
	   2022 

A Collection of Innovative and 
Outstanding Dissertation Work 

Westminster 
Sociology Anthology 



 
 
 
2022 
Westminster Sociology Anthology 
A collection of innovative and outstanding 
dissertation work 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Published in 2022 by the Sociology team at the University of Westminster 
 
Blog: sociologyatwestminster.wordpress.com 
Facebook: facebook.com/sociologyWmin 
Twitter: @SociologyWmin 
 
University of Westminster 
309 Regent Street 
London 
W1B 2HW 
 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 
 
Individual chapters © the contributors 
Front cover by Dr Francis Ray White 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Contents 
 
 
Introduction           

Dr Hilde Stephansen and Dr Jennifer Fraser 1 

 

The impact of Covid-19 on ethnic minority higher education 
students’ mental health and educational attainment   

Sara Atsou 3 

 

Covid-19 workplace policies: reproducers or buffers of gender 
inequality? 

Maruša Pinter 38 

 

Exploring the significance and challenges of decolonising the 
UK higher education system  

Hafsah Ahmadmunir 69 

 

Food poverty in Britain: exploring the discursive construction 
of foodbank clients across the media and political landscape, 
2014-2022 

Calesha Moncrieffe  98 

 

An analysis of the key antagonisms between a discourse of 
welfare and a Universal Basic Income, using Laclau and 
Mouffe’s theory of discourse 

Ellis Milsom 128 

 

Anti-immigration discourses in a direct democracy: a case 
study of the 2010 deportation initiative in Switzerland  

Charly Walters 161 

 
  



Introduction 

1 
 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 

After a two-year hiatus due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Westminster 
Sociology Dissertation Anthology is back! This is the sixth edition of the 
anthology, which showcases some of the innovative and outstanding research 
produced by final-year students on the BA Sociology and BA Sociology and 
Criminology degrees at the University of Westminster. The six dissertations 
collected here were selected by the Sociology teaching team, who were asked 
to nominate particularly interesting dissertations (not necessarily those that 
were awarded the highest marks).  

The aims of this anthology are to recognise and reward innovative 
undergraduate research, to provide examples of quality dissertations for 
future students, and to promote more widely the achievements of our students 
in Sociology at Westminster.  

This year’s anthology begins with the work of Sara Atsou, who conducted a 
qualitative study of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on ethnic minority 
students’ mental health and educational achievement, focusing specifically on 
the experiences of university students from South Asian and MENA (Middle 
Eastern and North African) backgrounds. Drawing on in-depth interviews, 
Sara’s dissertation highlights how complex intersections of gender, class, 
ethnicity and religion impacted students’ ability to obtain mental health 
support and participate effectively in online learning. 

Maruša Pinter’s dissertation examines the impact of Covid-19 workplace 
policies on gender inequality. Through a critical analysis of Covid-19 policies 
produced by UK higher education institutions, Maruša finds that women’s 
unpaid domestic labour is either constructed as an individual rather than 
collective problem or ignored altogether. The dissertation concludes that 
these policies reproduce rather than mitigate gender inequality. 

Continuing the focus on higher education, Hafsah Ahmadmunir explores the 
significance of, and challenges involved in, decolonising UK universities. 
Drawing on questionnaires and qualitative interviews with Sociology and 
International Relations students from different UK universities, Hafsah’s 
dissertation shows that efforts to decolonise UK higher education still have a 
long way to go and need to address not just the curriculum but also wider 
structural inequalities.  
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Next, Calesha Moncrieffe draws attention to the pressing issue of food poverty 
by analysing the discursive construction of foodbank users across the UK 
political and media landscape between 2014 and 2022. Through a critical 
discourse analysis of news articles and statements by politicians, Calesha’s 
dissertation traces a shift from wholly negative discourses during 2014-2019 
that pathologized and blamed foodbank users, to more sympathetic 
discourses prompted by changes brought by the pandemic and cost of living 
crisis. 

Ellis Milsom’s dissertation, meanwhile, explores how the idea of a Universal 
Basic Income (UBI), which has enjoyed growing popularity in recent years, 
challenges currently dominant discourses of welfare as a supplement to the 
labour market. Ellis finds that proponents of UBI seek to reconceptualise 
welfare as a tool for the advancement or freedom and equality by transforming 
the meanings commonly associated with notions of justice, fairness, work and 
worklessness.  

Last, but not least, Charly Walters’ dissertation speaks to contemporary 
debates around right-wing populism and anti-immigration attitudes in 
Europe. Through a critical discourse analysis of Swiss tabloid newspapers in 
the run-up to the referendum on the 2010 deportation initiative, Charly 
uncovers that foreign nationals were portrayed through a divisive, 
exclusionary and racist discourse of ‘over-foreignisation’, which is likely to 
have influenced the referendum outcome. 

While these six research projects are very diverse, they all have in common a 
set of qualities that make them distinctively ‘Westminster Sociology’: they 
engage passionately and creatively with some of the urgent issues of our time, 
they use a finely tuned sociological imagination to link the personal and the 
political, and they are motivated by a concern to understand and challenge 
social inequalities.  

Selecting dissertations for this anthology from among the many high-quality 
research projects produced by our students is never easy. This year was a 
particularly strong year, and the Sociology team had the pleasure of reading 
some really excellent work. In addition to the dissertations included here, we 
would like to commend Mamtaj Begum’s research on Muslim students’ 
experiences of higher education, Jordan Larkman’s sociological study of 
kindness, and Maya Fehr’s analysis of global policy discourses around Covid-
19 vaccine inequality. 

Well done to all our final year students – we are very proud of you! 

 

Dr Hilde Stephansen and Dr Jennifer Fraser, on behalf of the Sociology team 

June 2022 
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Abstract 
The education system in the UK plays a fundamental role in a young person’s 
future, both in supporting their acquisition of academic knowledge as well as 
implementing methods of socialisation. This ensures students are adequately 
prepared to successfully integrate into society and flourish within the labour 
market. In the light of the 2020 global pandemic, it is essential that academic 
and related institutions remain diligent in observing the impact of social 
isolation and the absence of a university community on students’ educational 
attainment and their mental health (Colao et al., 2020). In recent years there 
has been a substantial growth of research on the impact of Covid-19 on 
educational attainment, particularly amongst pupils of an ethnic minority 
background. 

This research project explores and examines the experiences of ethnic 
minority undergraduate and postgraduate students who studied during the 
global pandemic. The topic of mental health, particularly anxiety and 
depression are heavily stigmatised within ethnic minority communities, even 
more so amongst men. Thus, it was challenging to acquire an equal split 
between male and female participants which resulted in seven female and 
three male participants. The research findings were generated through in-
depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews which focused on five specific 
themes: ‘mental health: cultural stigmas’, ‘access to mental health services’, 
‘culture and gender roles: the triple shift’, ‘educational attainment: parental 
pressure’ and ‘the digital divide’. All ten participants drew on their personal 
experiences, some focusing more on academic performance and others 
sharing more intimate details of their struggles with their mental health. All 
participants were of South Asian or MENA (Middle Eastern and North African) 
ethnic backgrounds. 
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Introduction 
In response to the Coronavirus outbreak in 2020, the UK government 
enforced a nationwide lockdown which required everyone to self-isolate at 
home and avoid contact with anyone outside their immediate household. 
Exceptions to the regulation included going to purchase “essential” items 
such as groceries, as well as timed outdoor exercise (Savage et al., 2021, p1). 
Consequently, universities were forced to close all campuses and public 
spaces as well as shift teaching and assessment to remote, asynchronous 
methods. As a result, the concept of the ‘digital divide’ emerged. This refers 
to the unequal access to media devices such as computers, tablets, and 
broadband access. Additionally, it considers living conditions such as 
overcrowded housing and material deprivation which all contribute to the 
widening of the socio-economic gap in educational attainment (Reay, 2020). 
Students who lived in residences and halls were evicted, leading to the loss of 
term time residence, and often forcing international students to travel home. 
The combination of such events undoubtedly contributed to a shift in 
students’ mental health and thus, their ability to perform consistently within 
the realm of academic study (Savage et al., 2020). 

The education system has a tremendous influence on students’ ideologies and 
plays a pivotal role in shaping perceptions of society through learnt norms and 
values. Conflict theorists observe how, aspects such as the digital divide, 
enable the maintenance of power structures which create a docile workforce 
for capitalism. Marxism is mainly considered within the framework of a conflict 
theory which depicts education as a means of reinforcing capitalism and 
widening the existing socio-economic gap within society (Tasci, 2021). The 
shift to asynchronous learning during the national lockdown exposed 
numerous pre-existing inequalities, with particular emphasis on the unequal 
access to technology amongst students. Generally, those with access to the 
required resources experienced less impact on their educational attainment 
and overall mental well-being compared to students who faced material 
deprivation. Overall, students from low-income households gained less 
“learning time” during the national lockdown which ultimately has “serious 
effects” in the long-term, both “in terms of educational progression” and “the 
labour market” (Blundell et al, 2020, p7). Tyson (2006) noted that Marxist 
ideologies often focused on the relationship between socio-economic 
classes, the proletariats being students from low-income households who 
often are of ethnic minority backgrounds and employs this as a tool used to 
explain human activities “with the dynamics to economic power” (Tasci, 2021, 
p524; Tyson, 2006; Hill, Greaves and Maisuria, 2009). Thus, it is crucial to 
ensure that, when exploring the impact of a national lockdown and the global 
pandemic, that class and ethnicity are considered as factors influencing low 
productivity. Equally, it is important to reflect carefully on the structures within 
higher education which create “barriers to progression and lifelong learning” 
and ultimately obstruct efforts to improve social mobility (Blundell, 2020, p5; 
Hubble and Bolton, 2019). 
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This research project aims to explore the impact of Covid-19, the global 
pandemic, and a national lockdown on ethnic minority university students. It 
will primarily focus on the impact of self-isolation and asynchronous learning 
on students’ educational attainment and subsequently on their mental health. 
Data was collected using qualitative in-depth interviews which focused 
predominantly on students’ personal experiences and reflections. The 
interviews adhered to a semi-structured framework which encouraged 
participants to elaborate on existing answers. Equally, it created opportunities 
for follow up questions. The first chapter of this dissertation is a literature 
review which outlines and summarises existing research on each sub-topic 
located within this dissertation. The second chapter contains an overview of 
the project methodology, this segment synopsizes the overall structure of this 
research. More specifically, this portion particularly illustrates the chosen 
research method employed within the given study. Moreover, it evaluates 
both the strengths and limitations of the method utilised to conduct the ten 
semi-structured interviews. The findings and analyses segment then considers 
the key findings of the study, with reference to existing literature. Lastly, a 
conclusion is provided to highlight and summarise the key findings of the 
study which reflect the preliminary objectives of this research.  

  



Sara Atsou: Covid-19 and Mental Health 

7 
 

Literature Review 
The education system within the UK plays a significant role in shaping 
students’ futures by guiding their acquisition of academic knowledge. 
Particularly amongst institutions of higher education, universities hold the 
position of upholding methods of secondary socialisation. This adequately 
prepares students to integrate into society, as well as ensures that their 
transition into the labour market is successful. Considering the current global 
pandemic, it is essential for academic institutions to remain diligent in 
monitoring the influence of lockdown, lack of social interaction and a sense of 
community on students’ mental health and consequently on their educational 
attainment (Colao et al., 2020; Cowie and Myers, 2021). Within the last year, 
there has been significant research into this topic, interestingly, a vast majority 
concludes that issues around poor mental health, unequal access to education 
in the form of the digital divide and other inequalities existed long before the 
pandemic. However, with a national lockdown and a shift to asynchronous 
learning, many argue that these exacerbated existing wider social issues 
including poor mental health and thus led to the widening of the socio-
economic gap in educational attainment (Reay, 2020; Blundell et al, 2020). 
This segment examines the key themes presented within this research through 
a variety of literature which highlights complex ideas around mental health, 
the stigmas presented within ethnic minority communities as well as the digital 
divide and unequal access to education. 

