigma, I was immediately transported 

back to the scene in the anthropologistΩs living room and to this dream, in which the colonial theatre 

of anthropology was transposed into the class theatre of my childhood. 

 

 [A] Telling practices 
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! ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ L ǘǊŀŎƪŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩǎ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊΣ bƛƎŜƭ wŀǇǇƻǊǘΦ 

It was called Diverse World-Views in An English Village (1993) and I discovered that Rapport had 

undertaken an ethnographic study of the village in which I had lived, a village he names Wanet. 

Diverse World-Views, as I might introduce it now to my students, is a micro-social analysis of social 

interactions and kinship relations in a remote rural village in the North of England between 1980 and 

1981. It is often cited as one of the foundational texts of a subfield of anthropology ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ 

ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩΣ and it has been praised by sociologists of rural Briǘŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ΨŀŎǳǘŜ 

ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ the ordinary lives it depicts.727  

As an ethnography employing classic observer-participant methods, Diverse World-Views in 

An English Village ƛǎ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ǊǾƛƴƎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ tƘ5 ǘƘŜǎƛǎ Communication Conduct in an Island 

Community, an ethnography undertaken in Unst, in the Shetland Islands between 1949 and 1951. A 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ōƻƻƪΣ The Presentation of Self in 

Everyday life (1956), for which he received the American Sociological Association's MacIver award in 

1961. The most striking similarity between these studies is that both Goffman and Rapport 

undertook their research surreptitiously, employing covert methods and adopting a feigned persona 

to study local people.  

In a rare reflection on ethnographic methods ς a talk which was, ironically, furtively 

recorded against his wishes and published after his death ς DƻŦŦƳŀƴ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ΨǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ trade 

ŀōƻǳǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ όǳƴŘŜǊŎƻǾŜǊύ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ Ψ¸ƻǳ 

have to anticipate being questioned by the people whom you study so you engage in providing a 

story that will hold up should the facts be brought to their attention. So you engage in what are 

sometiƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǘŜƭƭƛƴƎέ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦΧ L ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ȅƻǳ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀƴ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ƭƛŜΦΩ728 Goffman told the residents of Usnt he was 

studying the local economy and Rapport told the villagers in Wanet he was studying local history. 



 216 

In Diverse World-Views Rapport reveals (to his reader) the ΨǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩ he employed to 

explain to local people what he was doing iƴ ²ŀƴŜǘΥ ΨƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅέ once or 

ǘǿƛŎŜ Χ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭŀǊƳŜŘ ǎilence, I realised that historyΧǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩΦ729 Rapport reveals that this deception was counselled by his doctoral supervisor 

ǿƘƻ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭΩ ƛƴ ΨƘƻǿ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΩΣ Ψǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŎŀǳǘƛƻǳǎΩΣ ǘƻ ΨƎƛǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀǿŀȅΩΣ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳǘǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΥ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΣ 

note-books, tape-reŎƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƳŀŎƪŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƘŜ 

tourist, the visitor, the second-ƘƻƳŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩΦ730  Under the guise of a history student looking for 

Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΣ wŀǇǇƻǊǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ΨǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘŜΩ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ²ŀƴŜǘ by taking on 

jobs, first in a café, then as a farm labourer, all the while making regular field trips to a village pub, 

which he calls The Eagle.  

Lƴ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 9ǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩΣ wŀǇǇƻǊǘ considers his decision to choose a 

remote northern rǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ 

ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘǎΩΦ 731 He offers an account of himself in his early twenties as a naïve young man, eager to 

embark on his PhD fieldwork. He reflects also on his limited vantage point as a public-school boy, a 

Cambridge graduate, from a privileged middle-class background.  

 

I had had a comfortable upbringing and had looked out over a large back lawn onto on to 

the cramped housing estates beyond but I espoused a deep empathy with the have-nots 

who had to achieve by struggling and did not inherit with grace.732  

 

¢ƘǳǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŀƭ ƛŘƛƻƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-class Anglo-Saxon 

ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ Rapport arrived in Wanet with Ψŀ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ǎcientifically 

ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƻƛŎΩΦ733  
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L ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ΨƘƛǎΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘo 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘŜōŀǘŜΦ aƛƴŜΧwould be a British empire: an ethnographical 

fortress in England not in some remote and backward area of Africa or South East 

Asia. Studying the natives of Cumbria, I felt, was not the perpetuation of a harmful 

act so much as a pilgrimage; or, at least a chance for me to partake in a joint 

ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘƴŜǎǎΧΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘǊǳŜ L ǿŀǎ Ǝƻing to Cumbria to gather 

information on them but my feelings were of friendship, modesty, respect, even 

longing.734 

 

This was the first ethnography I had ever read and despite the opening claim that ΨƳȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘǎ 

and their valley homes appear in this book iƴ ŘƛǎƎǳƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳǎΩΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

people in it. They appeared before me as cardboard cut-outs of the flesh and blood people I had 

grown-up with, figures through which the reader is invited to voyeuristically peer into village life, 

Ψclose-up but always from the outside looking inΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ŘŀǊƪƭȅΩΦ735  

WŀŎƪ YŀǘȊ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ΨaǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŦƻǊ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ άǘƘŜƳέ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǳǎέ ǘƻ 

ǿƘƻƳ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘΩΦ736 /ƭŜŀǊƭȅ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƻŦ Diverse World-

Views in An English Village. Indeed, when I first read this book in my early twenties, I read it from a 

ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōle within the text itself. I read it as one of those he 

ΨƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴΩΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƘƻ wŀǇǇƻǊǘ ƘŀŘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŀǎ ΨƘƛǎ ŦǳƴŘ ƻŦ 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŘŀǘŀΩΦ L ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘΦ  

As I read, I searched for traces of my former life. I went to school with the children of his 

informers, friends and classmates, old boyfriends. I ate meals with the family he lived with and 

whose conversations he secretly memorised, transcribed, edited. Private intimate conversations, 

words spoken in confidence. I waited tables in the cafes he frequents, I cleaned the toilets he pissed 
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in, polished the brass and worked behind the bar of the pub in which he drank. As I read, I watched 

the anthropologist watching us.  

Brian and I were leaning on the bar, sharing a pint and eyeing up the bevies of tourist 

women who frequently seemed to fill the pub on holiday weekend.737  

As I read I pictured him in The Eagle, busy, as he puts it, ΨŎƘŀǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘwo legs in a skirt 

ς and, no doubt through short-sightedness, a few things that were not.738 I feel his gaze on my back 

as I wiped down the tables in the craft centre cafe, and cheerily serve customers in my mob cap and 

piny. I pictured myself in these scenes, a vulnerable young working-class woman, waiting on tables, 

pulling pints, and evading the unwanted sexual advances of older men. I felt, I feel ashamed. 

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ wǳǘƘ [Ŝȅǎ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨǎƘŀƳŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊƻǳǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǘƘŜ ƭƻƎic of shame is a scene of exposure (this is true even if the scene is only an imagined one and 

ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊ ōǳǘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊύΩΦ739 Shame is a feeling of being 

exposed to a gaze which produces a view of yourself which you cannot control.  More than this, 

ǎƘŀƳŜ Ψƛǎ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀŎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ƎŀȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ740  

wŀǇǇƻǊǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ²ŀƴŜǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǳǎΦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƳŜƳƻǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ΨǎŜŎǊŜǘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘŜǎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ΨǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ 

ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΩΦ741 Planning the thesis he would write about us, dreaming of publishing that thesis as a 

book, a book that he seemingly never contemplated that people like them, people like us, people like 

me would read. He promised, however, to reveal insights into the native point of view.  Rapport 

ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŦŜƭǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƴƻƻǇƛƴƎΩΦ742 .ǳǘ ƘŜ ΨōŀƴƛǎƘŜǎΩ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΣ ŎƻƴǎƻƭŜǎ 

ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ΨŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ΨƳȅ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ǘŜǊƳǎΩΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

café and farms. 743  
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I was aware of the basic inequality inherent in the whole exerciseτI had not asked to study 

them and they had not invited meτbut by accepting their aggression, granting them daily 

superordination, and adopting uncomplainingly whatever lowly statuses the chose to accord 

me, I tried to salve the sore of my writing them up later.744  

 

!ǎ YŀǊŜƴ WŀŎƻōǎ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŘƛǊǘȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ-observer method is the masking or 

denial of the complexity of the intersubjective encounter between fieldworker and native, as well as 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊΩΦ 745  

