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Summary of Topic
This Independent Inquiry aims to gain a greater understanding of how poor socioeconomic communities are represented in the media.  I focus on the popular T.V genre of docusoaps specifically Chanel 4’s Benefits Street.  I enrich understanding of class in society from the theoretical perspectives of Karl Marx and Pierre Bourdieu, significantly relating to ideas such as habitus, doxa and symbolic violence. The aim is to understand and illustrate how docusoaps and media representation has an impact on divisions, conflict and class power relations in society.

 
Introduction. 
This discussion will look at key theories from German revolutionary philosopher Karl Marx and French sociologist and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu to analyse contemporary representations of working-class people in the UK’s mainstream media.  
Marx’s theories on capital, class and production will be explored, alongside Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, social space and doxa. I will aim to contextualise these theories within its relationship with media portrayals of the working class specifically analysing the docusoap Benefit Street I apply this to the class hierarchy of the production company and the programme’s subjects with the imbalance of power and control. I investigate the audience’s reaction in order to get a greater understanding of how the show was perceived by the greater public and how it informs contemporary social structures.

In chapter one I introduce professional viewpoints and expert theories to outline current understanding of social hierarchies by looking at a recent research study from the BBC and London School of Economics. I am interested in the theory that our life chances and choices are constructed and destined by our class. I move on to explore Karl Marx’s theories of class relations, his view that there is a bilateral relationship between the bourgeoise and proletarians with its requisite conflict constructed by financial status.

In chapter two to continue to broaden understanding I explore the work of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu whose belief was that social class is influenced by economic, social and cultural capital. He too, like Marx, believed there was a correlation between the relationship of advantages in life depending on where you fit into the social structure.
I explore Bourdieu’s explanation of social space, cultural capital, habitus, doxa and fields, the signifiers of our social positioning and how this leads to social inequality. I look to gain a greater understanding of how societies belief systems develop and how domination and suppression of the social groups occur from Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic violence.  
 
Chapter 3 will investigate contemporary battles over social portrayals by focussing on one docusoap, Channel 4’s Benefits Street (2014).  By concentrating on one specific docusoap allows a productive method for investigating the complexities, its constituents, production settings and furthermore the view of contemporary representation of social class. I will do this by critically analysing the series, it’s narratives and visual language whilst touching upon the subject’s feelings and responses towards the final edit and importantly how it was perceived by the viewing public.  I link Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, doxa and symbolic violence and how Benefit Street’s clichéd and constructed images are misleading contemporary political conversations around class and welfare.


Social class and Marx 
In the UK today social class can be considered one of the most common topics discussed when exploring social and political hierarchies and the power relations between them. Social class refers to a status hierarchy where individuals and groups within society are categorised on their economic success, education and wealth (Wagner, 2015). The traditional structure in the UK is divided into three classes, upper, middle and working class, however in contemporary society many theorists now believe there is a new class system incorporating other class structures. A research study by BBC Lab UK together with Professor Mike Savage and Professor Devine from the London School of Economics outlined seven social classes claiming the traditional categories were out of date, (BBC News,2013).  “It found a new model of seven social classes ranging from the elite at the top to a "precariat" - the poor, precarious proletariat - at the bottom” (BBC News,2013). 
 
Social class has always been a significant subject within sociology, specifically because of the interest in the relationship between social class background and life chances (or lack of) and the debate over the extent to which social class background determines our individual life chances (Manstead,2018). Class is complexed yet most of society have an idea what social class is and means to them, but as social class interpretation varies from person to person, sociologists and philosophers theorise the concept in more precise terms in order to define what constitutes as upper, middle and working class (Thompson,2016). 