 

Anxiety and Depression 
The impact of Covid-19 and the global pandemic on students’ mental health 
has been detrimental, both directly and indirectly. A direct impact of Covid-
19 on students’ increased anxiety and depression was the anxiety around the 
virus itself. With such wide access to social media and news outlets, many 
students spent hours consuming information about the virus. Cowie and 
Myers (2021) reported that students who spent more than an hour “looking 
for information on Covid-19” suffered increased levels of anxiety than those 
who did not. Equally, students who experienced difficulties focusing on 
academic tasks experienced higher levels of depression. In addition to this, 
the lockdown period not only meant that students had little to no social 
interaction leading to further anxiety. Cowie and Myers (2020) suggest that 
this also led to an increase in cyberbullying “due to excessive use of electronic 
and social media.” However, it is crucial to note that despite an increased 
number of mental health issues during the pandemic, Covid-19 is not the sole 
reason for anxiety and depression. Interestingly, Deng et al. (2020) noted that 
the symptoms of anxiety and depression amongst students were not created 
by the pandemic, but instead exacerbated existing underlying mental health 
issues (Blundell et al., 2020). 

The government issued national lockdown significantly reduced, and perhaps 
temporarily erased ‘in-person contact’, with lecturers, tutors, seminar leaders 
and fellow university students. Equally, the potential loss(es) within the family 
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dynamic, due to the Covid-19 outbreak, significantly influenced students’ 
mental health and thus their ability to work at the pace they ordinarily would. 
Subsequently, the quality of academic work produced, suffered tremendously 
(Wang et al, 2020; Gazmararian, 2021). 

 

Gender 

Current research indicates that female students in higher education 
experienced higher levels of anxiety and depression than their male 
counterparts which directly impacted their ability to perform academically 
(Kecojevic, A., Basch, C.H., Sullivan, M. & Davi, N.K., 2020).  In the context of 
the global coronavirus pandemic, women’s mental health deteriorated 50% 
more than their male counterparts during the initial lockdown period (Blundell 
et al, 2020; Banks and Xu, 2020). It remains crucial to recognise the wider 
impact of such figures, particularly the long-lasting effects on female students’ 
future careers post-graduation. The deterioration of women’s mental health 
has important implications for their academic attainment. A decline in 
academic success ultimately contributes to a lower chance of employment 
and thus reinforces the pre-existing gender inequalities within employment 
including the gender pay gap (Blundell et al, 2020). Furthermore, an increase 
in institutional racism particularly during the hiring process plays a crucial role 
in bolstering inequalities faced by ethnic minority women within the labour 
market (Health and Di Stasio, 2019 cited in Blundell et al, 2020).  

The concept of patriarchy is longstanding, Millett (1969) refers to it as a power 
dynamic between men and women whereby the men dominate over the 
women. Arguably, it remains the ‘chief institution’ within the family and serves 
as a reflection of wider society. The role of the family directly influences 
ideologies of control and authority and serves as an agent for encouraging 
conformity amongst its members and reinforcing the patriarchal state which 
rules its citizens through a leader, the head of the family – a man. The chief 
contributor to upholding patriarchal structures within the family is through 
forms of primary socialisation amongst children through observing the 
division of labour, and through observing women in the home as adopting 
their husband’s domicile and the assumption that marriage includes the 
exchange of a woman’s domestic roles and services in return for a man’s 
financial support (Millett, 1969; Grasmick 1996). There remain minor 
differences in definition reflective of the parents’ understanding of cultural 
norms and values, however, the general uniformity is attained through 
secondary sources of socialisation including the mass media, schools, and 
other formal and informal methods (Millett, 1969). Furthermore, the notion of 
patriarchy remains incredibly prevalent amongst women of ethnic minority 
backgrounds who are more susceptible to “cultural anticipations” and 
gendered roles such as getting married, bearing children, attending to 
domestic work, and carrying the “dual burden” (Duncombe and Marsden, 
1995; Rehman, 2016; Taylor, Brown and Weinman, 2013). To ensure that the 
critical functions of reproduction take place within the home, the patriarchal 
family insists upon what Malinowski describes as “the principle of legitimacy” 
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which argues that “no child should be brought into the world without a man”. 
The implication here is that the status of both the mother and child are entirely 
dependent upon the father – the male. Additionally, the view of marriages as 
“financial alliances”, much like corporate corporations reinforces the ideology 
of men as providers and women as domestic slaves (Marsden, 1995). 

  

Ethnicity  
Ethnicity plays a pivotal role in shaping ideas around acceptance and 
understanding of mental health. It is important to note that, to gain an 
understanding of the experiences which students of ethnic minority groups 
experienced, we must establish whether the concept of mental health is 
accepted within that community. Within both South Asian and MENA (Middle 
Eastern and North African) communities, mental health is commonly known as 
a taboo topic and is very rarely addressed. Interestingly, this does not reflect 
the literature and data available on these groups, except for the North African 
community which has little to no research available on mental health. The lack 
of empirical data is arguably a result of the widespread misclassification of the 
North African community, in almost all surveys and methods of data collection 
North Africans lack a relevant category and fill it out as ‘other’ which strips 
them of accurate statistics within research. Furthermore, the North African 
community consists of a variety of different ethnicities including the ‘Berber’ 
or ‘Amazigh’ community who do not identify as Arab but rather as their 
ethnicity. The lack of representation on this ethnic group widens the research 
gap, in the case that statistics were available, they would be tangled with 
several other members of different communities who identify as ‘other’ and 
do not fit into a category provided. The lack of representation and a continued 
undercount within education, mental and physical health statistics continue to 
cause harm to the identities of those from ostracised groups in society (Wang 
2018; Eltohamy 2019).  

Many students of an ethnic minority background struggle to reach out for 
support with their mental health as a direct result of simply being unable to 
recognise symptoms of mental illness, an issue deeply rooted in cultural 
norms (Memon et al, 2016). Equally, students’ unwillingness to accept 
diagnoses of mental illnesses heavily contributed to pre-existing barriers to 
receiving support from mental health services. This stems from deep-rooted 
stigmas around mental illness bringing shame and disgrace to individuals’ 
families, but equally the common phrase “what will people think?” (Rehman, 
2016). Hussain (1997) found that within the South Asian community, those 
suffering from mental illness were ostracized from the community and often 
their own homes due to stigma. The topic was rarely discussed as a method 
of preserving the family’s reputation or izzat, which often resulted in further 
isolation and lack of support for those suffering.  

Research shows that there is a much higher occurrence of depression and 
anxiety amongst South Asian women, with particular emphasis on Pakistani 
women. Results show that 63% of South Asian women compared to 28.5% of 
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their white counterparts of similar age suffer from mental illness (Memom, 
2016; Karasz, 2019). Despite the higher likelihood of mental illness, South 
Asian women remain less likely to seek support for their mental health due to 
cultural stigma. Moreover, the concept of izzat, which refers to bringing shame 
and dishonour to the family, is one of many concepts deterring women from 
discussing the taboo topic of mental health. Rehman (2016) found that despite 
the cultural implications of seeking treatment, those who did attempt to seek 
professional help found that mental health professionals lacked an 
understanding of cultural norms, values, and religious beliefs. Thus, the lack 
of understanding hindered their ability to support clients of South Asian ethnic 
backgrounds and was the primary reason for the participants choosing to stop 
seeking treatment.  

Furthermore, the stigma surrounding mental health evidently extends to both 
men and women within the Asian community. Livingston et al (2018) found 
that Asian men’s perceptions of mental health and mental illness were heavily 
influenced by the patriarchal social relations present within their communities. 
Similarly, to Western beliefs, the Asian community is impacted by gendered 
socialisation and hegemonic gender roles which idealise conceptions of 
‘manhood’ to resemble attributes of emotional restraint, roughness, self-
reliance and both academic and professional success (Livingston et al, 2018; 
O’Neil et al 1986; Vogel et al, 2011). In addition to this, Asian men tend to view 
mental illness as restrictive and compromising their ability to uphold societal 
standards of masculinity and provide for others. These conflicting ideas often 
reduce their awareness of the mental illness and therefore reduces the 
likelihood of them seeking professional help (Weiss et al, 2001; Ando et al., 
2013; Good and Wood, 1995; Smith, Tran and Thompson, 2008). Some 
research suggests that, based on the complexity of the stigma surrounding 
men’s mental health, Asian men and their attitudes to mental health are much 
more stigmatised than those of Asian women (Livingston et al, 2018; Lauber 
and Rossler, 2007). 

Similarly, within the Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) communities, 
seeking mental health support is heavily stigmatised, what differs for this 
community is the lack of literature and studies conducted on the topic of 
mental health. Where the South Asian community experience similar stigmas 
and cultural stressors around seeking support, the MENA community is 
significantly understudied in comparison (Aloud and Rathur, 2009). 
Traditional gender roles and cultural norms impact MENA women’s 
perception of mental health services, and they are often deterred from 
seeking support from ‘a stranger’ even if they deem it necessary due to fear of 
inflicting shame and tarnishing their family’s reputation (Aloud and Rathur, 
2009; Awad, Martinez and Amer, 2013; Khan, 2006). Furthermore, seeking 
support may also reduce a woman’s suitability for marital prospects and even 
increase the likelihood of divorce in the future (Youssef and Deane, 2006). 
Instead, many women from MENA communities seek support from traditional 
methods, often turning to religion and prayer as the first step.  
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The pressure of traditional gender roles is often based on the notion that 
women’s roles are within the home looking after children, which inevitably 
leads to an increase in social isolation with little time for personal leisure. 
Caldwell (1978) introduced the term “patriarchal belt” which refers to the 
different forms of patriarchy evident in the MENA region, manifesting in male 
domination, restriction of women’s rights and preferential treatment of sons 
over daughters. This reinforces existing stereotypes and further ostracises 
women within these communities which ultimately discourages them from 
ever seeking support from mental health services (cited in Beechey, 1979). 

Nascimento (2020) examined the long-term impacts of social isolation, 
reporting that extended periods of isolation – such as students who isolated 
in dorm rooms and university accommodation – have the potential for 
sedentarism and thus a reduction in functional capacity (Goethals et al., 2020). 
Equally, solitary confinement has been proven to impact individuals’ mental 
health, with higher rates of depression and lower cognitive performance (Lima 
et al., 2020; Yuan et al., 2020). In the context of the Coronavirus pandemic, the 
national lockdown created a dual burden. Individuals of ethnic minority 
background who statistically are more likely to experience mental illness, 
suffer an additional risk of poor mental health due to isolation and a lack of 
social interaction. 

  

Social Class 

During the lockdown period, the unequal access to resources amongst 
students from different socio-economic backgrounds became quickly 
apparent. Students from affluent families had access to resources such as 
therapy, additional tuition, and the ability to financially support themselves in 
the absence of a part-time job. However, those who came from a working-
class background lacked access to fundamental services such as mental health 
support – therapy – which directly impacted their ability to perform to their 
best academic ability. In the absence of additional resources, working-class 
students faced further inequalities and a decline in mental well-being which 
overall led to an unequal educational experience, particularly for those in their 
final year of university (Reay, 2020). Furthermore, Reay examines ways in which 
the elite employ the education system as a tool to serve an economy which 
benefits them. Thus, the unequal access to tuition and additional educational 
support had a knock-on effect on working-class students’ mental health and 
thus, their academic performance. Karl Marx argues that these inequalities 
were always present which suggests that Covid-19 and a lockdown simply 
illuminated existing issues within society. A study conducted by University 
College London (UCL) reports that during the initial national lockdown in the 
UK, students from the top 20% (based on income) suffered around a 50% loss 
in teaching time compared to a much larger 62% for students in the bottom 
20%. In addition to this, a large portion (around two million) of students 
received “no schooling” (Elliot Major et al., 2021). A report released by the IFS 
(Institute for Fiscal Studies) reported that “two thirds of a normal school year” 
was lost which in turn had a detrimental impact on student’s future careers and 
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opportunities leaving them at risk of “higher inequality and low future pay” 
(Meyler, 2021). 