 

 [A] Speaking back 

In 1979, the anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes published an ethnography of a remote rural 

village in Ireland titled, Saints, Scholars and Schizophrenics: Mental Illness in Rural Ireland. When the 

book was reviewed in the Irish press, journalists were quickly able to identify the village she had 

undertaken her research in, and the local community she had studied soon bought and read her 

book. As a consequence, Scheper-Hughes found herself embroiled in public controversy about the 

ethics of her research. In the preface to the 2001 paperback edition of the book, Hughes describes 

making a return visit in 1981 to the community and being met with hostility. As she reflects within 

ΨǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ƻǳǊ ƻƴŎŜ ŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŜŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŘƛǎŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳǳǘŜΩΣ 

ƴƻǿ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ΨǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩ ς they are hurt and they are angry.746 The villagers confront 

her and question the ethics of her research, they tell her that Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

whispering something beside a fire or across a counter and seeing it printed for the world ǘƻ ǎŜŜΩΧ 

ΨLǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎƘŀƳŜΩΦ747 In response to her insistence that she had carefully anonymised their 

words, they reply: 

 

¸ƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΣ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ǎƛǘ Řƻǿƴ ǇƻǊƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŀƎŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

bits and pieces of ourselves strewn about here and there. You turned us into amputees with 
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Ƙƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ōƭŀŎƪƎǳŀǊŘΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ōŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻǳǘ ƻwn chest. How do 

you think I felt reading my words come out of some Tom-O or Pat-h ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

mouth?748 

 

While Rapport concealed his real purpose for being in Wanet, he reveals that some local people 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ƘŜ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘere. I suspect they never did, attuned as they are, and 

as I was, to living under the weight of the tourist gaze. Rapport makes several references to the ways 

in which he was challenged in the field: Ψ{ƛŘ cornered me behind a table in The Eagle, and told me he 

ƘŀŘ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ƭƛŜǎΩΧ άŀǊŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƘŜǊŜΚ !ǊŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΚέ 749 Rapport writes: 

 

Just before I left the field, I remember phoning a good friend in Cardiff and telling her how 

ŦŜŘ ǳǇ L ǿŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜǎ L ƘŀŘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴ ²ŀƴŜǘΦ Ψ[ƻƻƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘ 

ǎƛŘŜΣΩ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ{ƻƻƴ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ōǳƳǇƪƛƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ǿƻƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΩΦ750  

 

While Diverse World-Views in An English Village ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ΨŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ ΨǿƻǊƭŘ ǾƛŜǿǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ 

central difference which comes into view is that between the anthropologist, his imagined reader 

όƭƛōŜǊŀƭΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ōǳƳǇƪƛƴǎΩ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ƘŜ steals, ventriloquises 

and picks through: ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ. 

 ΨL ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ ƘƛƴŘǎƛƎƘǘΩΣ wŀǇǇƻǊǘ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛƴ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

persona of observing-ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩ ōǳǘ ΨL ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŜȅ were and the 

relations they shared one year quite a while ago Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǊƳ ǘƘŜƳ ƴƻǿΩ.751 What is the measure of 

harm? 

When I read Diverse World-Views today, now reading it as a middle-aged sociology professor 

with significant cultural capital, it still provokes a painful and shameful sense of splitting ς as I 
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encounter myself and my childhood community as written for and written about.752 L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 

whether my old-school friends, work colleagues and neighbours would care about what is written in 

this book, whether they would feel angry, exploited or ashamed if they read the intimate and private 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ wŀǇǇƻǊǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘΣ ƻǊ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

publication of gossip about love affairs, details of family disputes, ill-feelings about business 

dealings, the presentation of them as xenophobic, illiberal and narrow-minded. I felt when I first 

read this book ς and still feel ς that this ethnography is an unkind picture of the small, isolated rural 

community in which I grew up in the 1980s. ! ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨōǊǳǘŀƭ ΦΦΦΦ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ Χ 

assimilated to the perspective of the participant-ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩΦ753 

Alongside the problematic ethics of covert ethnography, what also struck me when I reread 

Diverse World Views, is its lack of sociological imagination. What I mean by this, is the absence of 

any sustained attempt to link the personal troubles of the people it studies to broader systems of 

power and government. InsteŀŘΣ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǿŜΣ ŀǊŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳƛŎǊƻŎƻǎƳ 

severed from its institutional moorings and seemingly devoid of material determinism and power 

ǾŜŎǘƻǊǎΩΦ754  

 

[A] Sociological Imagination  

 
In The Sociological Imagination (1959), the American sociologist Charles Wright Mills famously 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƴƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΩ.755  Indeed, the promise of 

sociology is the crƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǘŜŀǎŜ ƻǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΩΦ756 This forging of connections between the personal and the 

political, between individual biographies and the histories that shape them, is particularly urgent 

today.  As the sociologists Nicholas Gane and Les Back argue, Ψƛƴ ŀ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ 

tear asunder private troubles from public issues, and thereby turn social uncertainty into a personal 
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failure that is divorced from any collective cause or remedy, the linking of biography and history is a 

Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΦΩ757  

/Φ ²ǊƛƎƘǘ aƛƭƭΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƛŜs individual 

biographies to history has its roots in the extraordinary body of work produced by the sociologist W. 

E. B Du Bois (1868ς1963).758 CƻǊ 5ǳ .ƻƛǎΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ Ψŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǿƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

¢ǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΩ ōŜǎǘƻǿŜŘ ƻƴ ƘƛƳ ŀ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ-consŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨƎƛŦǘŜŘ 

with second-ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΩΦ 759 Lǘ ƛǎ Ψŀ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 

ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ƻŦ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎƻǳƭ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǇŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƭƻƻƪǎ ƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƳǳǎŜŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƛǘȅΦΩ 760  In The Souls of Black Folk, a collection of essays published 

in 1903, Du Bois puts this gift of double-consciousness to work as a sociological method, deftly 

ǿŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ƻǊǊƻǿ {ƻƴƎǎΩ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ 

and economic and statistical data into a shŀǘǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ŀƴǘƛ-black 

racism. 761  

Stigma is a distinctly psychosocial concept. What I mean by this is that it is a concept which 

describes the traffic between the individual and the social world, between personal troubles and 

social, political and economic forces. Stigma power is an analytic that allows us to examine the relay 

between practices which impress stigma upon people, and how these impressions affect the ways in 

which people perceive themselves and others. It is important to pay attention to stigma precisely 

because it captures the movement between external and internal processes of de/valuation. Stigma 

is a productive force that marks out and classifies people as a means of subjugating them; a 

disciplinary form of power that seeks to change people, to change attitudes and behaviour, and how 

people make value judgements about others. It is a dehumanising force of power that infiltrates, 

pierces and deflates your sense of yourself. Stigma functions through subjection; it makes people 

abject.762  
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Yet, as Du Bois suggests, being stigmatised can provoke a consciousness of the ways in which 

ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ΨŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΦ763 The doubling of consciousness effected by social 

stigma ς between experiences of being devalued or dehumanised by others and an awareness of 

oneself as human and valuable nonetheless ς makes us wakeful. Resisting stigma generates what 

the poet Dionne Brand ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƘƛƳƳŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƭŜǊǘƴŜǎǎΩ ǘƻ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 

ǳǎ ǳǇ ŀǘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΩΦ764 It stirs an awareness of how power is written on our skin, 

awakening us to the relationship between our biographical lives and the stigmatised positionalities 

scripted for us by others.  Indeed, I made the decision to include some autobiographical fragments 

from this shadow stigma project in this chapter, precisely because my experiences of being 

stigmatised, including the formative experience of discovering myself caught in the anthropological 

gaze, have been such important critical gift in my subsequent work as a sociologist, a teacher, a 

writer, a poverty commissioner, an activist.  