A practical place to start an analysis on class in contemporary society is with German sociologist and philosopher Karl Marx (b.1818: d.1883), his belief was that organisations of the economy structure created class relations.  
Forms of production essentially divided population into groups in accordance with their role in the production process. Marx saw class as not just a theoretical concept, or social construct, but the defining tension of a capitalist system (Parkin, 1979). He argued that "Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other" (Engels, Marx, 2004). 
He is referring to the bourgeois and the proletarian, where one is within this framework and what the relationship is to the means of production.  This relationship, he claims conflicts with one another, a constant state of, them and us.  The bourgeois retaining power over the proletarian and the co-dependency of this in the production process;

Proletarians are the working class, those who earn a living by doing a task in exchange for a wage and bourgeois, who, under a capitalist system own the means of production (Ruhl 1924).

Marx states that it is the bourgeois who can grow their wealth with interest, profit, rent and inheritance so their power in society is retained and continually expands (Harvey, 2017).
 
Marx’s argument is that class, social power and social standing stems from how wealthy you are.  Despite it often being alleged, Marx did not believe that there were only two social groups, he recognised that members of society cannot all be classed as either bourgeois or proletarian and that there is an in-between group whose position is somewhere in between. Marx's interests though predominately lied at both ends of the production process as he regarded these positions most relevant.  
 
Continuing to explore Marx’s view on production, he describes it as a hostile social process, where bourgeoisie and proletarian are both taking on differentiated tasks at opposite ends of the production process, this is not only hostile but is a co-dependent relationship, to be bourgeois you need the proletarians and to be a proletarian you need the bourgeois. 
The Bourgeoise’s means of private ownership and production gives the ruling class the room for exploiting the working class. This class hostility and the unequal dispersal of power inevitably incubates contrasting class interests, such as political stand points, ideological struggles and taste.  As Wright suggests, 

Some degree of cooperation of the subordinate class is needed due to their ‘capacity to resist their own exploitation’. This cooperation is ensured by coercion, but also by the use of consent-producing measures (Wright, 2005.29).  

Marx states “the history of all hitherto society is the history of class struggles” (Marx et al., 2002:219). He believes that conflict is the driving force of historical development, saying that “it is necessary to develop class consciousness to gain agency in terms of social change” (Marx et al., 2002:219), according to Marx, this does not automatically derive from a shared class location  Marx distinguished a ‘class in itself’ from a ‘class for itself’ and is of the opinion that society is built upon material and economic structures (Marx, 1963:173). Without the awareness and the measuring of the differences, progress and change would not be addressed, the divide and conflict would continue, “a political process needs to take place for the realisation of shared interests” (Priya,2019).  
How is it that we are born into a class and stay there? Why don’t we see or question this? Only when there is conflict, a realisation of the inequality and injustice might these questions arise. 
Individuals “find their conditions of existence predestined, and hence have their position in life assigned to them” (Marx et al.,1994:82) what occurs is that we become conscious of our class when faced with political battles. He continues to argue that conditions such as the significant part class location play in the construction of consciousness and that “class struggle must be preceded by the development of class consciousness and the process of class formation” (Wright, 2005). 
The power imbalance lays on those with the material and production means. They are the ones that are in control, as the designers, idea makers, producers, business planners, distributers, politicians and so on. “Their ideas are the ruling ideas of the epoch” (Marx et al.,1994:64). The ruling class therefore has the power and control to influence political processes effecting not only their class but the subordinate classes too.   This control manifests a type of co-dependency of the exploited lower class, which perpetuates to secure the power division.  



Bourdieu 
French Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (b1930: d 2002) breaks down social class into three main factors, economic capital, social capital and cultural capital, his theory is a complex system one that investigates in depth these constructs of social class.  
Economic capital is comparable to Marx system where recognising that economic status effects the amount of power you have within society. 
Social capital recognises the social connections that an individual or group may have which enable them to gain certain advantages in life. 
Cultural capital signifies the aesthetic taste we are directed to by the society we are brought up within subconsciously guides us towards a certain position in life.  It is dependent on group membership and individual connection and is central in societal power relations as it provides non-economic signifiers to identify different class membership. 
Bourdieu’s theory suggests that by learning pacific behaviours and learning to preference the particular activities presented in social classes, teaches us from a young age what class we belong to, we decide which social groups to exist within and then what hobbies we choose or jobs that we think might be available to us in the future. For example, liking boxing or cricket or aspiring to be a mechanic or solicitor, it is not questioned within our cultural capital group, it is considered as just the way it is. 

