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“Is Britain a Nation of Lazy Scroungers?” (Randeep Ramesh, Wednesday, 24 April 2013 – The Guardian online). Critically discuss this statement and explore this in light of current statistics, policy and theory. (You can include images in your work).

This assignment considers the wide range of implications from this quote from Randeep Ramesh. Firstly, the language of the statement is explored. Drawing attention to the negative stereotypes that the language creates. The discussion will then move to consider the context in which this is taken from. The impact of various different forms of media will be considered. The discussion will then consider a range of different theoretical models including symbolic interactionism, functionalism and conflict theory. This will be followed by a brief outline of some key statistics and social inequality. 
This statement is taken from an article written by Randeep Ramesh, and while not directly mentioning employment status, comes with an unspoken implication that the people being referred to are unemployed and in receipt of benefits. The Cambridge Dictionary (2017) defines the word ‘scrounger’ as ‘to get things, especially money or food, by asking for them instead of buying them or working for them’.  The word is derogatory, and brings with it a certain set of value judgements. Similarly, the adjective ‘lazy’ implies that these people have chosen to be in this situation due to an attitude that cannot be bothered to engage in work. Sociologist Stuart Hall, claims that the use of certain language forms a framework for power in society. He suggests that words used can influence particular groups and cultures in society making culture a ‘critical site of social action and intervention, where power relations are both established and potentially unsettled’ (Hall, 2009). At first glance this statement presumes that Britain as a whole is being labelled. The statement can be taken in two ways; firstly perpetuating stereotypes that the people being discussed are all ‘lazy scroungers’, however, the article actually is trying to extirpate the stereotype. 

Thus far the statement has been considered out of context,  that is, taken as a statement in its own right. However, if it is placed back into the context it is taken from, its meaning changes significantly. It is taken from an article in The Guardian, which itself is discussing an article in The Daily Mail. The original article in The Daily Mail claims that ‘one million Brits’ are fit to work but choose to live on benefits. It goes on to discuss Ian Duncan Smith’s report in which he says that ’despite good intentions the system fails those most in need’ (Ranish, 2013). He argues that it ‘unwittingly fostering dependency rather than encouraging independence, maintaining people in disadvantage rather than transforming lives’. Ian Duncan Smith has taken the viewpoint that generalises everyone on benefits, and assumes that everyone is in the same position, and that all have the option of coming off benefits. However, in fact, there are many other factors at play. For example, according to the Department of Work and Pensions National Database, in 2012, 22% were lone parents with young children so were not available for work. Also, over a quarter of the benefit claimants were claiming employment and support allowance as they are unable to work due to a medical condition. So whereas Ian Duncan Smith claims to only be looking at those on working age benefits, and judged capable of looking for work, the reality is different. There are not 1 million, there are 395,000. This is a significantly different outcome that the one painted by him. However, despite the statistics being disputed, it is the headline number that resonates in Ramesh’s response. This is an image that has had even wider popular representation. 
This homogenising statement presumes that anyone that is on benefits is a scrounger. The media often takes this stance with the type of programmes commissioned and articles written increasing rapidly over the past few years. This is especially the case with Channel 5 which often produces programmes with similar titles such as Benefit Scroungers, 15 Kids and Counting, Benefit Fraud, Fat and on Benefits, Benefit Street, On Benefit and Proud and many more. It is interesting to note that the ownership of Channel 5 changed in 2014, and perhaps the decisions made about commissioning programmes reflects the ideological standpoint of the owners. Channel 5 generally targets a wide audience which Marketing Week summarise as  ‘unlike channel 4 our content allows millions of normal people access to diverse entertainment with no fuss – we are a playful challenger brand that can appeal to all audiences’. This populist viewpoint for viewers of Channel 5 is not representative of the whole country. A different point of view may be seen for example, in BBC channels. 
Using statements such as ‘lazy scroungers’ in the media can influence those people in the audience and drive them towards what is claimed. This follows the labelling theory. Created by Howard Becker (1963), the labelling theory claims that using such statements to label the way people behave, actually socially constructs people in society to behave that way. Becker developed this theory from its origins by French sociologist Emile Durkheim who suggested that ‘deviant labelling satisfies that function and satisfies society's need to control the behaviour.’ (Pickering & Walford, 2000). However, Cole (2018) argues that the labelling theory may accentuate the shared process of being labelled, the theory does not acknowledge the process that leads to the behaviours such as the different demographics, attitudes and opportunities that may factor in each case. In this instance the people writing the articles are in completely different situations to those being written about. By using words such as ‘lazy’ and ‘scroungers’ they hold the power to judge, but also to label, which in turn perpetuates the label. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This ties into the theory of social stigma. Social stigma associates certain members of society to certain characteristics that develop stereotypes. Social stigmas attached to certain groups in society are formed when generalisations are formed, resulting in individuals being included as part of that group even if they are not (Jacoby, et al., 2005). It is argued that once this type of social stigma has been attached to a particular group of people then society will form expectations and result in the group losing status and being exposed to discrimination. One way this discrimination could apply is that those people in real need of benefits or support, whether financial or social, are shown in the same way as those who possibly do have a choice to exit the benefit system. This can lead to people not claiming what they are entitled to, thus increasing their poverty and poor living conditions. It could also further damage their health and self-esteem and mental health. It can also lead to them returning to work too early, and this being unsustainable, leading to further unemployment and a steadily downward decline. 