 

One of the arguments of Stigma is that the double-consciousness being stigmatised effects is 

a resource for resistance and change. That is, being aware of Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ΨŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩ, makes us question those systems of economic injustice, practices of political 

domination and stratified social hierarchies which we might otherwise simply absorb or passively 

accept as inevitable or deserved.765   As the poet Dionna Brand puts it, óOne enters a room and history 

follows; one enters a room and history precedesô. She goes on: 

 

History is already seated in the chair in the empty room when one arrives. Where one 

stands in a society seems always related to this historical experience. Where one 

can be observed is relative to that history. Χ  How do I know this? Only by self-observation, 

only by looking. Only by feeling. Only by being a part, sitting in the room with history.766 
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 [CH] Conclusion: Rage Against the Stigma Machines 

 

Stigma (noun): Ineffaceable stains of blood, supposed to remain on the floor of a room 

where a murder has been committed  

Oxford English Dictionary 

 

In spring 2016 three members of the British Royal Family, Prince William and his wife Catherine (the 

5ǳƪŜ ŀƴŘ 5ǳŎƘŜǎǎ ƻŦ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜύ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴŎŜ IŀǊǊȅ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ IŜŀŘǎ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ Ψŀ ƴŜǿ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǘƻ 

ŜƴŘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΦ 767 Heads Together is an umbrella organisation for eight existing 

UK-based mental health charities that together have ΨŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ 

ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƘŜƭǇ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΩΦ 768 Bringing 

these charities together under one organisational ΨbrandΩ, Heads Together seeks to harness the 

significant media power of the popular younger members of the Royal Family.  

The publicity for this campaign states that while ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ Ψƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΩ, 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ΨƪŜȅ ƛǎǎǳŜΩ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΩ ƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

help and support they need. !ǎ tǊƛƴŎŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƪ ƘŜƭǇ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

they are ashamŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƪΩ.769 To this end, Heads Together is focused on 

eradicating stigma as a barrier to help-seeking, through initiatives that centre on promoting 

individual disclosures of mental distress. As they describe it, Ψshattering stigma on mental health 

starts with simple conversations. When you realise that mental health problems affect your friends, 

neighbours, children and spouses, the walls of judgement and prejudice around these issues begin 

ǘƻ ŦŀƭƭΩΦ770  
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To facilitate these conversations, Heads Together has mobilised an array of communications 

technologies, developing a website, harnessing social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram), and devising hashtags, such as #oktosay and #thereforme, under which people can share 

their experiences. To illustrate the stigma-shattering potential of disclosure the Heads Together 

website has also published a series of short films, featuring celebrities and public figures in 

conversation with family and colleagues: these include the American pop star Lady Gaga discussing 

her mental health with Prince William (over Skype), the ex-footballer Rio Ferdinand talking with his 

agent about bereavement, and the ex-New Labour Communications Director, Alastair Campbell, 

discussing his cyclical depressions with his partner, the journalist Fiona Miller. Alongside these well-

known pubic figures, there are films featuring ΨordinaryΩ members of the public, such as ambulance 

drivers talking about experiences of mental distress in the aftermath of stressful events at work. 

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ IŜŀŘǎ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƛƳǎ Ψto 

ƘŜƭǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΣ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ transformation in British public 

attitudes.  

SƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ ƻŦ 9ǊǾƛƴƎΩǎ DƻŦŦƳŀƴΩǎ Stigma: Notes on the 

Management of a Spoiled Identity (1963), tƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ Ψŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΩ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ 

social action around stigma.771 Stigma has become a way of seeing, describing and understanding a 

vast array of discriminatory social attitudes and practices. We have become accustomed to thinking 

about stigma as a problem of restrictive or oppressive social norms that can alleviated through what 

Goffman termed Ψbenevolent social actionΩΦ772 Indeed, much stigma research is motivated by a 

concern with changing attitudes and behaviours; through, for example, increasing peoples 

ΨǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻǊ ŘŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ that assist the stigmatised in 

managing the responses of others. This research has had a significant impact on health and social 

policy, in the form of proposals, models, strategies and professional training programmes for stigma 

management. Indeed, anti-stigma initiatives have become central to charitable and public health 
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ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ΨǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƳōŀǘǘƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΩ ƛƴ ŀ Ǿŀǎǘ Ǌange of social and 

institutional settings.773 Heads Together emerged from this paradigm of stigma thinking.  

There is much to be admired about the values and ambitions of Heads Together, including 

the candour of Princes Harry and William about their own struggles with mental distress following 

the death of their mother, Diana. As William Davies writes: 

 

IŀǊǊȅΩǎ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

eventually having counselling was a valuable contribution, from a figure more commonly 

associated with laddish machismo. ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƳŀƭŜ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ was also a good 

use of his celebrity.774 

 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ IŜŀŘǎ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǳƴǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

health problems lie at the heart of some of ƻǳǊ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΩΦ775 Indeed, negative 

attitudes around mental health problems are not only damaging and discriminatory but often 

exacerbate mental distress. As clinical psychologist John Read and his colleagues argue: 

Negative attitudesΧƭŜŀŘ ǘo discrimination in many domains, including the workplace and 

housing, and to rejection by family and friends. They can also lead, via anticipated and actual 

discrimination and internalized stigma, to decreased life satisfaction and self-esteem, and to 

increased alcohol use, depression and suicidality.776 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ tǊƛƴŎŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨώƛǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜϐ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ƛǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

as physical health', psychologists like Read have begun to question the effectiveness of the ΨƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

iƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ approach embraced by anti-stigma programmes.777 Indeed, research 

suggests that the embracing of biogenetic rather than social explanations of mental distress, risks 

amplifying the very stigmatising attitudes and discriminations which these campaigns ostensibly seek 

to eliminate. So while, ŀǎ 5ŀǾƛŜǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άǳƴǿŜƭƭέΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ 
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Ψǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩΣ ƛǘ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǾŜƛƭǎ ƻǾŜǊ Ψŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ Ƙƻǎǘ 

of more fundamental cultural, political and economic questions regarding the distribution of distress 

in our society ς the sorts of questions that the Duke of Cambridge would be less likely to grapple 

ǿƛǘƘΩΦ778 

 

[A] ΨHands off our storiesΩ 

 

There is also concern amongst mental health survivors and activists about the impact that anti-

stigma campaigns that solicit, share and publicise personal stories of mental distress might have on 

individuals, given the facts of discrimination against people with diagnosed mental health 

conditions. For example, in terms of potential consequences, there are substantive differences 

between a prince or a pop star sharing their struggles with mental distress to the public in carefully 

curated publicity, and a precarious worker disclosing to an employer, or a young person sharing 

online. Indeed, the recent and significant increase in the sharing of mental distress in online spaces 

encouraged by these kinds of anti-stigma campaigns obscures an entire host of potentially negative 

impacts, likely to be highly determined by your relative social position and status.  

In 2012, a group of Canadian scholar-activisǘǎ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨaŀŘ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΩ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴ 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ΨRecovering our Stories: A Small Act of wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩΣ which sought to 

trouble the ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴΩ of personal experiences of psychiatric distress by mental health 

organisations and charities.779 As they detail, while the sharing of testimonies has long been a 

central strategy of grassroots mental health activism, particularly in struggles against psychiatric 

authority, what concerns them is the ways in which these strategies have been increasingly adopted 

(co-opted) by charitable and governmental bodies.780  In particular, they are apprehensive about the 

commodification of personal stories of psychiatric distress and recovery in Ψwellbeing ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜǎΩ 

that are increasingly dominated by powerful corporate actors.781 As they argue, this market is often 

aligned with the interests of those organisations (state, commercial or third sector), rather than 



 228 

those of ΨƳŀŘ people ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΦ In this context, personal stories of mental health, they write, 

Ψfunction to garner support from authority figures such as politicians and philanthropists, to build 

ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ άōǊŀƴŘέ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜǎ 

ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘΩ.782 Further, they argue, there is a marked ǎƘƛŦǘ ŀǿŀȅ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ 

ǇǎȅŎƘƛŀǘǊƛŎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ ŀǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ critically social norms and provisions, towards 

forms of storying that ΨǎƻƭƛŘƛŦȅ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΩ.783 This critique of mainstream 

anti-stigma campaigns draws attention to how ΨƳŀŘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǎŀƴƛǘƛǎŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ that ΨŘƻ 

little to change the way that agencies function or to address broader issues such as poverty, 

ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ.784 In short, in focusing on individual stories of disclosure and 

recovery, questions about the causes of stigma and mental distress are frequently airbrushed out of 

picture.  

Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƭŜǊǘ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ŘŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨIŀƴŘǎ ƻŦŦ hǳǊ {ǘƻǊƛŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

information cards and ŀ ƘǳƳƻǊƻǳǎ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ōŀŘƎŜ ΨŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ patient porn stroked out by a 

ǊŜŘ ŘƛŀƎƻƴŀƭ ƭƛƴŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǊŘǎΦ785 Designed to warn people of the risks of freely giving their 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǊŘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ΨǘƛǇǎΩ 

printed on them: 

ω tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎŀȅ ƴƻΦ 

ω !ǎƪ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊy? 