Marx emphasises economic capital and suggests that it grows to have an influence on culture, Bourdieu suggests that our individual cultural capital has an impact on how much economic capital we might earn (Cultural Learning Alliance, 2019).
 


Social space 
“What exists is a space of relations with varying degrees of proximity of the respective individuals” (Bourdieu and Thompson, 1991:232). Here Bourdieu is stating that class exists not in a form of actual physical groups but more in the relationship of space between them which has varying distances.  These classes are theoretical not real classes of lower/middle/upper classes, Bourdieu is saying the defining aspect that classes are constructed are along lines of differentiation, “groups made of individuals united by the consciousness and the knowledge of their commonality of condition and ready to mobilise in pursuit of their common interest” (Bourdieu, 1987:7), for example a person might like playing bridge and another might like playing bingo, these preferences will place them within the groups they feel they belong to and at the same time separates them from other groups they don’t feel they belong to , this is what Marx would call ‘class consciousness’. 

Bourdieu uses the term habitus to describe the unconscious aspects, or as the internalisation of societal structures. The habitus reflects the position of an individual or of groups in the class structure and at the same time refers to collective and individual practice that is shaped by the individual’s group’s position in social space (Wagner, B., 2015).


 we inherit our habitus from our parents.  It seems at first to be impossible to work out which came first, the chicken or the egg in this respect? Were we originally born to be a certain way or does society structures teach us to be that way?  
Bourdieu claimed his thinking started from the question “How can behaviour be regulated without being the product of obedience to rules?” (Bourdieu, 1979). For Bourdieu, power is culturally and symbolically created, validated through agency and structure, and this takes place through socialised norms, this understanding governs our behaviour, perceptions and choices and is passed down from generation to generation (Bourdieu, 1979).

Habitus is not created through an individual process but through a social process directed to patterns that are enduring and transferable from one context to the another but can also shift over time (Navarro 2006: 16).  

Bourdieu’s habitus has been an influential concept; it refers to the embodiment of an individual’s cultural capital, it is how we have been shaped. It is the deeply ingrained behaviours, dispositions, skills, tastes, dialect and life choices that have been set and directly influenced upon by life experiences and upbringing. 
It is believed that it is neither the outcome of structures or free will but develops as a mix of both over time, a person’s disposition is both shaped by their past and by structures. A person’s habitus is what is brought to every field (social environment) they enter. 
This could be economic capital (how much money), social capital (who they know) or cultural capital (cultural codes) it is very important having to be certain of the right cultural codes and how to behave in certain settings and environments (fields) for both fitting into fields and identifying the rules and power structures within relationships in the field.  

Fields are the various social and institutional arenas each with their own rules, positions, practices and forms of capital.  Each field can overlap, have struggles for position and play to win but can also be independent from the others. (Gaventa 2003).

Economic, social and cultural capital therefore put together transforms into symbolic capital, it is this melting pot that places an individual whenever they enter any field, each and every field will have its own doxa (rules) the influences of the symbolic capital and doxa will allocate their power position. 
This position and the doxa is variable and occurs every time we enter a field, our abidance to the doxa and the things that we do and think, the signifiers of economic, social and cultural capital are subconsciously calculated placing ourselves and others in the power dynamics. Bourdieu’s 1986 paper Distinction explains how social order is a cultural product that informs people’s minds through including “systems of education, language, judgements, values method of classification and activities of everyday life” (Bourdieu,1986;471).  Taste for cultural items are “aesthetic sensibilities shaped by culturally ingrained habitus” (Bourdieu,1986), it is not only the object that is judged as tasteful or not, it is also the individual that makes the judgement that is, wittingly or not, rated according to the legitimacy of their taste (Bourdieu, 1984). 
To summarise the unconscious aspects or the internalisation of societal structures reflects the position of an individual or of groups in class structure, at the same time it refers to an individual’s or group’s power position in social space (Wagner, B., 2015). Habitus is so ingrained that it is mistaken as a natural disposition instead of a culturally developed one.  This then leads to the wrong justification of social inequality; this induces a belief system that some people are naturally refined while others are not.  