Marxist ideologies draw on the division of socio-economic class and highlight 
the different dynamics of economic power, particularly amongst the 
bourgeoisie who own the means of production (Hill, Greaves and Maisuria, 
2009; Tasci, 2021). Karl Marx emphasised the influence of such division and 
proposed that such division strengthens the dominance of the bourgeoisie 
over the proletariats. Subsequently, the “greatest war” within society, lies not 
in gender, ethnicity, or religion but instead between “the rich and the poor”, 
such ideologies reflect existing belief systems such as religion and spirituality 
(Marx, 2000 cited in Tasci, 2021). 

  

Asynchronous Learning and Social Anxiety  

Social anxiety involves “communication apprehension” which refers to the 
anxiety and fear surrounding communicating with another individual. Many 
researchers conclude that social anxiety is developed early on in life, 
specifically during “conditioning-based reinforcement” which forms the basis 
for communication skills in adulthood. Arguably, insufficient social interaction 
and communication in early childhood may perhaps influence or at least 
exacerbate communication skills (Yen et al, 2012, p7). Likewise, students who 
set idealistic expectations of themselves to excel academically also risk 
experiencing forms of social and academic anxiety (Ajmal and Ahmad, 2019; 
Fletcher and Speirs, 2012). A study revealed that students experiencing social 
anxiety during synchronous learning, reported that symptoms significantly 
reduced when interacting online. In addition to this, the internet creates a safe 
environment in the absence of face-to-face interaction for individuals with 
social anxiety to employ autonomy over their communication (Yen et al, 2012).  

According to Wilson (2022), asynchronous learning increases the efficiency of 
students learning but equally, it creates a ‘safe space’ for students suffering 
from poor self-esteem who struggle to perform in a fast-paced classroom 
setting. Thus, online learning may foster personal autonomy and relieves 
students of peer pressure which ultimately reflects in higher rates of academic 
success. Equally, students who experience social anxiety, which is a common 
issue amongst students, are given the option of “selective interaction” which 
contributes to personal comfort (Wilson, 2022, np; Ajmal and Ahmad, 2019). 
However, where this places students at an “equal level” it is arguably a rather 
reductionist approach as it fails to account for external factors including 
ethnicity, socio-economic background, and access to technology. This 
approach focuses solely on academic performance and reduces students’ 
experience of asynchronous learning to their ability to efficiently digest 
information (Wilson, 2022). 

During the national lockdown, universities in the UK were required to close 
physical campuses and shift to asynchronous learning, giving students the 
choice to defer their year of study. Carr (2000) notes two factors which 
contribute to “high dropout rates” in online classes: “attitude” and a student’s 
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ability to “identify main ideas”. In addition to this, students experiencing 
increased social anxiety face an increased risk of not understanding key 
concepts within their course which reflect poorly on their academic success 
(Carr, 200; Loomis, 2000). 

  

The Digital Divide  

The digital divide refers to the unequal access to digital media tools and 
resources between different socioeconomic groups including laptops, 
computers, smartphones, tablets as well as software and internet access, this 
divide significantly impacts the widening of the socio-economic attainment 
gap (Cullinane and Montacute, 2020). As a result of the pandemic, many 
universities shifted in-person teaching over to a method of synchronous 
learning. Despite the many advantages of online learning, and the ability to 
ensure students were still able to complete the academic year, this method of 
teaching exposed the unequal access to technology prominent among 
students. Blundell et al. (2020) note that the digital divide was not a direct 
result of Covid-19, but instead, the pandemic served as a catalyst for 
illuminating the existing issues around class inequality and a lack of access to 
technology. Thomas and Rogers (2020) argue that a newfound reliance on 
technology during the global pandemic offered an insight into what future 
“technology-led revolution” may look like, including an increase in students’ 
autonomy over their own learning through a variety of learning methods. 
Additionally, Schleicher – the Head of Education at the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, draws attention to the changes 
occurring at a time of crisis whereby the responsibility of educational 
attainment rests firmly on the shoulders of individual students as opposed to 
their teachers. Andreas suggests that for students to succeed, they must be 
willing to take ownership of their own asynchronous learning “even if the 
systems around them will not” (cited in Anderson, 2020). 

Reay (2020) refutes the idea that students must employ ownership over their 
education and instead suggests that Schleicher’s ideas are an 
overgeneralisation and fail to account for the capital reserves which capitalise 
on the impact of the global pandemic and shift to asynchronous teaching. 
Furthermore, Reay argues that the concept of ownership is arguably classist 
as it fails to acknowledge contextual factors like financial and social factors 
which directly contribute to the ever-growing digital divide. Benzeval et al 
(2020) found that despite only 4% of students having no access to a device, an 
alarming 51% had to share their device with someone else, thus impacting 
their ability to attend all asynchronous forms of teaching and consequently 
were at a disadvantage in terms of additional study in comparison to their 
white counterparts. In addition to this, studies showed that students with 
unemployed parents faced a dual disadvantage in terms of access to the 
resources required to succeed within their degree – 51% compared to an 
average of around 63%. Furthermore, Ofcom (2021) reports that where 94% 
of UK homes did have access to the internet, 6% and 11% in low-income 
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households did not have access to the internet and therefore were unable to 
complete any form of online learning. The continued widening of the socio-
economic gap further exacerbates the digital divide, with particular focus on 
ethnic minority students from disadvantaged backgrounds, many students 
experience additional layers of deprivation including material deprivation. For 
example, a lack of broadband access, limited access to extracurricular 
activities, lack of access to a personal space (such as having to share a 
bedroom) and a lack of support from parents and carers due to the pressures 
of their own employment (Reay, 2020). 

As a result, these students are a higher risk of experiencing disadvantages in 
future career prospects, with social mobility becoming rather limited. The 
concept of “public-private partnership” between public institutions of 
education and public sectors is a solution offered by Gianni and Lewis (2020) 
with the aim of enabling access to technology for all students.  In their 2019 
manifesto, the Labour Party pledged to provide universal broadband and 
access to internet services to all those who needed it at no cost to them. 
Ironically, those who already had “superfast broadband”, and those from 
advantaged backgrounds found hilarity in the proposal of this policy (Hanley, 
2020) and yet, access to free broadband would have been a fundamental step 
forward in increasing the accessibility of education and resources to 
disadvantaged students. 
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Methodology 
This section of my dissertation examines the different methodologies used 
within the fieldwork, reflective of real-life stories and experiences with higher 
education students. The initial task of sourcing preliminary literature on the 
topic of mental health was incredibly challenging, where certain groups 
presented a wealth of literature, such as the South Asian community, and other 
communities including the North African community lacked basic statistical 
data and literature. In portions of literature where the North African 
community was mentioned, it was secondary to the Middle Eastern research, 
arguably due to the taboo nature of the topic within North African 
communities. Subsequently, there remains a gap within the literature which 
does not account for minority communities which are often mis-labelled in 
national surveys as ‘other’. The concept of mental illness and mental health is 
often explained by older generations using the umbrella terms of sihr (black 
magic) or ayn (evil eye) within the MENA communities, with little to no 
understanding of the psychological aspect behind it (Eltohamy 2019; Memon 
et al, 2016). This topic has been a particular area of interest for me after living 
through both anxiety and depression within an ethnic minority household. The 
fundamental focus of this research is to highlight the disparities present within 
ethnic minority students’ experiences with mental illness, specifically around 
the cultural stigmas which prevent them from seeking professional aid 
(Rehman, 2016).   

In this research I utilised a snowball sampling method to find suitable 
participants, I proposed my research to a member of the MENA and South 
Asian community through the social media platform ‘LinkedIn’ and through a 
chain-referral sampling method I was able to organise the necessary 
participants. A semi-structured interview was then employed as a primary 
source of qualitative data collection, this method enabled in-depth data which 
encouraged the natural unfolding of questions “making validity much greater” 
(Bryman, 2012, p473). This process includes an interviewer asking a series of 
open-ended, pre-set questions which allow for flexibility and follow up 
questions (Given, 2008; Cohen, 1973). A total of ten interviews were 
conducted, and participants in this research were of South Asian and MENA 
(Middle Eastern and North African) ethnic backgrounds, specifically Algeria 
(Arab or Amazigh), Bangladesh, India, Libya, Morocco, Pakistan, and Yemen. 
Overall, seven females and three male participants took part in this research, 
with an age range of twenty-one and twenty-six years old. The recruitment 
process for my interviews was challenging, the stigma surrounding mental 
health deterred students from ethnic minorities to share their personal 
experiences, many finding it rather triggering to discuss (Rehman, 2016).  
Each participant shared their individual experience of higher education 
during the global pandemic, and how culture played a role in often 
suppressing mental health issues and encouraging excellence within 
individual educational attainment. The initial plan was to have an equal split of 
male and female participants. However, early into the recruitment process, it 
became evident that despite being open to sharing details of asynchronous 
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learning and the impact it had on their academic attainment, a total of five 
were hesitant to discuss their mental health, often due to cultural stigmas and 
gendered stereotypes (Rehman, 2016; Memom, 2016; Karasz, 2019). Equally, 
three female participants volunteered but withdrew from the research after 
reading the participant information sheet, one of the three participants 
explained that the topic was “too triggering” for her to go ahead with as she 
was still “going through it.” This remains a significant challenge for many 
students who experienced poor mental health during the national lockdown, 
even more so for those who did not receive adequate support to navigate 
these challenges. The unequal gender split resulted in an influx of data on 
female minority students, many of whom shared intimate details of their 
experiences with their mental health.  

A discourse analysis was the chosen method for this project as it provides a 
focus on the ideological meaning of language, exploring the ways in which 
the social texts reinforce dominant values of inequality (Antaki et al, 2003; Ruiz, 
2009; Van Dijk, 1996). It encourages examining the use of language through 
a critical lens, in this instance, examining the use of language amongst 
participants as well as social queues to gain an understanding of the 
inequalities which they faced during the national lockdown as ethnic 
minorities. Within sociological research it is imperative that transcription is 
analysed, a common misconception found within research is that quotations 
and segments offer rhetoric that those reading will comprehend. However, 
where transcription is useful in preparing qualitative data for analysis, “it is not 
analysis itself” (Antaki et al, 2003, p13). Likewise, discourse analysis enables 
the use of “rhetorical and discursive strategies” that interviewees may employ 
as a means of avoiding a particular theme or concept. Antaki et al (2013) refer 
to these strategies as “rhetorical manoeuvres” which require the researcher to 
situate the “locus of analysis” within specific segments of the transcription 
(p17).  

All interviews were conducted virtually via Skype, this platform was selected 
over more methods such as FaceTime or Zoom solely due to its strong 
compliance with data protection policies and privacy legislations. For 
example, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), ensures participant 
privacy and adheres to ethical guidelines (Sy et al, 2020; Roberts et al, 2021). 
Moreover, before conducting the interviews, a pilot study was conducted 
which highlighted potential technical issues that may have arisen as well as 
ensuring compatibility with all mobile and desktop devices (Sy et al, 2020). 
The unorthodox method of interviewing remotely deviated away from the 
‘gold standard’ of in-person interviews which often took place on university 
campuses, in open workspaces, and in participants’ homes (Novick, 2008; 
Opdenakker, 2006; Roberts et al, 2021, p1; Sy et al., 2020). Ultimately, the use 
of digital technology as a platform for conducting the interviews was a direct 
result of the social distancing measures which were implemented due to the 
Covid-19 outbreak and subsequently a national lockdown. As a result, a large 
portion of the population shifted their daily tasks to online methods of 
communication. The shift from in-person interviews to “remote data 
collection” requires substantial consideration with regard to upholding the 
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same quality of research, particularly with “reflexivity, adequacy, authenticity, 
trustworthiness, and resonance” (Cristancho et al., 2018 In Sy et al, 2020, 
p602). Drabble et al (2016) offered suggestions for virtual and remote 
interviews based on personal experiences with reference to specific strategies 
employed to establish rapport (In: Sy et al, 2020, p602). Furthermore, the use 
of “vocalisations” and “clarification requests” which enable the researcher to 
probe further and refine the participants’ responses, allowed the researcher 
to preserve the value of each response (Sy et al, 2020, p602).  

