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In the gutter

“all social structures and forms, including policies and policy regimes, are the 

product of political decisions, and though these acts of power are often forgotten 

and sedimented, they leave institutions, relations and policies vulnerable to 

reactivation and contestation” (Haworth, 2010: 329).



“authoritarian populism” (Hall, 

1979)

“successfully condenses a wide range of popular discontents 

with the post-war economic and political order and mobilizes 

them around an authoritarian, right-wing solution to the 

current economic and political crisis in Britain” (Jessop et. al 

1984)



Transition from ‘nanny states’, to 
authoritarian ‘daddy states’ 
characterised in policy by ‘the 
new priority given to duties over 
rights, sanction over support, the 
stern rhetoric of the “obligations 
of citizenship”’ and the 
reaffirmation of the capacity of the 
state to lock up the trouble-
making poor (Wacquant, 2010: 
201). 



Evictions & housing struggles current site of intensive ‘penality’ & 

criminalisation

Feb 2015, The Aylesbury Estate in Elephant and Castle is about to be demolished to make way for a 

£1.5bn regeneration scheme but in the last few weeks, people have been occupying empty flats there 

in protest against gentrification of the area.



‘Public Attitudes Towards Benefits’ National Centre for Social Research, British Social Attitudes 

(29), Park et. al (2012)]. 



Benefit Broods as ‘national abjects’ 

(Tyler, 2013)

• 8 March 2012 enacted by the Parliament 
of the United Kingdom 

• 30 March 2013 major demonstrations in 
Glasgow  Edinburgh

• 1 April 2013 came into force 



Front Page of the Daily Mail, 

Wednesday April 3rd 2013 



‘His story shows the pervasiveness of evil born 

out of welfare dependency’ (A.N WilsonThe Mail 

3/4/13 )

“Philpott happened to live in Derby, but 

versions of the Philpott family can be found 

in any town in Britain.

Whole blocks of flats, whole tenement 

buildings are filled with drug-taking benefit 

fraudsters, scroungers and people on the 

make.”



‘In the Gutter’ The Sun, 4th April

“It’s hard to imagine a more repulsive creature than Mick Philpott, the 
lowlife benefits scrounger convicted of killing six of his children in a fire. 

And who paid for his disgusting lifestyle? We did. Philpott may be the 
dregs of humanity. But the welfare system helped him every step of the 
way. Thousands a month in handouts flowed into the council home 

The more children he produced, the richer the State made him. He 
fathered 17 while dodging work and sponging off partners. He grasped 
every benefit going while demanding bigger council houses for his tribe. 

Was such feckless greed what the founding fathers of the welfare state 
intended to promote?” (The Sun Says, 2013, our emphasis)



‘when benefits are so generous, 
easily obtainable and dished out 
indiscriminately, they can 
debase humanity’ 

‘let’s hope this is the last time 
the state unwittingly subsidises 
the manslaughter of children’ . 

described his actions as “callous 
stupidity” and Philpott  as a controlling 
misogynist and a “disturbingly dangerous 
man” who used violence and 
psychological abuse to dominate the 
women in his life (R -v- Philpott, Philpott 
& Mosley , 2013, p5). 

Legal Judgement,

Mrs Justice Thirlwall, Nottingham crown court, 
April the 2nd, 2013



Pearson describes 
the Philpott
household as a 
“child benefit farm” 
and concludes by 
asking: “if child 
benefit was stopped 
after the third baby, 
would so many have 
been born to suffer 
and die?” 



The  Times, April 4th 2013.



“Philpott is responsible for these 
absolutely horrendous crimes 
and these are crimes that have 
shocked the nation; the courts 
are responsible for sentencing 
him.  But I think there is a 
question for government and for 
society about the welfare state -
and the taxpayers who pay for 
the welfare state - subsidising 
lifestyles like that, and I think 
that debate needs to be had. 