Symbolic Violence
 Bourdieu uses the term ‘symbolic violence’ to express the systematic disguise of power relations (Bourdieu and Thompson, 1991). The misrepresentation of power structures is a means of domination and suppression (Bourdieu and Thompson, 1991). This leads to an unconscious acceptance of power differences of societal structures for granted.  

Representations of Symbolic violence and other symbolic structures informs and unconsciously infiltrates and influences the viewers perception, what we are regularly exposed to becomes fact to the point it doesn’t even come into question. The access to produce media is crucial to influence perceptions and public discourse.   

Political power depends greatly on the ‘virtue of naming’. This virtue represents social power, that of bringing into existence groups by establishing common sense, the explicit consensus, of the whole group (Bourdieu and Thompson, 1991:236). 

Social groups that have power have the advantage to influence and control views that support and sustain this elevated position.  They have dominant control to manipulate the interpretation of social classes.  Hierarchies are then reproduced and retained keeping the already powerful in power. “Hierarchies are reproduced to the degree that powerful groups succeed in portraying the actual systems of domination as legitimate” (Schubert, 2002). 
Social hierarchy is rife and deeply embedded in structured social systems. Domination is unchallenged as it remains under the radar of consciousness, its unrecognised. This provides the perfect conditions for control, having symbolic domination over social structures going unnoticed allows it to go unchallenged.  “The violence might be symbolic, but the suffering and the reproduction of class hierarchies are very real” (Schubert, 2002:193). “Representations of social class are less about actual distinct forms of behaving or about lifestyles, but first and foremost about creating difference and a system of inclusion and exclusion” (Lawler, 2005).   
 



Poverty Porn    
Television companies and broadcasters have investment into documentaries that scrutinise people from low incomes and benefits, not only because it attracts enormous viewing numbers but because they are cheap to make. Whether or not they are being broadcast under the pretence of highbrow, informative and educational output or just lowbrow entertainment, ‘poverty porn’ has become an established television genre especially where docusoaps are concerned (Lamb, n.d.).

Docusoaps can be described as documentaries and soap-operas combined into one sub-genre. Documentaries tend to broadcast real life situations, documenting objective true worldviews, whereas, soap-operas are fictional stories that are the intertwining of fictional characters in complexed fictional tales, essentially just theatre, elaborate and dramatised life narratives.  

Docusoaps being described as a combination of these two genres by the T.V companies hints of a quiet confession that they are not factual but that they are indeed a mix of fact and fiction despite when openly asked such claims are being denied. The direct connection between docusoaps, soap-operas and documentaries are that they all use either numerous or singular character-led storylines. Documentaries and docusoaps however are filmed in a similar visual style, they show real issues and lives of certain individuals and groups in a traditionally trusted as factual production format. 

Although docusoaps and documentaries have their similarities, they ultimately show that they also have their differences too, for example, a documentary’s intention as mentioned above is to inform its audience with factual information and bring awareness of serious issues in a respectable unbiassed manner, whereas docusoaps to some extent do still inform its audience of issues and again claims that this is the intent but the reality is that docusoaps don’t concern themselves too much with showing a neutral standpoint, or real world view, they sensationalise characters and story lines because its main aim is not to educate but to entertain its audience and to gain viewing numbers.  
 
We could say with the emergence of docusoaps and reality T.V society has become a nation of voyeurs, one that seeks for representations of ‘the other’ and essentially reinforce stigmatisation and ‘othering’ for entertainment purposes (Biressi and Nunn, 2012).  
 