Despite being more efficient overall, the use of remote interviews did raise 
several practical concerns. As we shift into an era which predominantly relies 
on social media and virtual modes of communication, those who lack access 
to this media may find it difficult to engage in online interviews. Thus, despite 
this research focusing on ethnic minorities from disadvantaged backgrounds, 
it neglected the accounts of those unable to participate due to material 
deprivation (Roberts et al, 2021; Novick, 2008). Furthermore, participants who 
did have access to the required technology often faced issues with setting up 
and using the software. For example, one participant was unaware that they 
had to create a Skype account to use it, nor did they have a camera on their 
desktop computer, a practical issue which is absent during in-person 
interviews. However, this participant quickly downloaded the Skype 
application on their mobile device which had a camera and once settled spoke 
freely and was willing to share “intimate information” (Novick, 2008, p393). 
McCoyd and Kerson report that virtual interviews allow for participants to 
remain on “their own turf”, increasing rapport and reducing social pressure 
which in-person interviews contain (2006, p399; Novick, 2008). Despite this, 
the use of technology presented challenges in terms of connectivity, Wi-Fi 
connection, audio, and video quality as well as difficulties in analysing body 
language and non-verbal cues (Novick, 2008; Seitz, 2015). Finally, despite 
efforts to ensure privacy was established for the participant, many moved back 
in with family members during the national lockdown and thus were subject 
to potential but unintentional breaches of privacy (Malachowska, et, al. 2020; 
Novick, 2008). Where this is a common issue, I ensured that all interviews were 
conducted at a mutually agreed time which eliminated this as a limiting factor. 
Each participant was given the opportunity to schedule themselves during a 
time when they would not be disturbed. In one situation, however, despite not 
being interrupted by family members the participant selected a time when 
their family was having dinner. Consequently, my participant was distracted at 
certain points, which was challenging but equally it allowed for intermittent 
pauses to catch up on my notetaking. 

The short pre-questionnaire that students completed allowed me to gather 
relevant information such as age, gender, ethnic background, and social class. 
Out of ten participants, seven of ten were female and three were male, all 
ranging between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-six years old. The survey 
allowed me to collect qualitative, comparable data prior to the interviews 
which allowed me to keep the topic of my questions specific. Four participants 
reported that their parents were property owners, with six reporting that their 
parents were renting. Finally, 50% of participants reported a joint gross annual 
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income of £40,000-£60,000 between both parents, 40% reported £20,000-
£30,000 and 10% preferred not to say. Thus, the sample used within this 
project is representative of the South Asian and MENA communities, with a 
relatively equal split between students from working class, and upper working 
class, socioeconomic backgrounds.  

With regard to language, all participants were born and raised in the UK and 
thus all interviews were conducted in English. However, due to being fluent in 
Arabic (traditional and Maghrebi dialect), I was able to gain a deeper insight 
into certain cultural aspects of the North African students’ perspectives. 
During the interviews, many students referenced specific words within their 
language, for example, Maagaza within the Maghrebi Arabic dialect refers to 
being ‘lazy/useless’. One participant struggled to explain the concept in 
English due to the underlying connotations of the word in Arabic. As a North 
African diaspora, myself, I related to many of the findings within this research; 
it has been refreshing to learn that despite a lack of literature available on 
mental health, the concept is slowly being woven into our community. There 
are various advantages of conducting research as an “insider”, not only does 
it allow for the researcher to build a genuine rapport with the participants, but 
equally participants are likely to offer more intimate and transparent answers 
in situations where there is a common ground (Tuhiwai, 2012, p5). In addition 
to this, “outsiders” are often marginalized and observed as representative of a 
particular “rival interest group” (Tuhiwai, 2012, p5). In this case, both the 
interviewee and interviewer being ethnic minority university students 
encourages an “in-group” approach, despite not being South-Asian, many 
similarities in terms of culture and forms of ostracization that I face as a North 
African served as “common ground” during said interviews (Tuhiwai, 2012, p5-
6).  However, Tuhiwai highlights fundamental issues with said “common 
ground” in its constant requirement for “reflexivity”, which requires a constant 
critical approach when examining my “insider” status in relation to the “quality 
and richness of …data and analysis” (2012, p137). Thus, impartiality remained 
a fundamental requirement during the interview and data analysis processes, 
with significant effort to reference relevant and existing literature as well as 
probing for further detail from participants.  

Ethical issues are undeniably prevalent within all forms of research in one 
manner or another. Due to the nature of this research topic, I ensured that 
interviews were conducted and structured in a manner which eliminated 
potential ethical concerns. To begin, I ensured that I received all participants’ 
informed consent by providing them with the necessary information 
regarding this research. This included providing participants with an 
information sheet, and consent form (see appendix) via email as well as the 
option to reply with any questions. This ensured everyone was given the ability 
to make an informed judgment on whether they would like to participate. 
Moreover, I ensured that all participants were verbally reassured that 
anonymity and confidentiality would be of the utmost importance and that any 
data shared would be completely anonymised. I utilised pseudonyms 
throughout my research and notetaking to ensure that each participant’s data 
was secure, which was later stored on the university drive which is encrypted 



Sara Atsou: Covid-19 and Mental Health 

19 
 

to maximise data protection. Participants were also informed that they had the 
right to withdraw from the research at any point, without the need to provide 
any reasoning. Finally, all questions asked during the interview were general, 
avoiding the use of direct, sensitive, or triggering questions, particularly within 
the sections on mental health. As a result, no complications regarding ethical 
issues arose during this research, thus making it a fluid process.  
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Findings and Analysis 
This section of my dissertation will predominantly focus on analysing the data 
collected from conducting ten semi-structured interviews, with additional 
reference to a short pre-interview questionnaire. A thematic analysis method 
was utilised; a qualitative descriptive design which employs the identification 
of patterns and trends of meaning through methods of data familiarisation and 
coding. This is used to examine different understandings of social reality to 
elucidate a variety of themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi, 2016). This 
method is particularly useful in ensuring the data is presented as impartially as 
possible, with very little inference or room for abstract interpretation 
(Vaismoradi, 2016).  

The data collected were first coded which not only highlighted the main 
themes present within my research, but also encouraged the categorisation of 
sub-topics and themes. This was particularly useful in understanding the 
different topics which emerged due to the use of open-ended questions 
presented within the semi-structured interview. This method encourages the 
interviewee to guide the conversation around themes they view as both 
important and relevant (Longhurst, 2009). The ten participants were between 
the ages of twenty-one and twenty-six-years-old and all shared similar 
perspectives on their experiences of university during the 2020 national 
lockdown. All participants lived in the UK; the majority resided in London with 
two participants living in Essex. Six of the ten participants were of Algerian 
(Arab or Amazigh), Bengali, Libyan, Moroccan, or Yemeni descent. Four of ten 
participants were of Pakistani descent, all of whom were born in the UK. 
Initially, my research was aimed at understanding the impact of Covid-19 on 
North African higher education students’ mental health and educational 
attainment, however, with a lack of literature available on North Africans and 
their mental health, the study now focuses on a variety of ethnic backgrounds. 
Out of the ten interviewees, three identified as male and seven as female. The 
findings and analysis are divided into five segments, each highlighting themes 
which emerged within most interviews conducted. The themes presented 
include both original themes presented in the form of interview questions, but 
equally the newer themes which became apparent during each semi-
structured interview. The final section summarises all five segments and draws 
on similarities between data. The names disclosed within this section are all 
pseudonyms used to ensure the full anonymity of said participants. 

 

Mental Health: Cultural Stigmas 

The notion of mental health is heavily stigmatised within numerous ethnic 
minority communities, including South Asian and Arab communities. It is often 
understood, particularly amongst the older generations, that the disclosure of 
any form of mental illness within the community would entice unwanted 
attention and ‘shame’. Equally, the concept of anxiety and depression are 
often perceived as a sign of weakness and an individual’s inability to manage 
their emotions or workload (Rehman, 2016; Karasz, 2019). The subsequent 
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pressures which follow, increase the likelihood of psychological distress, 
Rehman (2016) specifically examined the negative impact on South Asians’ 
quality of life through the lack of transparency when individuals struggled with 
mental health (Taylor, Brown and Weinman, 2013). Additionally, women of 
ethnic minority backgrounds are more likely to be subject to gender-based 
roles and “culture anticipations” such as getting married, attending to 
domestic work, and raising children. As a result, these women are less likely 
to become exposed to opportunities surrounding employment and general 
social interaction which is directly detrimental to their mental health – which is 
a taboo topic within their communities (Rehman, 2016; Taylor, Brown and 
Weinman, 2013).  

Hiba is a twenty-four-year-old Pakistani female, living in London, UK. She 
shared that, despite being a diaspora British Pakistani, the cultural and gender 
norms harboured by older generations remain prevalent within her university 
experience. When asked if she believes her gender played a role in her 
university experience during the lockdown, Hiba shared that during her final 
year of university she experienced severe anxiety, particularly around the time 
of her dissertation submission and exams. However, when she shared this with 
her family, predominantly the men in her family, she was dismissed and told 
that she “didn’t know what stress was” as a form of comparison to the trauma 
her parents experienced in their teenage years. Rehman (2016) draws on the 
concept of izzat, the idea of ‘bringing shame’ upon your family which becomes 
prevalent in the absence of a woman performing domestic duties around the 
home and conforming to “culture anticipations” such as getting married. Hiba 
mentioned how her parents expected her to contribute to domestic chores 
around the house, even more during the national lockdown as she “wasn’t 
doing anything”, leaving her with less time to attend online classes which 
further exacerbated her feelings of anxiety. Additionally, when she attempted 
to discuss her willingness to engage in counselling sessions, her mother 
warned her of izzat and embarrassing them. This notion is undeniably rooted 
in cultural norms which fundamentally contribute to the ostracization of ethnic 
minority women within their own homes, often contributing to the 
deterioration of their mental health (Karasz et al, 2019).  

Despite South Asian immigrants being reported to experience one of the 
highest rates of mental health disorders, they often dismiss and mistake this 
for physical health. Similarly, other ethnic minority groups, particularly elder 
generations who immigrated to the UK face a significant amount of 
“psychological distress due to migration” with depression being a notably 
common mental illness (Anand and Cochrane, 2005; Karasz et al, 2019, p3; 
Weich et al, 2004). Interestingly, Hiba comments that “my parents just don’t 
understand anxiety, they’re from a different time and the culture is very 
different here in the UK” which reflects Karasz et al (2019)’s findings on 
“acculturative stress” (p3). This refers to the anxiety developed by individuals 
who attempt to “incorporate host country traits within one’s own culture” and 
subsequently impact “multiple generational groups” (Karasz et al, 2019, p3). 
The lack of understanding of what Hiba describes as “the fundamental basis 
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of what mental health is, understanding that it’s literally a chemical imbalance” 
from her parents is reflected in specific research on South Asian immigrants. 
Research shows that South Asians who experience mental health issues often 
“interpret their symptoms as physical illnesses” due to a lack of understanding 
of what mental health is and thus do not seek professional help (Karasz et al, 
2019, p3; Nazroo, 1998; Nazroo et al, 2002). Within the South Asian 
community, collectivism is a fundamental concept which encourages strong 
family cohesion, “conformity, solidarity, and cooperation”. On the other hand, 
in the West, individualist ideologies are prevalent with an emphasis on 
“independence, autonomy, self-reliance and personal achievement” (Chadda 
and Deb, 2013; Midlarsky et al, 2006; Karasz et al, 2019; p3). Hiba mentions 
the concept of “respecting your parents, even if they’re wrong” when sharing 
details of her attempts to confide in her parents about her poor mental state 
during her final year of university. The tight-knit family structure that many 
South Asian families are built on that is often considered “close” and “resilient” 
remains problematic in its reinforcement of patriarchal ideologies (Karasz, 
2019, p3). The continued emphasis on what Hiba describes as “keeping the 
peace and avoiding izzat” reflects what Karasz et al describe as “family 
harmony” through “obedience to elderly” which ultimately reinforces a 
dynamic created to suppress women and younger members of the family 
(Chadda and Deb, 2013; Midlarsky et al, 2006; Karasz et al, 2019, p3; 
Zagelbaum et al, 2011). Subsequently, women are often less likely to seek 
support for their mental health to avoid being stigmatised as “a failure” for 
seeking ‘outside help’ (Karasz et al, 2019, p3). Hiba concluded that after 
attempting to seek outside help, she was shunned by her family and resorted 
to “journaling to feel a sense of letting it all out.”  