Considering the three main sociological perspectives; symbolic interactionism showing analysis at a micro level, functionalism showing analysis at a macro level and conflict theory showing analysis at a macro level. Using the word ‘scroungers’ as a symbol this can be looked at through the symbolic interactionism theory. According to Dewey (1981), individuals interpret the world around them through symbols, words can be those symbols. Weber suggests that society uses these symbols to interpret the meaning of their worlds around them and therefore if the media uses the word scroungers when referring to particular groups of people then those people in society will conform. Griffin (1997) breaks the theory down into core principles; meaning, language and thought and claims ‘these core principles lead to conclusions about the creation of a person’s self and socialization into a larger community’. The mindset that wishes to perpetuate the image of last scroungers is very negative and does not offer any suggestions of practical ways that an individual could break out of this situation. 
As a functionalist perspective, individuals in society are not encouraged to actively change the world around them (Mooney, et al., 2007). Functionalists believe that each group in society contributes to society as a whole being able to function. While a left wing newspaper such as The Guardian uses the term ‘lazy scroungers’ in the headline of an article that discusses the statistics of unemployment and people who claim benefits, The Guardian’s readers are unlikely to be the individuals that are included in these statistics. The people who are reading the article then are the people who hold the power and control in society and are so because of the people who live on benefits. If those situations changed then from a functionalist perspective society would not have the status quo.
The third sociological perspective, the conflict perspective, looks at society in a different way to the other two perspectives. Originating from the work of Marx, conflict theories argue that social order is forced upon the lower classes in society by the wealthier and more powerful in society. Mills cited in Knapp (1994) suggests that ‘social structures are created through conflict between people with differing interests’. He claims that the structures within society are affected by the dispersal of power in society being unfairly unequal.
Social inequality is the degree to which different groups in society receive access to society and its resources. Many figures that are reported every year show the inequality in society by means of poverty, unemployment, life expectancy and mortality rates. Equality in society can never be completely eradicated however, most people would acknowledge that something needs to be done to reduce inequality and how it is socially reproduced in society. It is important to strive to reduce the extent of inequality within society and policies aim to do this. Examples of this include The Equality Act 2010 or the Social Justice Strategy which committed the Government to tackle inequality, in particular, child poverty. 
Statistics show that before the 1980s, inequality in the UK remained at below 30% which was not considered a high level. However, between the 1980s and the start of the recession in 2008, inequality began to slowly rise (oecd, 2017). In recent year the explosion in the number of foodbanks, for example, indicate the rate at which poverty, as one expression of inequality, has risen dramatically. 
The Office of National Statistics (ONS), show that by 2011 the 10% of the wealthier members of society earned 12 times that of the poorer members of society  (ONS, 2017). The Equality Trust claims that currently the wealth of the top 100 wealthiest people have the same amount of money as the poorest 18 million in society (Equality Trust, 2017). The poorest members of society have an average annual income of £5500, whilst the fifth richest households have an average income of £80,800 making the levels of inequality in the UK at an all-time high.
Considering social inclusion from a sociological perspective, Allman (2013) argues that any efforts to include or exclude members of society within social groups, becomes a fundamental tool to develop what society is. He suggests that ‘forces that govern through the oppressive or liberating effects such as inclusionary or exclusionary actions promote and form society’ (Allman, 2013). Labelling such as ‘lazy scroungers’ in one way that exclusion of social groups works. 
In conclusion, the article itself sets out to disprove the statement that ‘Britain is a nation of lazy scroungers’ although it is a familiar viewpoint. Whilst Randeep Ramesh is successful in proving that not everyone who claims benefits have the same situations, the media plays a significant role in perpetuating this image, which also tends to be an image and attitudes held by members of the middle classes due to a lack of first-hand experience and concrete evidence, being over reliant on these stereotypes and sensationalist headlines.
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