A concern is that it is not just a form of voyeurism but can also be seen to be successful in influencing public opinion’s unconsciously through the symbolic structures of habitus. In this case Channel 4’s Benefits Street is an example to illustrate how docusoaps can influence political opinions and social power politics, this symbolic violence as Bourdieu calls it is disguised within the so-called neutral fly on the wall representation of the subjects.



[image: ]
Figure 1: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.
Benefit Street begins with an aerial view looking down at James Turner street, which could be perceived metaphorically for how “one class looks down at another” (Higson, 1996: 152).   The episode is accompanied by cheesy and dramatic background music, the audience first hears what we think is the narrator, until we see in the street one of the residents, Dee Roberts, known as Black Dee whose voice it was. She is joined by the camera team while strolling along the road pointing out households who were claiming benefits, some of whom were not participating in the show and quite probably wouldn’t have wanted their private information being broadcasted to the nation.  This raises the question of who gets the opportunity to represent who, who is denied a voice or a choice, who even has that right? It is not only the individuals on James Turner Street who didn't take part in Benefits Street who were denied that choice, but the participating residents were too, they spoke out about how their voices and stories had been manipulated by the production team to suit their own agenda, their intent it seemed was to have sensationalised and titillating stories to capture audience numbers.
[image: ]
Figure 2: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.
The residents who live in James Turner Street are in general represented as lazy individuals scrounging off the benefits system. There's the well-used trope of an alcoholic, spending benefit money on their addiction, this is just one of the many examples that fuels this interpretation. These types of depictions set an ideology that creates a new ‘common sense’ around the British benefit system and the needs of people on them. Docusoap’s, possibly not unwittingly, can then become a political tool and could be used to influence the audience and politicians to support a new benefit reform.  
This continued and rise of popular television content along with the commentary has supressed public discourse, the imagery and information the public is fed quickly becomes fact without question, docusoaps embed ideas, ideas that become common-sense about people in general but particularly from poor social economic backgrounds or people on welfare. These facts and rules are what Bourdieu would describe as doxa, ‘that which goes without saying because it comes without saying’ (Bourdieu, 1972).  This influences the social world by making the interpretation reinforce the doxa, it becomes self-evident that people really are this way.
[image: ]
  Figure 3: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.

“Unemployed, unemployed, unemployed” (Benefits Street, 2014).  Is the first thing you hear, setting the scene of Benefits street. It was first broadcast in January 2014, produced by the company Love Productions.  The premise of the programme was to represent individuals living on James Turner Street, Birmingham. Which According to one of the residents in the opening scene “only 5% of adults are working, almost everyone's on benefits", (Baker, 2019). The programme provides the audience with scenes that portray the street as always littered and accompanied by a range of erroneous people acting out and parading in front of the production team.  The exterior of the houses are unkempt and neglected, the cameras then enter in to show us that the interiors of many of the houses are in a bad condition too, dirty and full of clutter.  They concentrate further on the degradation, lingering on great piles of washing, dirty quilts and rubbish spread over the floors. At the beginning of every episode there is a trailer with clips from the whole series, the same trailer is repeated each week before the episode begins. In one clip a resident is kicking a full-sized football around their living room, only just missing a small child, 
the ball then proceeds to knock down the curtain rail which falls to hit a woman. Benefits Street’s use of multiple establishing shots between different scenes has the intent to evoke tensions.  The shots often portray children as delinquent with a lack of discipline and representing the adults in much the same way.  These stereotypical and predictable representations that show class inequality are conflict laden, it passively fuels and reinforces Bourdieu's doxic beliefs.  

 Therefore, media productions need not have a specific political agenda to effectively influence public opinion. Exactly the absence of (politically informed) critique of ideological conditions lends doxic beliefs their potency. (Skeggs and Wood, 2012b) 


[image: ]
Figure 4: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.