ω ²Ƙŀǘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŘƻŜǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾŜΚ 

ω Iƻǿ Řƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΚ 

ω {ǘƻǊȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊκǿƻǊƪΦ 5ƻ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǇŀƛŘΚ 

ω ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ƭŀǎǘǎ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ available today, your interview or 

story will likely be accessible to the public for a very long time. That includes future 

employers and landlords.786  

 



 229 

¢ƘŜ ΨIŀƴŘǎ ƻŦŦ ƻǳǊ {ǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŀƭƛŜƴǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊe 

shaped by unequal relations of power, and that stigma and anti-stigma initiatives are the site of 

intensive social struggles. Attempts to ameliorate social stigma (of any kind) are limited from the 

ƻǳǘǎŜǘΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ŝconomy of stigmatization and its links to social 

ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΩΦ787 

 

[A] The political economy of stigma 

 

In January 2017, the Heads Together campaign was lent political support of the highest order when 

the then British Prime Minister Theresa May stated in a speech to the Charity Commission ǘƘŀǘΥ ΨFor 

too long mental illness has been something of a hidden injustice in our country, shrouded in a 

completely unacceptable stigma and dangerously disregarded as a secondary issue to physical 

ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΦ788 !ƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ aŀȅ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ΨǎƘƻǊǘŦŀƭƭǎ 

in mental health ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇƭŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΩΦ789 However, the promise that mental health funding would be a key priority of her 

premiership, her assurances of additional resources for mental health services, and her promise to 

create parity between state funding for mental and physical health conditions, were met with 

incredulity by many British health professionals ς and failed to materialise.  

aŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ΨƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊŦǳƴŘŜŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨƻŦǘŜƴ 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ά/ƛƴŘŜǊŜƭƭŀ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜέΩΦ790 !ǎ aŀǊȅ hΩIŀǊŀ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΣ mental health provision was ŀƭǎƻ Ψhit 

hard and early by ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΩΦ791 Cuts to services have taken 

place in a context of rapidly increasing need. For example, in 2017 several regional NHS trusts 

reported a 60 per cent increase in the previous 12-month period in referrals to mental health crisis 

teams (a crisis referral is made in urgent cases when, for example an individual is in extreme distress 

and felt to be at risk of self-harm which may endanger their life or those of others). This surge in 

crisis referrals was likely, in part, due to people being unable to access first-tier services, such as 
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counselling, at earlier stages of need: One in ten people currently wait two weeks to get an 

appointment with a general practitioner, many thousands have to wait six months or more for 

mental health assessment or a counselling appointment. 

One consequence of the combination of a marked increase levels of mental distress and a 

correlative decrease in availability of support, is that the police (and the fire service) are becoming a 

de facto front-line mental health service. As Vikram Dodd ƴƻǘŜǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƘŀƴŘƭŜŘ ōȅ 

the Metropolitan police ώ[ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŦƻǊŎŜϐ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ someone was concerned about a 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ Ƙƛǘ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ммрΣллл ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΥ ƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ омр ŀ ŘŀȅΣ ƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ мо ŀƴ 

hour. Volumes have grown by nearly a third since 2011-мнΩΦ792 Dodd, a journalist, reports cases in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψƛƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƻƳƳƛǘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΩΣ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ 

Ψƻƴ ŎǊǳǘŎƘŜǎ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ŀ ƳƛƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƳŀǎƘ ŀ ǎƘƻǇ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ƛƴ IŜǊŜŦƻǊŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΣ 

ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΦ793 I have heard similar 

anecdotal evidence through my own work with the Poverty Commission. 

If one of the aims of Heads Together is to eradicate stigma in order that people are willing 

and able to access services, the timing of this campaign inevitably begs the question what kinds and 

what quality of services actually exist for those in need, both now, and if the current programmes of 

austerity cuts continues, in the future. Furthermore, it is important to note that while the charities 

supported by Heads Together lead important programmes of mental health support, the forms this 

takes is largely the provision of information, helplines and online forums and not the kinds of 

intensive counselling and/or acute psychiatric health services that many people in Britain (those 

without private sources of funding, or in private health care schemes) are currently having 

difficulties accessing. Indeed, it is imperative that we understand the erosion of mental health 

services in the context of the wider political economy of NHS reform.794  !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ to say that 

ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭŜǎǎŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ 

anti-ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ 
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address either the erosion of public service provision or the deeper social causes of increased levels 

of mental distress will likely be limited in their impact.   

 

 [A] Neoliberalism makes you sick 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǳƴǇŀŎƪ ǘƘƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ mental health services have been 

historically underfunded, but that cuts to services are taking place in a period in which there has 

been a significant and sustained increase in anxiety, depression and suicides.795 In Politics Make You 

Sick: Neoliberal Epidemics, Ted Schrecker and Clare Bambra detail the ways in which state adoption 

ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ Ƨƻō ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ pay 

ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΩ Ƙŀǎ ΨƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜs in chronic stress across large parts of the 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩΦ796 This governmental production of chronic stress, is (unequally) 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŜǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴΩΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŜƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΩ 

psychosocial mechanisms.797 A fact to which people like Stephanie effected by changes to state 

benefits system, and wider social and public attitudes to welfare claimants, so powerfully testify (see 

Introduction and Chapter Four). 

This neoliberal epidemic of insecurity has been exacerbated in Britain and elsewhere by 

political responses to the 2008 global financial crisis. As detailed in Stigma, the British Coalition 

Government (2010-2015) and the subsequent Conservative Government (2015ςcurrent) responded 

to this crisis in the banking sector ōȅ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΣ Ψŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ 

disassemble ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ798 It is not only that austerity-driven reforms have intensified an 

existing neoliberal epidemic of chronic stress, but, as detailed, this programme of cuts to social 

provision has been enacted and legitimated through strategies of (state-sanctioned) welfare stigma-

production.  
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As I have argued throughout Stigma, we require more thoroughly historical and political 

understandings of stigma if we are to address the multiple crises we are in. This necessitates 

supplementing approaches focused primarily on the ameliorating the effects of stigma towards a 

consideration of the social causes and political function of particular modalities of stigma 

production, to ascertain not only where and by whom stigma is crafted, but who profits from stigma 

power.   

 

[A] Following the stigma money 

Alongside the eight charitable partners who are the major beneficiaries of funds raised by Heads 

Together, the campaign has four corporate partners. These include the retail bank Virgin Money, 

Dixons Carphone ς Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜϥǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭŜŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ¦ƴƛƭŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ .ƭŀŎƪwƻŎƪ ς Ψa global leader in 

investment management, risk management and advisory services for institutional and retail 

ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩΦ799 In short, Heads Together is bankrolled by some of the very corporate and financial 

organisations that are the beneficiaries of neoliberal economic policies (and the austerity reforms) 

that are eroding state welfare and social care, and in doing are exacerbating mental distress 

amongst the poorest and most vulnerable members of our societies.  

To take just one example from among the list of Heads Togethers corporate partners: Virgin 

Money (UK) began life as a personal finance company which primarily sold debt, though credit card 

services. In 2008, the British bank Northern Rock collapsed in the wake of the US sub-prime 

mortgage crisis, and the British government took the bank into national ownership. It then split the 

bank into two parts, Northern Rock plc, and Northern Rock Asset Management, with the bad debt 

(approx. £21bn) parcelled into the later. The government later sold Northern Rock plc to Virgin 

Money at a loss to the taxpayer estimated to be between £400m and £650m. The figures continue 
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to disputed, but what we can say with certainty is that British tax payers not only subsided Virgin 

Money in their acquisition of the salvageable part of this bank, but also absorbed a massive amount 

of private financial sector debt ς money which could, of course, have be used to fund mental health 

services.   

Virgin Money is one part of Virgin Group Ltd., a multinational venture capital conglomerate. 

In 2010, Virgin set up a new arm, called Virgin Care, with which it sought to expand its interests into 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ¦Y ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ǘƘǳǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛǎŜ 

state health services, a process rapidly accelerated under the guise of austerity-driven reforms. Gill 

Plimmer notes that ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘŎŀǊŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ 

growth areas for healthcare companies and accounts for about half of all NHS outsourcing deals put 

ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƴŘŜǊΩΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ΨŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ [ŀƛƴƎ.ǳƛǎǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǘ-

of-hospital services could be worth £10bn-ϻнлōƴ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΩΦ800 At the time of writing, Virgin Care had 

acquired NHS contracts amounting to over £2 billion. Services run by Virgin Care include Primary 

Care (GP services and hospitals), Adult Social Care (including social workers), Community Health, 

Prison Healthcare and Child Mental Health Services. 