The absence of gender equality within ethnic minority households is alarming, 
with deep-rooted patriarchy woven into cultural norms, women often find 
themselves at a disadvantage when it comes to obtaining degrees, 
employment and integrating into society. Thus, women of ethnic minority 
backgrounds are naturally more susceptible to experiencing poor mental 
health. The national lockdown enabled an increase in pressure on women to 
work a triple shift – Duncombe and Marsden (1995) highlight the inequalities 
women face within the home. Where their male counterparts engage in paid 
employment, women engage in domestic work, emotional work, and paid 
employment or the context of this dissertation, education. 

   

Access to Mental Health Services 
During the global pandemic, the NHS and mental health services faced an 
incredible influx of new patients seeking counselling and forms of therapy to 
better cope with newfound anxieties around covid-19. However, out of the 83% 
of students affected by poor mental health, only 26% of them had access to 
adequate support (Lee, 2020, cited in Hasan and Bao, 2020, p2). Equally, 
universities experienced a large influx of students utilising mental health 
services, often, students would have to join incredibly long waiting lists before 
even receiving a basic assessment. The lack of access to private mental health 
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services remains a barrier to care for many working-class students, particularly 
those from ethnic minority backgrounds. However, evidence suggests that 
“patient level factors” such as cultural stigmas, serve as an additional barrier to 
receiving the support they require. Hiba shared that during the national 
lockdown she reached out to her personal tutor to “get some help” regarding 
her heightened levels of anxiety (Karasz et al, 2019, p6). As a result, her tutor 
supported her in seeking support from the university counsellors which she 
said, “was useful at first, but I then realised I would have nowhere to actually do 
these sessions at home, if anyone heard me, I wouldn’t hear the end of it.” 
Several studies have found that South Asians who do have access to mental 
health services, rarely utilise them due to “culturally-linked stigma” due to a fear 
of izzat and to avoid appearing ‘weak’ (Rehman, 2016; Karasz et al, 2019; p6). 
Equally, personal reputation was reported to be a key factor which deterred 
individuals from seeking support.  

Religion is a key component which often mediates the use of mental health 
services. Within ethnic minority communities, prayer is often sought as a way 
of gaining peace and dealing with feelings of anxiety (Rehman, 2016, Karasz 
et al, 2019). Several participants in my research referenced prayer, meditation, 
and religion practices which they engage in to prepare for exams and reduce 
overall stress and anxiety. Hiba reported that during the national lockdown, 
she was observing Muslims’ holy month of Ramadan, a time which she 
described as “finding peace and getting closer to God”. When asked why she 
chose to pray and fast as opposed to seeking professional support, she noted 
that her parents “would tell me to go and pray, that I was anxious or depressed 
because I wasn’t praying and I was neglecting my salah (prayer)”. Numerous 
studies have shown that, within the South Asian community, Muslims were the 
least likely to seek mental health support through professional channels, and 
often relied heavily on prayer (Karasz et al, 2019; Inman et al, 2007; Sheikh 
and Furnham, 2000). Interestingly, this directly influences the “provision of 
relevant cultural responsiveness training” amongst mental health 
professionals (Karasz et al, 2019, p6). Ultimately, the lack of willingness and 
participation within the South Asian community, particularly among Pakistanis, 
has created a cultural divide which harbours space for therapists and medical 
professionals to hold certain assumptions about said community due to a lack 
of understanding of individual values and norms (Rehman, 2016; Minnis et al, 
2003; Karasz et al, 2019). When asked why Hiba was hesitant to contact her 
university about mental health services, she reported that “it wasn’t just family 
pressure and a lack of privacy, I also just felt super alienated. All the therapists 
were white, and I just couldn’t possibly imagine them understanding what 
happens in my brown household”.  

Often, within ethnic minority households, there is a tendency for older 
generations to perceive manic episodes as “being possessed” or having a 
spiritual curse rather than a psychotic break. Hiba shares in detail how her 
family’s understanding of mental health is warped and relies solely on cultural 
and religious theology. “My family blamed a lot of what happened on nazar 
(evil eye), they would always say it’s because I don’t protect myself by praying. 
In more dramatic situations, my dad would accuse me of being possessed by 
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a jinn (spirit) which was honestly ridiculous. I just wanted him to understand 
that a panic attack doesn’t require some kind of exorcism, I just needed a 
moment to breathe.” Overall, the concept of seeking professional support for 
mental health was inaccessible due to financial constraints and/or cultural 
stigmas within the household and wider community (Rehman, 2016). 

 

Culture and Gender Roles: The Triple Shift 
During all ten interviews, a common theme amongst participants was the 
acknowledgement of gendered roles within the households. All three male 
participants reported having “more time” to focus on academic tasks such as 
exam revision and thus were able to “unwind” during the evening. However, 
all seven female participants reported having to engage in domestic tasks 
such as cooking and cleaning. Four of seven mentioned being able to split 
tasks with other women within their household which allowed them to allocate 
time to study, but three of seven reported struggling to allocate time to focus 
on academic tasks which ultimately impacted their overall success.  When I 
asked participants: “Do you think your gender influenced your experience in 
education during lockdown?”, most female participants shared similar 
answers which highlighted the deep-rooted patriarchy present within multiple 
households. Halliday (2005) suggests that poor mental health is a direct 
reflection of the patriarchal society in which we live. Three female participants 
reported a decline in their academic performance during the national 
lockdown as a result of the added pressure of domestic work and the triple 
shift (Duncombe and Marsden, 1995). 

During the national lockdown, many elements of students’ lives changed, 
many had to leave the country, move back in with their parents or had to pick 
up jobs to afford rent. However, Chung (2020) highlights that despite the 
unfamiliar circumstances, something that has not changed is the notion of the 
‘dual burden’ which refers to a woman’s burden of paid employment and 
domestic chores. In the context of students, female students reported having 
to “study, work, and then come home to cook and clean” (Hiba). Ultimately, 
cultural norms played a critical role in reinforcing existing structures of 
patriarchy already present within society. Karasz et al (2019) highlight the 
perceived “inferior status to women” that many men within the South Asian 
community uphold. During our interview Hiba mentioned that her brother 
“never gets asked to help around the house, he’s treated like some kind of 
royal prince, but I’m expected to clean [sigh].” Ultimately, the continued 
discrimination and reinforcement of unequal gender roles within these 
households contributes to “increased stress” and “suicidal behaviour” 
(Bhattacharya and Schoppelrey, 2004; Karasz et al, 2019). Thus, the 
combination of a lack of awareness of mental health, the stigmas which entail 
if professional support is sought and the increased pressure on academic 
success is incredibly unhealthy, especially for students already facing 
discrimination in other aspects of their lives. 
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Educational Attainment: Parental Pressure  

Unlike mental health, educational attainment is a concept which is often 
discussed within ethnic minority households. Parental expectations often 
shape their children’s’ attitudes and overall perception of education which 
ultimately reflects their academic attainment later in life (Enlund et al., 2015; 
Rasool et al, 2021). The overarching view of education is perceived as a key 
which unlocks future opportunities which previous generations did not have 
access to. In fact, previous generations often sacrificed their careers and 
dreams to immigrate to the UK to create a ‘better life’ for their children. Thus, 
there is often an expectation that diaspora youth will excel within their chosen 
discipline, which itself is often influenced by parents. Deb et al (2015) report 
parental pressure on children to succeed academically often stems from 
concern for their wellbeing and employability prospects. Equally, some 
parents choose to place academic pressure on their children in pursuit of 
fulfilling their “unfulfilled dreams through their children” (Deb et al, 2015, 
p31). Hiba shares the fact that her mother immigrated to the UK at a young 
age and was not given an opportunity to access higher education, thus “she 
puts pressure on me to do well, it’s like I’m doing it for the both of us. I want 
to make her proud but sometimes I just can’t handle the pressure.”  

Similarly, to the notion of izzat, Hiba reflects on her experiences with friends of 
the same ethnicity who have not excelled academically and were shunned by 
the community: “her parents cut communication with everyone, she dropped 
out of university because of the pressure of medical school was overwhelming, 
but within days of people finding out they distanced themselves. It’s sad really, 
she became the town gossip.” Rehman (2016) emphasises the importance of 
maintaining family honour and dignity within the South Asian community, a 
male participant noted that “your level of education is really what defines you 
in the community if you don’t have a degree you’re definitely looked down 
on.”  Deb et al (2015) reports expressed concern amongst psychiatrists with 
regards to increased parental pressures, “causing high incidence of death by 
suicide” (D’Mello, 1997, p17). Hiba expresses that often “self-worth derives 
from how well you do perform academically”, this causes 6.23 Indian students 
in India to commit suicide per day (Deb et al, 2015, p27). It is of the utmost 
importance that the dangers of parental pressure on students’ mental 
wellbeing and overall quality of life are addressed, particularly within tightly 
knit communities. 

 

The Digital Divide 
The digital divide refers to the unequal access to technology across the 
country, in particular the unequal access amongst higher education students 
required to complete tasks. The shift to asynchronous methods of delivering 
course content was introduced with many challenges, including significant 
“psychological problems” for students experiencing a lack of social interaction 
(Alam, 2020, Bao, 2020, cited in Hasan and Bao 2020, p1). 
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A survey conducted in 2020 surveyed 7143 college students and found that 
25% experienced “severe anxiety” due to the online teaching structure (Cao 
et al, 2020; cited in Hasan and Bao, 2020, p2). Moreover, a study conducted 
by Benzeval et al highlighted that 51% of students had to share a device with 
someone else which ultimately impacted their ability to attend all relevant 
online classes and complete all the tasks given (Benzeval et al, 2020). Eight 
out of ten participants reported having access to their own device which was 
used to complete academic work. However, four of those participants 
reported not having access to purchasing textbooks required to complete 
their degree which resulted in the need to ask colleagues on the same course 
for “pictures of the pages I needed”. Two of ten participants reported sharing 
a technological device to complete their university work, one participant 
reported sharing an iMac with her younger sister and “taking turns to do our 
work”. Both participants selected “£20,000-£30,000” during the pre-interview 
questionnaire as their annual household income. Thus, it is evident that within 
ethnic minority groups, there are layers of inequality within each community, 
in this instance the experience of material deprivation alongside exiting 
stigmas within the household. Moreover, this participant continued to share 
that her younger sister often uses “a tiny iPod” to do to her math homework 
“so my older brother could watch Netflix”, which truly reflects the unequal 
access to technology which many ethnic minorities faced, and the role that 
gendered stereotypes in magnifying them.  

Ultimately, the socio-economic gap continues to widen, and students of ethnic 
minority backgrounds become increasingly less likely to find careers within 
their chosen discipline. As previously mentioned, the shift to a “public-private 
partnership” as proposed by Gianni and Lewis (2020) would widen the access 
to technology for more students and ultimately increase social mobility and 
chances of success within future career prospects. 
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Conclusion 
Overall, this research project examined the impact that a national lockdown, 
self-isolation, and asynchronous learning had on university students of ethnic 
minority backgrounds. It drew on factors influencing educational attainment 
but equally explored how students’ mental health was impacted. It focused 
primarily on South Asian, Middle Eastern and North African students living and 
studying in the UK. The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed for 
areas of flexibility with regard to obtaining data on personal experiences as a 
student, thus allowing for a free-flowing and more genuine dialogue. I 
examined factors which may have influenced students’ experiences during the 
Covid-19 outbreak, for example, age, ethnicity, where they live, their parents’ 
gross annual income, whether their parents own their own home and whether 
they had access to mental health services.  