Other characters in Benefits Street are men looking for work, single mothers, hoodlum children, a drug and alcohol dependent man (despite attempts in trying to clean himself up) a shoplifter banned from certain parts of the area, along with groups of hooded men hanging around outside houses whilst drinking alcohol, smoking and swearing. 
The audience are frequently presented with children dossing about the streets with these alcoholics and drug users.  In one particular episode White Dee is contemplating the future of her son Garrard, she is telling the camera “He already knows what a spliff is and he’s only 5, he knows way too much for his age” (Benefits Street, 2014).  She then asks, “What’s here for him’ will he be destined to be part of a gang?  Cos that’s society isn’t it?” (Benefits Street, 2014). Sadly, this is highlighting her acceptance and belief of what the futures has to offer, as far as White Dee is concerned there's nothing, no prospects out there available for her son and this is just the way it is.
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Figure 5: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.

Stereotypical accounts justify and reinforce ‘the division of society into those who can speak, act, feel and those who are “spoken for”’ (Tyler, 2008:32)
The first series received ‘furious backlash’ (Telegraph, 2014) from the viewing public, Channel 4 and the communications regulator, Ofcom, combined received 1800 complaints about the programme (The Independent, 2019). 
Ofcom received 950 complaints before the first series had finished, 887 complaints were on the negative representations of benefits claimants, 40 complaints about the programme demonstrating criminal techniques and 23 complaints expressing concern over the welfare of children under 18 (Ofcom.org.uk, 2019).
This brought about an investigation over the alleged exploitation of occupants, the result of the investigation was that Benefits Street didn't break any correspondence rules (BBC News, 2019).  
One viewer who lives near James Turner Street, Ash M, made an online petition which got 61,891 supporters, he wanted to stop the show being broadcast on the grounds it promoted a "skewed image and stirred up hatred" (Wyatt, 2014).  Ash M said, “Benefits Street was not representative of the people in the area” (Change.org, 2019).  The petition was unsuccessful to get the program taken off air, Channel 4’s defence was "Benefits Street uncovers the truth of life on benefits" (Channel 4 News, 2014). The program producer depicted the programme as an “observational documentary” (Jenson, 2014). 
The residents blamed Love Productions, the creators for misleading them, the company claimed to them that the show would be about "community spirit " (The Independent 2019). M’s Roberts one of the residents participating in the program, felt deceived by Channel 4 as they persuaded her to take part under false pretences, 

The programme was supposed to portray community spirit on the street, where we all help each other out - this programme has nothing to do with community, which you can tell from the title. It’s all about people in the street living off benefits, taking drugs and dossing around all day (Suart, 2019).




[image: ]
Figure 6: Benefits Street, (2014). [TV programme] Channel 4.

After the program was broadcasted one of the residents in the show was interviewed by the Birmingham Mail where she defended herself saying; 

They have demonstrated me pointing at houses yelling 'unemployed’, yet they haven't indicated me pointing at the houses where I realised individuals were working and in occupations, I’m really worried about how my neighbours will react if they see it (Suart, 2019). 

She goes on to say, “They have edited everything to suit their own needs – taken a positive and turned it into a negative” (Suart, 2019).  Channel 4 denied these claims and said, “residents were given the chance to see the edited footage before it went out” (The Independent, 2019).  Bourdieu comments on the lack of control the participants had of the final edited material, he states “the increasingly open access to television is offset by a powerful censorship, a loss of independence linked to the conditions imposed on those who speak on television” (Couldry, 2003:15).  
According to Lynsey Hanley a freelance writer for the Guardian, 

Benefits Street is straight out of Guy Debord's Society of the Spectacle: a sort of visual vomit-fest in which you can binge on things you purport to hate the sight of, and then purge yourself on Twitter, venting empty outrage then going back for more (Hanley, 2019) 
 
The production company of Benefit Street urged groups of spectators to take an interest in discussion through the hashtag #benefitstreet. The University of Bath and Purehost led an examination of how individuals use twitter for socio-political talk, they concluded that most tweets identified with the depiction of members, for example: one viewer commented “White D looks like she hasn't brushed her teeth since 1984”; “Why does that Becky always look like she is wearing the same clothes?”; “How people live in shit conditions is absolutely beyond me. Clean your house you dirty scutters” (Purehost.bath.ac.uk, 2019).  