(George Osborne, 4th April, 
2013)

‘Weaponising’ the Philpott case



The Economics of Disgust

‘two thousand pounds plus a month in child benefit thanks 

to his extensive brood’ (inflating the true figure by three 

times) (Pearson, 2013). 

“thousands of pounds a month in handouts flowed into the 

council house” (The Sun, 2013).

‘claimed the equivalent of a £100,000 salary in benefits’ 

(Duell and Tomlinson, 2013). 



The Cost of ‘Trouble’

‘Troubled Families” are believed to have 

multiple problems but also cause significant 

problems, and cost the taxpayer an 

estimated £9 billion a year, or an average of 

£75,000 per family (DCLG 2013a, Hayden 

and Jenkins 2014). 



Parental States: From the Nanny to the Daddy State

the nanny state—abject maternal figure—inducing dependence and feminised workforces—castrated mummies boys-

addicted/crippled

The daddy-state—withdrawing  the welfare succour and its associated pathologies, producing independent, resilient and 

flexible workers, mobile unattached, individual, heroic

jobless benefit conditions are 
“tough love” Osborne 30/9/13

“a bit of nannying with sticks and 
carrots is what the local community 
needs.” Blair, 2006
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The Postwelfare Consensus

Three Myths:

1. deprived people do not work or do not want to work (Shildrick, 

McDonald 2012). 

2. full employment is possible or indeed desirable in a fully marketised

neoliberal economy (see Theodore 2007). 

3. paid employment is the best route out of poverty (Shildrick, McDonald, 

2012). 



The Household Benefits Cap

“The benefit cap provides a clear, 
simple message that there has to be 
a maximum level of financial support 
that claimants can expect the state to 
provide. The aim of this policy is to 
achieve positive effects through 
changed attitudes to welfare, 
responsible life choices and 

strong work incentives. 

People must be encouraged to take 
responsibility for their decisions in 
light of what they can afford” (Lord 
Freud, HC Deb 21 November 2011 
GC345, emphasis added)



“I welcome the confirmation that we are going to 
pursue further reforms of the benefits system. It has 
been most encouraging to see how warmly the 
country has received our changes, particularly the 
£26,000 limit on families receiving benefits. 

The Philpott case was an eye-opener to many, 
highlighting that far too many people in this country 
are living a wholly immoral lifestyle on public finance, 
and we need to crack down on that”.

(MP Gerald Howarth HC Deb 2 May 2013 GC388)



Neoliberal Governmentality 

characterised by a `biopolitics of 

disposability` in which `poor 

minorities of color and class, 

unable to contribute to the 

prevailing consumerist ethic, are 

vanishing into the sinkhole of 

poverty in desolate and abandoned 

enclaves of decaying cities [and] 

neighbourhoods’ (Giroux, 2007: 

309). 

Conclusion: Revolting Welfare



‘Broken Britain’ an ‘ideological displacement’ that enables 

‘structural conditions of a deep social, political and economic 

crises’ to be imagined as problems of ‘individual behaviours’  

(Dowling & Harvie 2014: 872 and see Slater 2014). 



Benefit Broods: National Abjects

The tragedy of the Philpott
case and its subsequent 
weaponisation by the 
architects of the Welfare 
Reform Act (2012), reveals 
the ways in which the 
crafting of ‘large troubled 
families’ (as opposed to 
small, fiscally autonomous, 
‘hard-working’ families) is a 
central component of 
postwelfare policy 
formation. 



Revolting Welfare

See also mediapovertywelfare http://www.the-sarf.org.uk/

“Benefits stigma in Britain” report by Ben Baumberg, Kate Bell and 

Declan Gaffney, with Rachel Deacon, Clancy Hood and Daniel Sage.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XkKJQF1xSJU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XkKJQF1xSJU


“Benefit Culture”

“The benefit system has created a benefit 

culture. It doesn't just allow people to act 

irresponsibly, but often actively encourages 

them to do so” (Cameron, 2012)