Halliday (2005) depicts poor mental health both as “a social construct and a 
product of a patriarchal society that has pathologised the feminine condition” 
(p1). The concept of mental health is so heavily stigmatised within ethnic 
minority communities that it has become a taboo concept for many, creating 
a culture of suffering in silence. Despite this, many students appeared to 
understand the complexity behind such cultural norms, particularly its deep-
rooted relationship with immigrational trauma which many of their parents 
carry unknowingly (Karasz et al, 2019). Evidence of this is presented within the 
findings of this research, with almost all participants referencing parents as 
being unaware of the concept of being mentally ill rather than ignorant of it. 
Equally, there was much discussion around states of denial with regards to 
mistaking mental illness for physical pain but also through deflection towards 
religious practices. It remains evident that, despite living in a post-modern 
society which values individualism, and acts pertaining to personal autonomy, 
issues of stigma and shame remain prevalent.  

Despite nine out of ten participants reporting a positive correlation between 
a decline in their mental health and a negative dip in their academic grades, 
seven out of ten reported feeling grateful for being able to afford the 
technology required to pursue their degree. All ten participants agreed that 
their ethnicity and cultural norms played a pivotal role in the way they 
experienced the national lockdown, often reporting a stronger sense of family 
bonding (Rehman, 2016).  

The overall findings from my research reflected similar ideologies to previous 
literature produced on this topic, however, a few findings deviated from the 
norm. Despite a lack of access to mental health services, many students 
reported higher levels of gratitude post-pandemic, with an increased 
appreciation for normalcy. Three participants within this research were of a 
North African descent, as a North African myself I deeply resonated with the 
painful stigmas that many of them experienced. During my initial research, I 
observed an absence of literature exploring mental health within North 
African communities, most of the literature explored South Asian communities 
which influenced my decision to research ethnic minorities on a general scale 
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as opposed to just North Africans. Despite the various similarities between 
South Asian and North African communities, it would be unreasonable to 
assume that reflects the entirety of North African norms, cultures, and values. 
The topic of mental health desperately needs to be addressed within the 
North African community, to create awareness around the direct influence of 
poor mental health equally on both academic attainment and physical health. 
Research shows that people experiencing psychiatric distress often develop 
complications with their physical health (Karasz et al, 2019). Thus, more 
research must be conducted on the North African community, to close the gap 
within literature and to offer resources for medical professionals to gain an 
understanding of cultural norms and stigmas to better support the 
community.  

The use of semi-structured, qualitative interviews allowed for in-depth answers 
which increased the perceived credibility of the study and encouraged 
elaborative answers. However, despite the usefulness of a small sample in 
gathering detailed accounts, to understand “complex thoughts and actions 
within their lives”, due to its qualitative nature, the data was not generalisable 
(Denny and Weckesser, 2018, p369).  

To conclude this research, using the chosen research method, all objectives 
were met and evaluated thoroughly within this dissertation. This offered an 
excellent opportunity for participants to explore personal reflections on their 
experiences as a student during a global pandemic, but equally on the 
stigmas and constraints still present within their communities which harbour 
structures of inequality within society.
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Abstract  

The dissertation project examines the impact of Covid-19 workplace policies 
on gender inequality. Due to the persistence of the gender pay gap and recent 
strikes across the UK, the study is focused on mothers working in higher 
education in the UK. The dissertation provides a contextual background of 
gender inequality, the link between paid and unpaid work, provides evidence 
from the related research in the field, and justifies the importance of policy 
responses to inequality drawing on work by Carol Bacchi. To fulfil the 
methodological gap and to conclude whether policies are buffers or 
reproducers of gender inequality, the research project utilizes Bacchi’s ‘What’s 
the Problem Represented to Be?’ approach to critical policy analysis. By 
identifying the problematization of caring responsibilities and exploring 
neoliberal concepts within the policies, it is concluded that the analysed 
policies are detrimental to working mothers and rather reproduce inequality 
instead of resisting it. It is suggested that for policies to challenge the status 
quo, the approaches to policy design need to be transformed in a way that 
reflects the lived realities of gendered everyday lives. Only then, policy 
recommendations will have an equal impact on men and women in the labour 
market as well as in the domestic sphere.  
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Introduction 

Covid-19 which is also called a disaster for feminism has exposed women’s 
vulnerability in the economy and society (Berkhout and Richardson, 2020, 
p49). The global crisis has shed a light on the deep-rooted gender inequalities 
in the domestic sphere and labour market and potentially deepened them, 
leaving a long-term severe impact on women’s participation in the labour 
market and economic recovery from the pandemic. It has been shown that 
women with children are particularly negatively affected as a result of being 
responsible for a larger portion of caring responsibilities and domestic work 
at the expense of their paid work. The research is specifically focused on 
mothers working in higher education due to the persistence of the gender pay 
gap that has been regularly measured and compared across institutions. 
Furthermore, the wave of strikes in higher education has partly been 
motivated by the gender pay gap which indicates that gender inequality is a 
great concern at the moment. Due to the currency of the phenomenon, there 
is still a lack of research in the field, particularly focusing on mothers working 
in academia. Thus, this study aims to contribute to the existing knowledge in 
the field that can work in favour of achieving gender equality in the domestic 
and work sphere and reduce the long-term negative impact on women in the 
labour market. Aiming to address the methodological gap, the project 
explores whether gendered impacts are mitigated by workplace Covid-19 
policies. The project has analysed publicly accessible workplace Covid-19 
policies produced by higher education institutions in the UK. Conducting 
critical policy analysis and utilizing Bacchi’s WPR approach, this paper not only 
uniquely addresses the issue, but also provides an insight into how policies 
bring together discourses, individuals, and institutions. The selected research 
method, therefore, enables multi-layered analysis necessary to answer the 
main research question: Are Covid-19 workplace policies reproducers or 
buffers of gender inequality? The dissertation first provides the literature 
review which functions as a base of the research because it provides the 
theoretical foundation and the context upon which the analysis and findings 
are built. Furthermore, the chapter is important because it highlights the 
relevance of the issue and justifies the purpose of the research project. First, it 
provides a framework of gender inequalities and underlines the 
interrelationship between paid and unpaid work. It further explores how the 
Covid-19 measures such as family lockdowns, working from home, and 
closure of childcare facilities have impacted women, particularly mothers. By 
providing findings from research conducted in the field, it investigates how 
the inequalities are underpinned by gender norms, expectations, and 
hegemonic stereotypes. Furthermore, the literature review reflects on the 
research of policy documents that have been conducted so far and stresses 
the importance of gender-sensitive policy responses drawing on the work of 
Bacchi and Eveline. The Methodology chapter outlines the characteristics of 
the WPR method and justifies why it has been chosen for the project. 
Moreover, the chapter provides a detailed insight into the research process 
and reflects on the method’s limitations. The main section is the Analysis and 
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Findings chapter. The chapter interprets the data from the analysis by 
addressing the topics of devaluation of caring responsibilities, prioritization of 
economic capital, the private/public dichotomy, responsibilization, 
acknowledgement of women’s double shift, and the abolishment of gender in 
policies. The section discusses the potential congruence between gender 
mainstreaming practices and neoliberal ideology and the dominant 
discourses deriving from it. Based on the findings of the research and the 
policies’ discursive, subjectification, and lived effects proposed by Carol 
Bacchi, the dissertation concludes that the analysed policies reinforce 
stereotypes and gendered division of labour and therefore do not function as 
buffers of gender inequality. Furthermore, the discussion ends with 
suggestions of alternative approaches to challenge the discriminative nature 
of institutional policies.  
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Literature review 
 

Gender inequality  

Feminist scholars conceptualize gender as one of the fundamental 
characteristics of any social structure. Gender has many consequences for 
people’s lives, but one of the most significant ones is that it serves as a 
foundation for inequality between people. Gender hierarchy that advantages 
men has survived profound changes in social and economic systems. Even 
with women succeeding to enter the labour market, the underlying system of 
gender inequality managed to persist (Ridgeway, 2011, p5). Therefore, the 
question of what drives and enables the persistence of gender inequality 
remains. Starting at the beginning, gender inequality is a categorical form of 
inequality. It is based on being a member of a social group or category, in this 
example, males and females. Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin note that ‘gender is a 
system of social practices within society that constitutes people as different in 
socially significant ways and organises relations of inequality on the basis of 
the difference’ (1999, p192). It is important to emphasize that sex 
categorization, despite seeming to be “natural”, is a social process. Biological 
sex differences become socially significant through the social construction of 
meanings, relationships, and culture and can be seen as an outcome of men’s 
and women’s actions and interactions (West and Zimmerman, 1987). For the 
gender system to be accepted, people's experiences and widely held cultural 
ideas must both affirm ‘that men and women are different in ways that justify 
men's greater power and privilege’ (Ridgeway, 2011, p10). Therefore, the 
everyday persistent social processes of interaction represent a powerful force 
for perseverance or change of gender inequality. 

To explore gendered division of labour, feminist theorists introduce the term 
social reproduction which helps to understand the preservation and 
reproduction of systems of gender inequality in connection to unequal 
division of labour in the private and public sphere. Social reproduction 
encompasses the ‘activities, attitudes, behaviours, emotions, duties, and 
relationships directly involved in the daily preservation of life, as well as 
intergenerational relationships’ (Laslett and Brenner, 1989, p383). Social 
reproduction is placed within the framework that sees males as workers and 
not carers and females as carers, but not workers, which affects human 
behaviour and makes it difficult for individuals to cross the set boundaries 
linked to their gender (Bryson, 2016, p224). Laslett and Brenner note that the 
organization of social reproduction refers to ‘the various institutions in which 
this work is carried out, the various strategies for carrying out these tasks, and 
the various ideologies that shape and are shaped by them’ (1989, p383). It is 
suggested that the dominant discursive framework that influences behaviour 
and division of labour is fused in all aspects of social life, also institutions. Thus, 
gender inequality is not constructed and reproduced only interactionally, but 
also institutionally. Even though social reproduction has historically been 
done only within families, feminist theorists argue that the family as an 
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institution is only one of the possible institutions where social reproduction 
and gender inequality are executed and produced. Accordingly, the 
gendered division of labour is not situated only within families, but also in 
education, politics, culture, the labour market, and the workplace (Laslett and 
Brenner, 1989, p382-384). The focus of this literature review will remain on 
two institutional areas that are central to discussions regarding gender 
inequality in connection to the Covid-19 pandemic, these are family and 
labour market.  

 

The link between paid and unpaid labour 

It is important to explain why it is essential to understand domestic and work 
spheres as two parts of the same coin when talking about the division of labour 
and inequality whether that is pre-pandemic, during Covid-19, or after. The 
relation between family and labour market or between unpaid and paid work 
is significant as gender disparities at work impact gender disparities at home 
and vice versa (Yavorsky et al., 2021, p2). Furthermore, Ridgeway states that 
gender organization at home plays a central role in the process of construction 
of inequalities between genders directly within the home, and indirectly in the 
labour market (Ridgeway, 2011, p129). Feminist scholars emphasize the 
dependency of modern economic activity on ‘invisible’ unpaid care work 
(Folbre, 2001, cited in Foley and Cooper, 2021, p466). Referring back to the 
social reproduction that includes household labour, physical, and emotional 
caregiving, Bahn et al. claim that ‘without the day-to-day work of social 
reproduction, entire social systems would collapse’ (Bahn et al., 2020, p696). 
Similarly, several feminist theorists argue that by viewing social reproduction 
as work, women’s domestic work in capitalist societies translates wages into 
means of subsistence. Wage workers would be unable to work productively 
without it (Lamphere, 1987, Luxton, 1980, Smith 1987, cited in Laslett and 
Brenner, 1989, p384). These claims do not only embrace the importance of 
the link between domestic life and the labour market but also highlight the 
worth of care and domestic work which are still undervalued. Stevano et al. 
argue that analysis of domestic life and labour markets has been so far done 
separately, but the pandemic showed an important connection between the 
two (2021, cited in Kabeer et al., 2021, p13). Hence, to discuss the 
disproportionate effect of Covid-19 on women, especially mothers, in the 
labour market, it is necessary to examine the patterns and changes of those in 
the family realm.  