The hashtag welcomed irate viewers to openly abuse and threaten participants, a portion of the remarks fuelled a police investigation concerning death threats and violence made towards the members of the show (Birminghammail,2014).
One viewer tweeted: “So where do we get guns to kill these wankers? #benefitsStreet” (M.huffingtonpost.co.uk, 2019). While another expressed: “Should just terminate these scroungers, gas them in their sleep” (M.huffingtonpost.co.uk, 2019).  Which received a response from another viewer who said: “They don’t deserve such a painless experience. Fuckin burn them.” (M.huffingtonpost.co.uk, 2019).  It could be said, the programme Benefits Street and many alike have created and encouraged Nazi esque propaganda in society where the division between class is so hostile it is now deemed acceptable to have the luxury of determining the outcome of people’s lives, according to our own class perspectives. 
The numerous tweets compiled from the hashtag #benefitsstreet that were unfavourable and damaging were also accompanied by tweets from politically aware viewers, one watcher communicated their hypothesis “The government who owns the broadcaster that showed #benefitsStreet have a vested interest into cuts and abolition to welfare.” And “AGENDA: demonise those on welfare; introduce reforms; desensitise injustice; fabricate consensus ... ACTION: propaganda”. (Purehost.bath.ac.uk, 2019).  Shaming of individuals on the show was suspected to be an intentional method for diverting blame away from government policies: “Shame on a Government which pushes programmes like #benefitsstreet & then does this little to help them into work!” (Purehost.bath.ac.uk, 2019). 
2017 saw Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn call to end poverty porn television programs such as Benefits Street. (The Independent, 2019) He entered a Q&A with documentary film producer Paul Sng, he was asked what his own perspectives were about Benefits Street which degraded deprived communities. Sng continued by stating: “if TV programmes stereotyped people with disabilities or people of colour the way they demonise the working-class people, it wouldn't be allowed” (The Independent, 2019).  Mr Corbyn agreed with his comments declaring,“ your absolutely right, and the demonisation of communities makes it easier for politicians to make decisions that are damaging to those communities” (The Independent, 2019)  Therefore Benefits Street and programmes alike have a very important effect on society and will continue to do so in the future, particularly in a political context, for instance: November, 2019, Wales Online distributed a story on Gower/Wales, Conservative candidate, Ms Francesca O'Brien, “Ms O'Brien made degrading insults about Channel 4’s programme on her personal Facebook page in 2014, around the time Benefits Streets broadcast” (Hughes 2019).
In a post dated January 6, 2014, Ms O'Brien said: "Benefit Street...anyone else watching this?? Wow, these people are unreal!!!." She then replied to a friend’s comment with: "My blood is boiling; these people need putting down!" also appearing to show support for a friend's reference to "t*** a tramp Tuesday" and to "take your batts(sic) to the streets" (Hughes 2019). Opposition Sam Bennett, candidate of Gower Liberal Democrat has called for Ms O Brien of the Conservative party to be expelled from application after the remarks she made about members of Benefits Street, he added: “Vulnerable people in Gower deserve so much better than an MP with views as hateful as this. While she may have been forced to apologise, has she really changed her mind?” (Swansea and Gower Liberal Democrats, 2019) 



Conclusion

By linking Marx and Bourdieu’s theories to a critical analysis on the docusoap Benefits Street one cannot ignore the fact that cliched images and narratives around class within the media are a misleading representation of the working class.  These representations invariably created by the middle class shape the audience's perceptions and influence attitudes and opinions in society of society.  The conflict created feeds into the power relations between the classes and gives agency to the continued suppression of the poor.
Power and control over the means of production in regards to the media is relatable to Marx theories of financial capital but in my opinion is very much rooted within Bourdieu’s views on cultural capital, how we have been shaped, our dispositions, tastes, dialect and life choices that have been set and are directly influenced by life experiences and upbringing, inevitably this cultural power enables inequality towards individuals from lower financial and cultural backgrounds within society, and therefore gives them less power and control.