 

Several whistle-blowers, among them the Labour MP for Dewsbury, Paula Sherriff, have 

spoken out about unethical practices and misconduct within some of the health services Virgin now 

runs in place of the state, and multiple failures in service have been tracked and documented by 

campaign group such as NHS for Sale.801 In short, Virgin Group has been a key beneficiary of 

government programmes of austerity driven welfare reforms since 2010, profiting from the 

privatisation of social provision. Given this, we might want at least to question the claim of this 

predatory for-ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ IŜŀŘǎ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ΨƻŦ 

ending stigma, changing the conversation on mental health and giving people the tools they need to 

ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΦ802  

It was in the immediate context of austerity, the mass and overtly politicised stigma 

production from above which accompanied this political project of the privatisation (enclosure) of 
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public goods and services, and the distress and suffering this created, that I grew frustrated with 

understandings of stigma which are decoupled from power, history, economics and politics.803  When 

I began the research for this book, I started by immersing myself in the social scientific literature on 

stigma, seeking research that spoke to my concern with stigma as a form of power. I found that social 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψhow stigma is used by individuals, communities and the state to 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ was either missing from or mutated within much of the 

literature.804  

Stigma is not alone in noticing this gap; there is now a growing body of research that evidences 

how stigma impacts on particular groups and populations cumulatively over time, through, for 

example, the design of discriminatory social policy and laws, and the embedding of stigma in 

institutional practices.805 An inter-disciplinary consensus is emerging on ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψstigma 

ŦŜŜŘǎ ǳǇƻƴΣ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ806 What Stigma has sought to 

contribute to this research, is a much more historical and political understanding of stigma as a form 

of classificatory power, and in particular to supplement the focus on individual experience with a 

consideration of stigma from the point of view of its production.  

In Stigma, this shift in perspective has been vertical (looking upwards to sites of stigma 

production) and temporal (taking long views on histories of stigma practices), while focusing 

throughout on developing a new understanding of stigma as a violent practices of exploitation and 

social control. In order to track the history of stigma as a history of practices, I researched the 

etymology of stigma, read classics scholarship, histories of slavery, Imperialism, and colonialism, and 

the history of capitalist ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜƴ L ǊŜŀŘ CǊŀƴƪ YŀŦƪŀΩǎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ (1919) 

and I began to think about stigma as a machine. 

 

[A] Penal Stigma in the Colony  

 ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ ǊŜŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊ-explorer to a French colony 

in the tropics. The commandant of the colony has invited the explorer to witness the execution of a 
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native soldier. The story is set at the scene of the execution in a desolate sandy valley on the 

outskirts of the colonial settlement, where the condemned man has been led shackled in thick 

chains which bind him from collared neck, to wrists and ankles. The narrative centres on the 

demonstration of a gruesome machine, used to torture residents of the colony to death by 

ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘŀǘǘƻƻƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƭŜǎƘΥ ΨǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊ Ƙŀǎ 

ŘƛǎƻōŜȅŜŘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩΦ807  

The sentence to be inscribed on the bodies of the condemned is programmed into the 

ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƻƴȅΩǎ ǎƻƭŜ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴŜǊΦ !ǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊ Ƙŀǎ 

been condemned to death for disobedience and insulting behaviour to a superior, the officer is 

calibrating the machine to kill him witƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ΨƘƻƴƻuǊ ǘƘȅ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊǎΩΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΣ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƛƴƎŜƴƛƻǳǎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ 

ŦƻǊƳŜǊ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƻƴȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴΩ Ƙŀǎ 

since fallen out of favour. Indeed, the officer is the only person left in the colony who can operate 

the machine. The officer describes to the explorer how these macabre public executions used to 

ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ΨƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊǎΩΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘŀƴǘ of the colony nor any of the 

residents of the colony now feel compelled to attend. Indeed, the officer suspects that the 

Commandant is deliberately withholding the resources required to repair the increasingly 

dilapidated machine in order that he might introduce a more enlightened penal system to the 

colony. Hoping to convince the explorer of the value of this barbaric method of execution, so he 

might later testify to the Commandant on its behalf, the officer details the workings of the machine 

in elaboratŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƛǘƘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ȊŜŀƭΩΦ808  

The machine is made up of three parts: the Bed, a coffin-like wooden cot in which the naked 

prisoner is strapped, with a felt gag in his mouth Ψǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ƘƛƳ ǎŎǊŜŀƳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōƛǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǘƻƴƎǳŜ ǘƻ 

ǇƛŜŎŜǎΩΤ the Designer, which hangs above the bed and contains the cogs and mechanisms that drive 

the machine; and the Harrow, a glass armature studded with needles which shuttles between the 

Bed and the Designer on a steel ribbon tattooing the body of the condemned man. As the body is 
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ǘŀǘǘƻƻŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ IŀǊǊƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ŜŘ Ψǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ΨŦǊŜǎƘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΩΦ809 The 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨǿŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳΩΣ 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǎ ΨǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŜǇŜǊΩ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŜǎƘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ΨǘƘŜ IŀǊǊƻǿ Ƙŀǎ ǇƛŜǊŎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΩΦ810  

We discover that within the judicial system of this colony, those condemned to die in the 

machine are not informed in advance of their pending execution or even of what crime they are 

alleged to have committed; there is no hearing, and no opportunity to mount a defence. Rather, the 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΩ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴȅ ƛǎ ΨDǳƛƭǘ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻǳōǘŜŘΩΦ811 

As he describesΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ΨŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŦǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

sentence is slowly etched into their flesh over a period of twelve hours. As they bleed to death the 

ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ōŜƎƛƴ Ψǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŘŜŎƛǇƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǿƻǳƴŘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ 

execution ends when the corpse is ejected from the machine into a pit in the ground.812 

ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ Ƙŀǎ inspired many artists and thinkers, and has been widely deployed 

as a metaphor for the ΨƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ.813 It condenses several of the themes 

central to the reconceptualisation of stigma developed over the course of this book: stigma as penal 

tattoo, stigma as a technology of discipline and punishment, stigma as the machinery of racism, and  

stigma as a mechanism for the operations of colonial capitalism. Indeed, from ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƭƻƴȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

title onwards, this is a ǎǘƻǊȅ ΨƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘŜŘΩ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƳƻǘƛŦǎΩΦ814  

 

[A] This work of civilisation is an enormous and continual butchery 

 

Franz Kafka, a Czech-born German speaking Jew, grew up in a social and cultural context structured 

by European colonial domination of the globe. Indeed, ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ ǿŀǎ ŘǊŀŦǘŜŘ ƛƴ мфмпΣ ŀǘ 

the apex of the 'Scramble for Africa' (1881ς1914), three decades during which European states 

(initially through subsidiary companies and third-party franchises) colonialized 90 per cent of the 

African continent (10 millions square miles or territory, and 110 million subjects), a theft of land, and 
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resources which saw mass indentured labour, enslavement, torture and killings.815 Atrocities 

committed by German colonists, who lynched and enslaved people, raped women and girls, and 

starved entire peoples to death in concentration camps, was widely documented, publicised and 

debated in German-speaking public life while Kafka was writing.  