Research conducted before Covid-19 suggests that gender inequalities 
impact women who decide to participate in the labour market and those who 
do not. Whether or not women participate in paid labour, they persist to 
perform more household work than men (Bianchi et al., 2006, cited in 
Ridgeway, 2011, p7). Moreover, increases in the number of hours women 
work do not have a significant impact on their share of housework compared 
to males. As a result, women continue to bear the brunt of the stress of 
balancing domestic responsibilities with work (Bianchi et al., 2000, Coltrane, 
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2000). Gender organization at home plays a central role in the process of 
construction of inequalities between genders directly within the home, and 
indirectly in the labour market (Ridgeway, 2011, p129). The gender framework 
does not only support and reproduce the gendered division of paid and 
unpaid labour but also economically penalizes women (Bryson, 2016, p224). 
Research has shown that mothers with dependent children face a ‘wage 
penalty’ also called the ‘motherhood gap’ (Clark et al., 2021) that affects their 
payment and promotion opportunities compared to women without children 
(Ridgeway, 2011, p7). Moreover, the case study conducted by Smith et al. 
suggests that before the pandemic women earned less than men in all 
countries included in the research- China, Hong Kong, the UK, and Canada. 
This means that women were more economically insecure at the beginning of 
the pandemic and the inequality was exacerbated as the sectors that shut 
down were female-dominated (2021, p1370). 

 

Evidence from the research  

Information provided above highlights that women have never been equal to 
men in the labour market or domestic sphere even prior to the pandemic. The 
global pandemic has given the unique opportunity for researchers to explore 
what has happened to women’s position in society in these unprecedented 
times. It has been proposed that women’s employment is not only influenced 
by inequality patterns, but also by family dynamics, unpaid labour, and 
childcare institutions (Cha, 2010, Collins et al., 2021, Ruppanner, 2020, cited 
in Yavorsky et al., 2021, p5). With the implementation of Covid-19 
measurements such as family lockdowns and working from home, it has been 
implied that this unique circumstance might theoretically provide an 
opportunity for less gendered division of labour and childcare in case both 
parents work from home. Instead, family lockdowns increase the family-work 
conflict as there is a question about whose work is being prioritised (Powell, 
2020, p643). The “new” division of labour that has been established during 
the pandemic is heavily underpinned by the neoliberal understandings of 
motherhood which expects women to be multitasking individuals with 
“perfect” families, good jobs, and social relations. Güney-Frahm emphasises 
that the neoliberal perspective on motherhood has been reinforced during 
the pandemic. Moreover, due to women’s increased workload in the domestic 
sphere, the pandemic also highlighted patriarchal elements in the private 
sphere (2020, p848). 

The results from the research suggest that some couples shifted to more 
egalitarian roles during the pandemic. Yavorsky et al. note that around 10%-
15% of couples in the USA shifted from traditional to the more equal division 
of unpaid labour. However, this includes families where women work as 
essential workers and are unable to work from home (2021). Similarly, the 
online research conducted by Seiz in Spain reveals that some couples took a 
more egalitarian approach to domestic work, but, the number of those who 
resist gender norms is negligible (Seiz, 2021). When it comes to childcare, 
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Kabeer et al. (2021) and Craig and Churchill (2021) note that gender gaps in 
caring for children have narrowed as also men took some part of the care on 
their shoulders, nevertheless, the type of unpaid and caring work that men and 
women perform is different. For example, homeschooling, routine care, and 
domestic work still fall on mothers, while fathers are more included in 
playtime, extracurricular activities, and domestic work that is not a part of daily 
routines, such as mowing the lawn (Kabeer et al., 2021, p14). Alon et al. (2020) 
and Blundell et al. (2020) show some positivity in stating that the identification 
of more egalitarian practices during Covid-19 in the domestic sphere might 
lead to a more equal distribution of labour in the future which can minimize 
the gender gap in the long-term. However, there are still austere short-term 
consequences, such as an increase in layoffs and permanent job losses that 
are suggested by quantitative research in the field (Dang and Nguyen, 2020, 
p5). On the other hand, some suggest a shift to more traditional gender 
attitudes because more women than men experienced a shift to working from 
home, decrease of hours, or transition to unemployment. ‘When women lose 
jobs they are also losing the role that can be seen as egalitarian and 
nontraditional’ (Reichelt et al., 2021, p241), they are put in a position 
dominated by traditional gender norms. Moreover, the experience of being 
threatened, in this case by the Covid-19 virus, can strengthen essentialist 
beliefs about gender. Therefore, in the time of global crisis, society justifies 
gender inequalities due to deep-seated beliefs about women being 
inherently better in caring roles and domestic labour (Brescoll et al., 2013, 
cited in Fisher and Ryan, 2021, p240).  

Scholars argue that loss of domestic support such as in-person schooling and 
non-parental daycare are driving forces behind mothers’ unemployment rates 
and reduction of working hours. Furthermore, Folbre states that ‘childcare and 
public schooling are fundamental forms of infrastructure that supports 
families, businesses, and our economy’ (2006, cited in Collins et al., 2021, 
p189). Therefore, the closure of schools and childcare facilities that were 
necessitated by social distancing and lockdowns are one of the main features 
of the pandemic that deepened gender inequality not only in the domestic 
sphere but also impacted the labour market and global economy. Households 
with children had to find ways to combine paid work and provide care and 
education for their children. Despite the progress that has been made in the 
past decades, which results in more and more women in the labour market, 
stereotypes and expectations remain the same. Women are expected to 
perform the majority of domestic unpaid work and childcare. With the closure 
of childcare services, women have become primary caregivers while also 
expected to be productive at work (Fisher and Ryan, 2021, p239). Whiley et al. 
state that the lockdown broke down the wall between being a mother at home 
and a worker at work (2021, p615). Mothers are responsible for a larger 
portion of home-schooling and domestic work at the expense of their paid 
work (Collins et al., 2020, p109). Traditionally distributed unpaid work 
prevents them from keeping up with their productivity and ability to do paid 
work (Blundell et al., 2020, p307). This is also consistent with the conclusions 
from qualitative research conducted by Clark et al. in Ireland as interviewed 
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mothers expressed that the burden of unpaid work has affected their ability to 
perform professionally (2021, p1359).  

The disproportionate impact on mothers’ paid work in comparison to fathers’ 
is central to the research conducted by Collins et al. (2021), Cook and 
Grimshaw (2020), Reichelt et al. (2021), Dias et al. (2020), and Qian and Hu 
(2021). The evidence provided by these researchers reveals that women are 
more likely to have reduced their working hours or have left employment 
during the crisis in comparison to men. While fathers’ working hours remained 
relatively stable and did not fall below 40 per week, mothers’ working hours 
were reduced up to five times more than fathers’ (Collins et al., 2021, p102). 
The reduction of hours was even worse for mothers with younger children. 
Similarly, comparing employment rates and work patterns, Dias et al. 
conclude that the gap between fathers’ and mothers’ employment rates has 
been widened during Covid-19. ‘Mothers are 56 % more likely to be laid off 
than fathers and non-mothers are roughly twice as likely to be laid off as 
fathers’ (Dias et al., 2020, p3). It has been noted that women’s withdrawal from 
the labour force is forced because they have to simultaneously engage in paid 
work and care. Having no support from fathers, employers, and the 
government, women are the ‘link’ in the chain that gives in (Collins et al., 2021, 
p183). On the other hand, women are also more likely to voluntarily adjust 
their paid work for unpaid responsibilities to validate their gender identity 
based on the hegemonic norms and expectations (Davis and Greenstein, 
2009, cited in Yaish et al., 2021, p257).  

While the researchers are on the same side regarding the unequal impact on 
mothers, there is a division regarding the benefit of flexible hours that are 
more widely offered by employers during the Covid-19 pandemic. Some say 
that flexible working leads to higher employment rates for women as it 
enables them to better balance work and family needs (Goldin, 2014, cited in 
Yavorsky et al., 2021, p4). Advocates of flexible hours also highlight that the 
control and flexibility of work and non-work domains enable more women to 
enter and stay in the labour market (Chung et al., 2021, p225). Furthermore, 
increased flexibility of working hours is seen as the last resort in closing the 
gender pay gap (Golding, 2010, cited in Alon et al., 2020a, p17). On the other 
hand, flexible work arrangements can also preserve traditional gender 
allocation of labour as men and women utilise flexible working hours 
differently depending on their gender and society’s expectations (Yaish et al., 
2021, p258) which is evident from the findings provided above. Therefore, the 
expansion of flexible working hours can be detrimental without reflecting on 
the existing work culture and gender norms and has to be closely monitored 
(Chung et al., 2021, p226). 

 

Importance of Policy Responses  

Kabeer et al. emphasize that ‘despite the plethora of data available, there is 
still a strong need for research on the gendered dimensions of the COVID-19 
pandemic’ (2021, p20). The research that has been conducted so far suggests 
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that the gendered impacts are not mitigated by the policies and schemes as 
policies are assuming domestic division of labour and perceive males as 
breadwinners and females as carers (Cook and Grimshaw, 2020). Policies from 
case studies researched by Smith et al. reflect the prejudice that continues to 
exploit gender norms and ignore injustices (2021, p1374). The UNDP/UN 
Women Global Gender Response Tracker indicates that only around 8 per 
cent of labour social security measures address unpaid care by providing paid 
leave, flexible work arrangements, and childcare services available in the case 
of emergency (Kabeer et al., 2021, p16). Moreover, researchers suggest an 
acknowledgement of unpaid work and the value of care (Bahn et al., 2020, 
p697, Thomason and Inmaculada, 2020, p706), challenging the binary 
conceptualization of gender in policies, and interventions across all gender 
groups would allow and approve of more male participation in the domestic 
sphere (Fisher and Ryan, 2021, p241). 

West and Zimmerman note that for a change to happen, the change must be 
made on the institutional, cultural, and interactional levels of gender (West 
and Zimmerman, 1987, p146). Furthermore, Collins et al. state that it has to be 
recognized that the problem faced by women with children or those without 
is not individual, but political and therefore requires policy intervention (2021, 
p190). Sullivan notes that some changes around the domestic division of 
labour have been made in the West, however, the matter should be 
recognized as political which would, with the interaction with the wider 
discursive environment, enable the transformation. Sullivan also emphasizes 
the importance of policies that can support the progress to more equal 
division or if not constructed properly undermine ongoing gender roles and 
patterns of behaviour (Sullivan, 2004, p216). Politics, economy, and gender 
struggle partly determine the organisation of social reproduction by how 
families organise their responsibility for dependents and by how individuals 
organise to restructure their gendered responsibilities (Laslett and Brenner, 
1989, p384). To exemplify the importance of this, policies can strengthen the 
“normality” of gender norms in some families by assuming the women’s 
dependence on male breadwinners, or that women are the ones who should 
take time off work to take care of children. 