The explosion of reality tv programmes about people on benefits depends upon a cast of stereotypical characters, images and narratives that create and sustain divisions between being a deserving or underserving, between benefit dependents and working families. 
The whole intent of these programmes is about fuelling the them and us, they present the idea as if individuals on benefits choose to be there and this kind of derogatory image feeds the condescension and contempt towards lower classes. This is deliberate, evoking conflict between taxpayers and benefit recipients. 

The suggestion of people’s hardships being known as poverty porn is an authentic interpretation, the thought at gazing upon the poor and reading about them in newspapers for entertainment purposes is abhorrent.  In reality in the 2015/2016 tax year fraudulent benefits claims cost the British state 1.9 billion pounds, the cost of tax evasion for the same year was 5.2 billion pounds add in the mix of tax avoidance at 1.7 billion and your almost 4 times the cost of benefit fraud.  The media disproportionately choose to direct attention to welfare instead of high-end fraudsters. The Media machine goes for easy picking and opts to target the vulnerable. 

There is money to be made out of the poor, either for the TV producers making cheap docusoaps, or journalist seeking their benefits story to get a tabloid headline, myth making and spinning fake news had the potential to have a detrimental impact in that it has an influence upon politics.  Since the financial crisis more than a decade ago, cuts to benefits have been a regular aspect of government schemes, to enable these policies politicians depend on the same cliché’s as TV producers and newspaper publishers, the faulty narrative is that the issue is individuals who exist in poverty, not an economic crisis or austerity.

Starting this independent inquiry my aim was to investigate the representation of class in photography and the media. This relates directly to my practice which has revolved around experimentation with representation of subjects and places such as family friends and people from my local community.  
This is the work and these are the people I want to define my practice by, working with the people who matter to me and who inspire me and enable me to take images, its important to me to tell truthful narratives and enable my subjects to have a voice. 
I want to shoot them in places and ways that illustrates the everyday beauty that already exists in these people and places.  Being from a deprived economic background growing up and living on a council estate, I remember by the time I was at comprehensive school having no real aspirations for the future, having no idea why I needed school, constantly questioning why it was essential to learn academic material when I was destined for dead end jobs. It was the ‘norm’ and I didn’t question it.  its only now, through my practice and now researching for my independent inquiry that I realise I was not only holding myself back but there were also societal structures in place playing against me. Also as I look back, I realise it’s the films, tv shows, newspapers and social media that informed me of who I was without question.
Images and narratives especially at an influential age feed our perceptions of others but most importantly the perception of our own identities.  Media platforms, television programmes, newspaper narratives, images and other outside influences don’t often report or represent people from deprived economic backgrounds going to university or having the ability to achieve any kind of worthwhile life goal.  Individuals coming from deprived backgrounds are without a doubt more than often represented as being incapable of achieving in any aspect of life, and certainly not to the same extent as more affluent classes. The only examples of people I could identify with within the media were people who didn’t succeed to much in life. With mass media being one of the most influential platforms in the world and with excessive consumption it has the ability to shape the worlds view and people’s identities, how does the lack of positive representation effect the young impressionable mindsets of individuals coming from deprived economic backgrounds? 

At this influential age I needed to see positive examples and representations of myself within the media to enable me to understand my own identity. So while I believe it’s vital to bring attention in order to portray the disadvantages in life I believe it’s also important to recognise our advantages. 
This independent enquiry has enabled me to understand my own identity and experiences, how they have been orchestrated by both my life experiences but perhaps more so by popular representation, this can now enable me to progress within my own practice.  I now realise that the people behind the camera creating content are in control of the way people think, the media informs perceptions of other people, this power has been in the wrong hands.  The message I want to communicate with my work is that their stories are worth telling, we need positive examples, we need to show people of deprived backgrounds they can be empowered. I want my work to influence, change mindsets and help my subjects feel proud of who they are and where they are from, whilst also informing of societal structures and advocating for change.
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