WƘŜƴ YŀŦƪŀ ǇŜƴƴŜŘ ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩΣ ŀ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŀƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǇǊŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

different colonial methods, which ranged between criticism of civilizing ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ΨǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜƴƛŜƴŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ Ŏriticism of policies which centred on repression, forced 

ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ816 Indeed, Kafka would have been familiar with figures such as 

the celebrity explorer and colonialist Carl Peters, an apostle of Rücklosigkeit (ruthless imperialism) 

ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ-Ǝǳƴ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅΩ ǿƘƻ ōǊŀƎƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ The Society for 

German Colonisation about his use of barbaric and vigorous methods.817 Radical German nationalists 

(the precursors of Nazi fascism) and bellicose racist colonialists like Peters argued ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ 

ǿŜǊŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƳǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛǎŀǎǘǊƻǳǎ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴΩ 

standards of morality and justice.818  

We know from the detailed research of Kafka scholars that Kafka was intimately familiar 

with these debates. Indeed, one of Kafka's favourite Uncles, Joseph Löwy worked from 1891ς1902 in 

the Congo as chief of commercial sections on a railway built by forced labour.819 The colonisation of 

the Congo, initially an entirely corporate affair led by Belgian King Leopold has been described as 

ΨǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴǾǳƭǎƛǾŜ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜ ŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ 

of the most devastating ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΩΦ820  

There was a highly organised international campaign against Belgian YƛƴƎ [ŜƻǇƻƭŘΩǎ 

ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ /ƻƴƎƻ CǊŜŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩ όмуурς1908) in the first years of the twentieth century, 

leading eventually to a change of government, with the Belgian State eventually taking formal 

control from Leopold όŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ .ŜƭƎƛŀƴ /ƻƴƎƻΩύ. This scenario of regime change echoes that which 

frames YŀŦƪŀΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ namely from a colonial administration unrestrained in its barbaric use of 

punishments, to a regime which promises to be more ΨŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΩ. Contemporary reports about 
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[ŜƻǇƻƭŘΩǎ Congo, compiled by missionaries and activists, describe it ŀǎ Ψŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳΩΣ ŀ 

ΨŘŜŀǘƘ-ǘǊŀǇΩΣ a ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ΨōƭƻƻŘȅ ōŀǊōŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΩΣ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳǳǘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ821 Congo, wrote Mark Twain, is a 

ΨƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴƎƻ ŦǊŜŜ ƎǊŀǾŜȅŀǊŘΩΦ822 A speaker in a debate on Congo in the Belgian 

Parliament in July 1903 concluded thaǘ ΨǘƘƛǎ work of civilisation is an enormous and continual 

ōǳǘŎƘŜǊȅΩΣ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ΨǾŀƳǇƛǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƘƻ ǿǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ōƭƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǎŜǊȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΩΦ823  

It was in the midst of colonial propaganda, native uprisings and growing political unease 

within Europe about bloody methods of torture and oppression in Africa, that Kafka condensed 

colonial violence into the metaphor of his tortuous stigma machine, yet he was not the first to do so. 

Machine technology was, as Edward Baptist notes, a popular metaphor for colonial capitalism, which 

ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀǎ ǳƴŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ 

ŀƴŘ ȅƛŜƭŘŜŘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎΩΦ824    

In his letters, Kafka describes being enthralled by two fictionalised memoirs written by 

former German Army Officer and colonial explorer Oskar Weber, Letters of a Coffee Planter: Two 

Decades of German Labour in Central America (1913) and The Sugar Baron: South American 

Adventures of a Former German Officer (1914). In these colonial adventure stories, Weber describes 

the ingenious inventions that lubricated colonial extraction in South America, including the 

mechanical workings of sugar presses designed to twist and turn pieces of sugar cane until they 

expelled their syrup, and a machine that shelled coffee beans by vibrating them inside a metal drum 

lined with cotton wool. 825   

Alongside these new machines devised to process cash crops from colonial plantation, 

Weber also details some of the penal machines innovated to press labour from enslaved and/or 

indentured workers, including stockades and whipping machines.826 Notably, ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩΣ 

the officer explains that the native man condemned to die in the machine, was initially punished by 

being whipped across the face by his captain for sleeping on duty. The officer explains that it was the 
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ƳŀƴΩǎ insolent response to being lashed -- Ψ¢ƘǊƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛǇ ŀǿŀȅ ƻǊ LΩƭƭ Ŝŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀƭƛǾŜΩ ς which has 

led to his execution.  

 

In the Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism, Edward Baptist 

examines the myth that innovations in machine-technology (such as the cotton gin) increased 

productivity in Southern US cotton plantations in the nineteenth-century. (Between 1801 to 1862, 

the amount of cotton picked daily by an enslaved person increased 400 percent). Through a detailed 

examination of the changing management techniques employed on cotton plantations, Baptist 

evidences that this increase in cotton production was in fact an outcome of more efficient systems 

for the exploitation and torture of enslaved pickers. In shortΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ingenious new machines that 

were responsible for the spectacular increase in cotton production, rather a dramatic increase in 

physical violence, combined with meticulous systems of record-keeping, transformed cotton pickers 

into machines. As Baptist notesΣ ΨCƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǿƘƛǘŜǎΣ ǿƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƎŀǘŜǿŀȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ Χ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ΦΦ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

instrument of torture used at one time or another: sexual humiliation, mutilation, electric shocks, 

ǎƻƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ άǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΣέΣ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿŀǘŜǊōƻŀǊŘƛƴƎΦΩ827 As Baptist concludes, we 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊƛƭȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜ Ψŀǎ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ōǳǘ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǘƻǊǘǳǊŜ ǿas central to the 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ828 In the early twentieth century, 

the tortuous management techniques developed to monetize plantation labour in the American 

South were imported into African by European colonialists as they attempted to turn colonised 

people into profit-making machines.  

 

In his research on contemporary sources of óIn the Penal Colonyô, Paul Peters draws our attention to a 

series of cartoons drawn by Thomas Heine in a 1904 edition of the popular German satirical magazine 

Simplicissimus.829 Titled óColonial Powersô, these four illustrations depict the differing techniques 

employed by European powers in the Scrabble for Africa. The second illustration in this series, titled 
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óThat's how the Englishman colonizesô depicts an English colonialist, dressed in tweed, force-feeding 

an African man whisky. The man is held in a giant vice, operated by a soldier, which squeezes gold 

out of him, while a missionary enlightens him by reading from a Bible. This was Heineôs take on the 

English colonial mantra of óCommerce, Christianity and Civilisationô. 

[Insert Figure 7 near here] 

[Caption:] Figure 7Υ Ψ¢Ƙŀǘϥǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘƳŀƴ ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŜǎΩ ό{ƻ ƪƻƭƻƴƛǎƛŜǊǘ ŘŜǊ 9ƴƎƭŅƴŘŜǊύΦ /ŀǊǘƻƻƴ 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ  ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊ ƻƴ Ψ/ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ tƻǿŜǊΩ ōȅ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǊ IŜƛƴŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴ 

satirical magazine Simplicissimus, 3 May 1904. 

 

If, like the contraption in this cartoon, YŀŦƪŀΩǎ stigma machine can read as a metaphor for how 

power is inscribed in bodies, the power in question is colonial power, and the body is the 

condemned body of the colonised subject. Indeed, YŀŦƪŀΩǎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŘŜƴǎŜŘ 

metaphor for the entire machinery of colonialization. A terrifying, extraneous mechanical force that 

throttles and strangles those caught in its grasp.830 !ǎ {ƛƭǾƛŀ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ψthe human body 

and not the steam engine, and not even the clock, [that] was the first machine developed by 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩΦ831 It is stigma machines which are set to work to accomplish to transformation of people 

into non-human work machines, wringing profits from blood and misery.  

 
 

 [A] Stigma machines 

 

Stigma has examined some of the orchestrated alliances of social forces, mediums and technologies 

through which stigma power is crafted and activated to govern populations. It has sought to 

illustrate some of the ways in which stigma power exerts itself, what forms it takes, and how it seeds 

itself across different scales of social life. In recalibrating our understanding of stigma as a form of 

power that is entangled with long histories of colonial capitalism, this book seeks to make stigma a 
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more useful analytic tool, a device for thinking more deeply about how power etches itself people as 

a means of dehumanising and devaluing them.  

The ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩ is intended to open up new ways of thinking about stigma 

as a punitive apparatus, to allow for richer historical understandings of the meaning of stigma as 

marks of disgrace or infamy, signs of severe censure or condemnation, which are impressed upon a 

person. As I imagine them, stigma machines are the mechanisms through which power penetrates 

bodies; machines of inscription set in motion through concerted efforts in order to immobilise, 

wound, humiliate, and/or dehumanise those caught within their grasp. The stigma machine is a 

conceptual device which seeks to directs attention ΨǳǇǿŀǊŘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻƴǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ 

production. That is, thinking about stigma as a machine, or rather as a series of machines, forces us 

to focus on the mechanisms of stigma production, and the instruments through which stigma is 

impressed upon bodies in order to subjugate them, as stigma is cranked into operation in support of 

extractive capitalist political economies. 

In thinking about stigma as a machinery of inequality, Stigma has sought to trouble 

individualistic understandings of stigma by developing a more structural understanding of stigma as 

a classificatory form of power.  Of course, stigma machines take different forms, depending on the 

governmental and media systems through which they are composed and the specific political and 

economic requirements of those who assemble and operate them. Sites of stigma production that 

coalesce in the formation of these machines today include: the institutional forms of stigma politics 

exercised by states, particularly by politicians, spin-doctors and think-tanks; the stigmacraft engaged 

by media and cultural industries, including public relations, journalism, news media, advertising, 

film, television and digital corporations, digital technologies and platforms; as well as everyday 

stigma interactions, including racist, disablist and misogynistic hate speech in face-to-face and online 

settings. 

 In 2018, the graphic artist Tom Morris and I collaborated to visualise the concept of the 

stigma machine. DǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ YŀŦƪŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ IŜƛƴŜΩǎ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜs, we designed a stigma 
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machine in the form of an animated Gif (see Figure 8). Our stigma machine invokes histories of 

colonial capitalism, but connects these histories to the current global authoritarian (re)turn by 

highlighting the pivotal role played by digital technologies in the contemporary production of stigma 

in service of extractive systems of capitalism.   

 

[Insert Figure 8 near here] 

 

Figure 8Υ Ψ{ǘƛƎƳŀ aŀŎƘƛƴŜΩΣ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ DƛŦ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ¢ƻƳ aƻǊǊƛǎΣ нлмуΦ 

 

 

[A] Machine-breaking 

 

As the explorer in YŀŦƪŀΩǎ ΨIn the tŜƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ ǿŀǘŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ Ƴŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǇǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΣ ƘŜ ŀŘƳƛǘǎ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǇŜǊǘǳǊōŜŘ ōȅ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴΩ, but he is reluctant to intervene in the abject spectacle unfolding before him. He 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ΨǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΩΦ832 IŜ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ŀ Ŏƻƭƻƴȅ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ 

ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŘƻǳōǘŜŘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƪŜep discipline.833 Further, he sees the 

ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ƳŀƴΣ Ψŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊΣ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅƳŀƴΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǘ-Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ Ψŀ 

stupid-looking wide-ƳƻǳǘƘŜŘ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜǿƛƭŘŜǊŜŘ ƘŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎŜΩΣ Ψŀ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛǾŜ ŘƻƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ 

ΨōƭǳōōŜǊ ƭƛǇǎΩΦ834 However, when pushed by the officer for his views on this barbaric system of 

justice, the explorer states that he cannot support it. In resignation that this marks the end of the 

road for his stigma machine, the officer frees the condemned man, strips naked and climbs inside it 

ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ ƛǘǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ όΨ.Ŝ WǳǎǘΩύ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩs body, 

the machine breaks down and jolts out of control, unceremoniously stabbing the officer to death, 

leaving his head gouged by a spike hanging over the pit. 
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¢ƘŜ ƎǊǳŜǎƻƳŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ YŀŦƪŀΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ΨǾƻƳƛǘƛƴƎ 

ǳǇ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƴŀǊŘǎΩΣ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ 

(and wider Europe).835 A history that Karl Marx descǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψthe strife between workman and 

ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘ-century onwards saw people rise up to destroy shearing 

machines, threshing machines, power looms and more, as they sought to resist the pauperism 

effected by land enclosures and the factory system.836 What people were protesting in breaking 

machines was the destruction of their lives, livelihoods, and health by machine work. The inhuman 

effects of which in England were recorded by men like Fredrick Eden in The State of the Poor (1797), 

and Fredrich Engels in The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), which describes the 

crippling disabilities caused by factory work in Salford mills. Machine-breaking revolts protested the 

conversion of humans into work-machines or what {ƛƭǾƛŀ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ Ψthe mechanization of 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ ōƻŘȅΩ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ837 People broke machines in protest at their pauperisation and 

dehumanisation by the capitalist machine. 

As historian Peter Linebaugh reminds us, all instances of capitalist enclosure ς ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƘŜ 

ƻǇŜƴ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘ ōȅ !Ŏǘǎ ƻŦ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘΩ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƪŜǇ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎ ƻŦ WŀǾŀΩ 

ς ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ΨŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘŜǊǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩΥ  ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ-of-war, the steam engine, the cotton 

gin, threshing machines, plantation whipping machines, and machine guns. 838 For those caught in 

the maul of these machines, they are experienced not as technologies of improvement or progress 

Ψōǳǘ ŀǎ ƘŜƭƭ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΩΦ 839   

The emergence of capitalism as a world system has seen hundreds of years of revolts by 

people against the machine systems which have sought to dehumanise and enclose their lives. From 

the seizing and scuttling of slave ships, to continual acts of resistance to the dehumanisation and 

tortures of plantation labour, enslaved people led machine-breaking struggles for freedom and 

equality. Most pivotal amongst these freedom struggles, but often still untaught in European history 

lessons, was the Haitian Revolution (1791- 1804). This two decade revolt saw the enslaved rise up 

and destroy hundreds of sugar, coffee and indigo plantations, declare freedom from colonial rule, 
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and create a free black state. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot has argued, the Haitian revolution was 

ΨunthinkableΩ because it so decisively broke with the renaissance world-view upon which the 

stratified hierarchies of human life which underpin the global capitalist world order were built. As 

Trouillot puts it, it was a revolution by those who had been designated Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ψaŀƴ όǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ aύΩΦ840  This revolution overthrew European colonial 

capitalism, and the stigma machines assembled to reproduce it. In doing, it fundamentally and 

irrevocably challenged Ψthe ontological order of the West and the global order of colonialismΩ.841 This 

revolution indelibly shaped the freedom movements of the twentieth century.842  

 

[A] Freedom movements 

In the mid-twentieth century, a dizzying array of grassroots struggles for equality and justice 

ŜȄǇƭƻŘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ !ǎ ±ƛǊŘŜŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΥ Ψ.ȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфслǎΣ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 

world were in collective motion in pursuit of that most basic of human aspirations, to make life more 

ƭƛǾŜŀōƭŜΦΩ843 Anti-colonial movements, civil rights and black power movements, indigenous rights 

movements, Dalit and Adivasi rights movements, Labour movements, feminist and LGBT 

movements, disabled peoples movements and more, drew on experiential knowledge of 

dehumanisation, oppression and subjugation as a means of radically questioning the systems of 

human stratification that subtend capitalist and colonial societies.  

Alongside concrete demands for equality and justice, what these diverse emancipatory 

movements held in common is that they emerged ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

recognised as equal, that is as equally ƘǳƳŀƴΦ !ǎ {ǘƻƪŜƭȅ /ŀǊƳƛŎƘŀŜƭ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ мфссΣ ΨL ŀƳ ōƭŀŎƪΦ L 

ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ŀƳ ōƭŀŎƪ L ŀƳ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΦΩ844At their most radical, these 

movements for equality were abolitionist movements, in that they sought to overthrow Eurocentric 

colonial, patriarchal, white supremacist, heteronormative, classist, and disablist templates of ΨǘƘŜ 

ƘǳƳŀƴΩ grounded in what Katherine McKittrick terms the manufacture of profitable and brutal 

hierarchies of human difference.845  
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aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ Ψŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

refashioned to articulate with race, anti-ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎΩΦ846 That is, these were 

freedom movements against colonial capitalism, concerned with the redistribution of resources ς of 

land, wealth, rights and, crucially Ψperson valueΩ.847 Indeed all of these movements were, broadly 

speaking, movements against the capitalist enclosure of communal resources and social relations.848 

These were movements for humanity against the dehumanising violence of the colonial capitalist 

machine. 

Satnam Virdee argues that neoliberalism should be understood as Ψŀ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-

ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ849 A capitalist revolution that 

seeks to extract the remaining vestiges of the social, political and economic gains won through 

freedom struggles over the course of the previous century of struggle. The capitalist counter-

revolution of neoliberalism is manifest in the re-emergence of authoritarian politics across the world 

today ς in the mainstreaming of ethno-nationalism, in the ascendance of far-right white (and Hindu) 

supremacist politicians, parties and policies, in the cultivation of nostalgia for Empire, in calls for a 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǘŜǊƻƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

democracy, and access to systems of legal justice and redress, in the deepening of surveillance and 

police powers, in expanding prison populations, and in the marked rise in racist, disablist and 

misogynistic forms of hate speech in public life. Indeed, stigma politics is a leitmotif of the current 

conjuncture tangible in the intensification of everyday racisms and racial violence, in malicious forms 

of welfare stigma and disability hate crimes, and in an upsurge in malevolent misogyny and sexual 

violence. Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ŀ ΨōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 

norms (as we saw in Chapter Two, liberal norms inherited from European enlightenment traditions 

are often precisely mechanisms of oppression). What we are witnessing is much more systematic 

ideological war against the radical humanising anti-capitalist anti-colonial politics that underpinned 

mid-twentieth century social movements for justice and equality. 
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[A] The new machine politics  

Stigma was written a response to the state of emergency in which it was conceived and during which 

it was written, a period of heightened colonial capitalist extraction and enclosure, of displacement 

and dispossession. Indeed, the violence of colonial capitalism is alive and kicking in everything we 

are and do ς in the t-shirts we wear made by sweated labour in distant factories, in the books we 

read packed by precarious machine-workers in Amazon warehouses, in wars for oil, in the continued 

pollution and plunder of ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ !ǎ {ƛƭǾƛŀ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ΨThough Marx was 

ŀŎǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Χ ƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ 

ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ for the liberation 

ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎŀǊŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅΦΩ850 She goes on to say that aŀǊȄ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

violence that had presided over the earliest phases of capitalist expansion would recede with the 

maturing of capitalist relations, when the exploitation and disciplining of labor would be 

ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƭŀǿǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴΦΩ851 

Stigma politics is playing a pivotal role in winning democratic consent for the kinds of social 

decomposition, inequalities and injustices fomented by inhuman forms of governmentality we see 

all around us. SǘƛƎƳŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ψōȅ ŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎΣ ƻƴ ŀ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ōŀǎƛǎΩ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƪǎ 

to govern.852 In the process, it foments electoral and popular consent for deepening inequalities. 

LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ƛǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƴŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŀōƭŜ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳƻǳǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŜƭƛǘŜǎΩΣ ŀƳǇƭƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

divisions through devaluation, in ways designed to soften the way for further rounds of capitalist 

enclosure and accumulation.853 In short, global corporate capital, which is and has always been 

colonial capitalism, feeds vampire-like on the divisions that stigma politics inculcates.  

Understanding stigma as a mechanism of rule through division allows for new insights into 

how the current authoritarian return has proved effective in securing political power. What I mean 

by this is that stigma power is a governmental technology which functions through the amplification 

of stigmatising forms of difference, which is used in turn to pit people against each other in struggles 

over resources and value. In this way, social solidarities are fractured, and opposition to the anti-
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social, anti-human movement of capital is neutered and neutralised. Stigma politics is a reign of 

terror that is designed to disarm resistance. 

I wrote Stigma during the 2016 US election, the 2016 UK Brexit campaign and the 2019 

Indian election. What is clear from these events is the extent to which the current rise of 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ  facilitated by for-profit digital 

technologies όƻŦǘŜƴ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩύ .854 Stigma has touched a little upon the role of 

digital stigma power within this new ΨƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳƛŎ ŜƴƎƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ855, 

ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǇƻƻǊ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ856 and the troll factories of propaganda 

production. These digital stigma machines buttress the current global authoritarian re/turn and pose 

a fundamental challenge to human freedom. These epistemological forms of warfare are pitted 

against liberal democratic forms, seeking to win consent for authoritarian rule.  

However, as I have sought to demonstrate throughout this book, it is a mistake to focus 

exclusively on the novelty of contemporary forms of stigma production and dissemination in political 

propaganda and the manipulation of public opinion. As the historian Timothy Snyder reminds us, in 

the 1930s European fascists also harnessed the ΨƴŜǿ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ of radio and cinemaΣ Ψǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ 

ŘǊǳƳōŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀΩΦ857 While the mediums and machines through which stigma power 

reverberates to generate divisions within the body politic, are subject to constant innovation; much 

ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ŀǎ ΨƴŜǿΩ ς including the content and forms that stigmatising propaganda takes ς 

has deep historical roots.  

Governmental orchestrations of ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ. On the contrary, the 

increased velocity of stigma has affective purchase because its draws upon engrained histories of 

practice, and established cannons of knowledge. For example, while US presidents may not have 

used Twitter before, the repetition of untruths and the use of rallies to mass the base of supporters 

into frenzied mob violence are tried and tested tactics of fascistic forms of stigma politics. Similarly, 

ΨŜȄŎƻǊƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǊƛǘǳŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ 
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central to the government of welfare, even while forms and methods of badging the poor have 

changed (see Chapter Four).858  

The insistence upon the new often serves to obscure earlier atrocities and limits our capacity 

to learn from the past. In Stigma, paying attention to the history of stigma, its figures and cultural 

imaginaries ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ΨŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƴŀƳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

is embedded within much longer practices of discipline and control.859 There is little which is novel 

about neoliberalism, and there is little which is new about stigma power. 

 

[A] Common humanity  

Stigma has focused on continuities and connections in stigma practices across time and place. It has 

detailed the long penal history of stigma as a means of producing a rich, thick account of the social 

and political function of stigmatisation as a constituent mechanism of colonial capitalism. Employing 

genealogical methods and tracing several lines or infrastructures of stigma power, it has argued that 

stigma is designed, crafted and activated to govern populations on multiple scales and in diverse 

sites and, crucially, that stigma production from above accelerates in periods of political and 

economic turmoil, often in response to particular demands of capital (and capitalists).  

It is the argument of Stigma that the knowledge garnered through histories of penal 

stigmatisation is critical for understanding how inequalities are produced and, further, that histories 

of anti-stigma struggles might inform resistance to the authoritarian turn that characterises the 

political present.  

We can track the violence of stigma through particular strands and call it by different names 

ς such as racism, classism, disabilism and misogyny ς but by focusing on Ψstigma powerΩΣ I have 

attempted to forge an intersectional concept that might allow for a tracking of historical 

continuities, connections and commonalities between manifold forms and practices of classificatory 

ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ΨƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭ ƘǳƳŀƴǎΣ ƴƻǘ-quite-ƘǳƳŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴƘǳƳŀƴǎΩΦ860 To 

adopt a phrase from Yasmin GunaratnamΣ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ΨŎŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bodily toll of 
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interlocking injustices, while intersectionality can provide a means to think about the social 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΩΦ861 In short, it was in search of common ground that I decided 

to work with stigma or rather rework it. That is, my intention has been to re-conceptualise stigma in 

ways that explicate its function as a dehumanising praxis of subjugation which through the 

dehumanisation and devaluation of people enables the capitalist enclosure of land, resources and 

social life.  

In February, 1982, the American writer, and civil rights activist Audre Lorde gave a lecture 

titled Ψ[earning from the 60sΩ as part of event to celebrate the life and work of Malcolm X. She 

said: 

Within each one of us there is some piece of humanness that knows we are not being 

served by the machine which orchestrates crisis after crisis and is grinding all our futures 

into dust. If we are to keep the enormity of the forces aligned against us from establishing 

a false hierarchy of oppression, we must school ourselves to recognize that any attack 

against Blacks, any attack against women, is an attack against all of us who recognize that 

our interests are not being served by the systems we support. Each one of us here is a link 

in the connection between anti-poor legislation, gay shootings, the burning of synagogues, 

street harassment, attacks against women, and resurgent violence against Black people.862  

 

Resistance against the stigma machines which characterise the contemporary world, has seen new 

tactics and strategies of machine breaking emerge: the environmental protestors who lock 

themselves into vehicles and  buildings to resist environmental degradation and to protest climate 

crisis; the global movement of disability rights protestors who use their wheelchairs as weapons to 

ōƭƻŎƪ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ΨŘƛŜ ƛƴΩ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀŎƻƴƛŀƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

social care that have seen a global roll-ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΤ ǘƘŜ ƘŀŎƪŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ 

innards of the machine politics that is seeding white supremacist ideologies across the world.  
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The challenge is how we draw ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘ ǾŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 

practices of power intent on the cultivation and exploitation of difference, forging solidarities in 

order to break the machines that orchestrate crisis after crisis, and are grinding our futures into 

dust.863 There are political risks in focusing on commonalities, rather than differences, however the 

humanity-annihilating power of stigma power can only be resisted through solidarity practices, 

precisely because the capitalist counter-revolution we are living through operates by exploiting 

differences, by crafting hierarchies of person-value and exacerbating class, gendered and racialised 

divisions.864  Indeed, speaking, reading and thinking about connected histories of stigma power is 

part of a decolonising process of reparative justice that supports the building of solidarity 

movements; practices which Paul Gilroy describes as ǘƘŜ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎŀƭǾŀƎŜΩ. 865 This 

work is essential if we are to resist the divisive forces of identarian politics, Ψsalvage humanityΩ and 

rise in rage together against the stigma machines.866  

 

 

  