To tackle gender inequality and biased policies, Bacchi and Eveline provide 
innovative thinking on policy approaches to gender equality and the process 
of social change. They draw upon policy development called gender 
mainstreaming. Essential to the concept of gender mainstreaming is the 
priority to address marginalised and disadvantaged groups. The goal is to 
support gender equality and to commit that policies evenly impact men and 
women. They stress that policies are gendering practices and therefore it is 
essential to examine policies’ fundamental proposals and their effects on 
gender. The policy is not simply a reaction to the problem of gender inequality 
but is creative and productive (Bacchi 1999, cited in Bacchi and Eveline, 2010, 
p17). The claim that policies are gendering practices rests on the Foucauldian 
theory of problematization. In this proposal, language is not understood as a 
communicative tool but as knowledge through which society is governed. 
Understanding policies as gendering practices allows us ‘to reflect on the 
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discursive systems within policies that constitute the categories of woman and 
man’ (Bacchi, 2017, p21). This research project utilises Bacchi’s approach to 
policy analysis because it helps to challenge the idea of fixed representations 
of the problems and recognizes neoliberal policies as active producers and 
reproducers of gender and gender inequality. 
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Methodology  

Critical policy studies have developed as an attempt to examine the policy 
process, more importantly in terms of political and social interests, values, and 
assumptions that shape and inform the process of policymaking and 
consequently impact people’s lives (Fischer et al., 2015, p1). Bacchi 
recognizes three approaches to policy analysis based on how policies ‘deal’ 
with social problems. In other words, what are the emphasised 
epistemological assumptions that underpin the policy problem. These 
categories are problem identification, problem definition, and problem 
representation (Bacchi, 1999, p21). This dissertation utilises the latter and 
takes an interpretative approach to policy analysis. As opposed to the 
quantitative approach, interpretative analysis is focused on the linguistic, 
normative, and ideological dimensions drawing on systems of discourses and 
meanings that underpin institutionally produced policies (Lovbrand and 
Stripple, 2015, p92).  

The method that is used for the analysis in this dissertation is ‘What’s the 
Problem Represented to be?’ (WPR). Bacchi developed the approach relying 
on Foucault’s concept of problematization. Within this framework, every policy 
is perceived as prescriptive text that sets out practices that rely on particular 
problematization (Bacchi, 2012, p4). Moreover, WPR also includes Foucault’s 
idea that it is possible to identify the patterns of problematizations and reveal 
styles of governing that impact our lives. The focus of WPR is to study how we 
are governed through problematizations that are lodged in policies (Bacchi, 
2015, pxii). As a result, the approach challenges the conventional approaches 
to policy analysis by claiming that the ‘problems’ are not exogenous, but 
endogenous to the policymaking process. The framework interrupts the 
presumption that problems are fixed and perceives policies as constitutive 
rather than reactive to ‘problems’ (Bacchi, 2009, p1). Therefore, policies are 
not simply responses to gender inequality but are active gendering practices 
with the ability to produce and reproduce gender categories. Bacchi notes that 
‘the WPR approach is a resource, or tool, intended to facilitate critical 
interrogation of public policies’ (Bacchi, 2012, p21). It enables critical analysis 
through a set of six questions (Bacchi, 2012, p22):  

1. What is the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy or policy 
proposal? 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underpin this representation of 
the ‘problem’?  

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about? 

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are 
the silences? Can the ‘problem’ be conceptualized differently? 

5. What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by this 
representation of the ‘problem’? 
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6. How and where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been 
produced, disseminated and defended? How has it been and/or how 
can it be disrupted and replaced? 

Question 1 serves as the starting point of the analysis and aims to identify 
problem representation in the policy. To clarify, the word ‘problem’ in WPR 
refers to the change that is proposed in a particular policy. The following 
questions (2 through 6), enable a deeper analysis by inquiring about the 
motives for the proposal, deep-seated assumptions that underpin the 
proposed change, silences and hegemonic ideas, and the effects that are 
accompanying certain representations of the problem (Bacchi, 2009, p1-20). 
However, it is noted that the WPR approach should be used as an unrestricted 
procedure of critical engagement with policies, not as a formula (Bacchi, 2012, 
p22). This allows greater flexibility of analysis and enables adjustments based 
on the type of documents and the needs of the research in terms of its aims 
and objectives.  

While there are predominantly numeric results derived from quantitative 
research regarding employment patterns and gaps or research based on 
methods such as interviewing and surveying, there has been limited research 
focused on Covid-19 policies and gender dimensions. Hence, this research, 
which attempts to critically analyse policies, aims to fill in the methodological 
gap in the field of research and provides findings that cannot be obtained 
using other methods of research. Furthermore, WPR helps with the analysis of 
concealed and secluded aspects. This is particularly important for this 
research project as the silences are reflective of gender and power relations 
and reveal the position of women (mothers) in comparison to men (fathers) in 
the workplace, at home, and in society. Identifying the acknowledgement or 
dismissals of unpaid work and childcare helps to answer the research question 
of whether policies are buffers and reproducers of gender inequality and is an 
important part of concluding if policies are gender-sensitive and reflective of 
lived realities of women during Covid-19.   

The research is focused on ten Covid-19 workplace policies produced by 
institutions in higher education, more specifically, universities across the UK. 
The universities were included in the research based on the accessibility of 
policy documents and regions in which they are located in order to get a 
representative sample. The universities are located in the following regions: 
London, East of England, South West, Yorkshire and the Humber, North West, 
South East England, and Scotland. The decision to focus the analysis on one 
job sector and more specifically, higher education within the educational 
sectors was based on several reasons, both practical and theoretical. First, 
looking at the specific field of work narrows down the sample and makes it 
appropriate for small scale research. Second, numerous universities across the 
UK have publicly accessible workplace policies and guidance via their 
websites. This means that the material for the analysis is easy to access, the 
collection of policies is less-time consuming, and there are no ethical issues 
concerning anonymity and confidentiality since the data is public. Third, 
choosing policies intended for the same work field enables easier comparison 
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as similar key themes are occurring across the whole sample. Lastly, there is 
some already existing research on gender inequality during Covid-19 that 
particularly focuses on mothers in higher education and academia. Such 
research projects were conducted in Europe, Australia, and the USA and show 
that equal pay has not yet been achieved in the sector. Focusing on the UK, 
women higher education teaching professionals earn 10,8% less than men 
(ONS, 2021). With the average full-time employees' gender pay gap being 
7,9% (ONS, 2021), the pay gap in higher education is above the average and 
raises a concern and urgency to act upon it. Hence, conducting the research 
in the field exposes the issue and addresses its severity while the production 
of new knowledge might contribute to a positive change that would minimize 
the negative impact on women in higher education.  

The first step in the analysis process was the formulation of research aims and 
questions. As mentioned in the introduction, this project aims to address the 
existing gap in knowledge and fill in the methodological gap identified after 
reading about the existing research in the field. Furthermore, the research 
aims to propose alternative approaches that could work in favour of achieving 
gender equality. For achieving the aims, the project focuses on answering the 
main research question which reads: Are policies reproducers or buffers of 
gender inequality? To provide an answer the project sets out ‘sub questions’ 
such as:  

• Is women’s double shift recognized in the policies?  

• Are caring responsibilities acknowledged by policymakers? 

• Are policies reflective of the gendered reality of everyday lives?  

• What are the effects of policies? 

• Are policies gendering practices?  

The second step of the research process was collecting policies. The criteria 
for policy selection included public accessibility, the purpose of policies 
(establishing new working arrangements during Covid-19), and the date of 
policy creation (2020 or 2021- the peak of the pandemic). The collection was 
followed by the initial read of the policies which helped to recognize the 
patterns and repeating themes. Organising policies in tables and grouping 
them enabled identifying what aspects of policies are similar to each other and 
whether some of them stand out immediately. The next step was the 
application of the WPR approach. It is important to highlight that as proposed 
by Bacchi, the questions of WPR were not used as a strict formula, but more as 
a tool that helped to achieve the aims of the research and answer research 
questions. Therefore, the WPR worked as a framework not as an obligation to 
answer all of the questions of the WPR method or to focus on all of them to the 
same extent. After identifying the ‘problematizations’ in the policies, it was 
necessary to draw on theoretical frameworks and concepts already noted in 
the literature review in order to make sense of the data and make conclusions. 
This included connecting the findings to the concepts of neoliberal ideology, 
and concepts noted by Bacchi and feminist theorists such as gender 
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mainstreaming and the effects of policy problematizations. The last step of the 
research process included answering the research question, checking 
whether the project achieved its aims, and reflecting on inconsistencies and 
limitations of the research.  

Regarding inconsistencies concerning the collection of data, the limitation 
encountered when collecting samples for the research was that despite the 
data being publicly accessible, the universities also have additional and more 
extensive policies that are closed to the public and only available to 
employees with the use of a username and password. Getting access to 
private documents failed despite the effort of contacting the HR departments 
of several universities. Having access to ‘staff only’ policies could be useful as 
many non-accessible policies concern guidance for staff with caring 
responsibilities or are perhaps more detailed than the one available to the 
public which could provide more visible patterns relevant to the research. On 
the other hand, analysing only publicly available policies is significant taking 
into consideration that they reflect the approaches that the institutions feel 
confident enough to make available for public access. 
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Analysis and Findings 

The analysed policies were produced by HR departments of the selected 
higher education institutions during the Covid-19 pandemic. The Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development- CIPD, which is an association of 
human resources management professionals, notes that the HR policies are 
written to guide employees and managers on a variety of issues within the 
organization. They aim to ensure consistency and fairness across 
organisations and to protect employees and organizations against the law. 
Moreover, they highlight the importance of effective implementation, 
flexibility, and communication, as there is no ‘one policy fits all’ formula (CIPD, 
2021). All analysed policies were either produced in 2020 or 2021 with regular 
updates due to the changes in government-imposed regulations and 
guidelines concerning the Covid-19 pandemic. As mentioned in the 
methodology section, the analysis focuses on working from home or flexible 
working Covid-19 policies that were written for University staff and published 
on universities’ websites.  

The analysed policies have one common concern. The problem is represented 
to be people’s absence from paid work or the inability to work productively 
and efficiently. The majority of policies include sentences such as: ‘It is 
important to ensure that those working from home are safe and effective’ 
(University of Exeter, 2021) or ‘try to make […] new work environment as 
comfortable and effective as possible’ (HR Support- University of Oxford, 
2021). Common to all policies are also sections on personal and career 
development and guidelines on keeping up with new ways and opportunities 
to advance. Thus, even in the middle of the global pandemic, policies very 
much serve the purpose of a free labour market. The neoliberal agenda 
should not be dismissed when discussing gender inequality especially when 
its persistence relates to how society conceptualizes paid and unpaid labour. 
Therefore, the analysis explores the relationship between neoliberal logic and 
gender mainstreaming in policies to grasp how they negatively or perhaps 
positively influence the road towards gender equality.  

The starting point of this analysis is identifying the proposed changes that 
might help the employees stay on track with their careers and will prevent a 
negative impact on their work performance. It should be noted that the 
policies include multiple problematizations. The analysis suggests that 
problematizations join together and sustain the main ‘worry’ which is poor 
work performance, lack of productivity, and inefficiency. The analysed policies 
are separated into two groups based on what they are proposing or in line 
with the first WPR question, what are they problematizing. The first set of 
policies is acknowledging care and domestic responsibilities as the obstacles 
to efficient work performance. On the other hand, the second group of 
policies is completely dismissive of caring responsibilities and unpaid work 
and problematizes other aspects of individuals' lives. Therefore, when 
discussing the second group, it is convenient to ask what is left 
unproblematized and what the silence of caring responsibility means for 
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women’s position in the work and domestic spheres. It is necessary to explore 
both groups to grasp the impact on working mothers. 

  

Problematization of care and domestic responsibilities  

The first group of policies proposes establishing a better work-life balance by 
creating clearer boundaries between work and private life. They propose a 
change of work routine, flexible work arrangements, or a reduction of work 
hours.  

If you have another adult home with you, you could consider a joint 
caring schedule, with one adult working and the other taking on the 
caring responsibilities, e.g. one person working during the day, and one 
working in the evening. 

You may want to work a compressed week by working longer hours per 
day allowing you to take some days off during the week (this may be 
useful if you are in a position where you can share your caring 
responsibilities). 

You may want to work over the weekend (when there may be more 
support at home) and take time off for your caring responsibilities 
during the week. 

You may be able to agree with your line manager that you temporarily 
reduce your working hours to help better balance between caring 
responsibilities and work.   

(HR-QMUL, 2021).  

[...] speak to your line manager about what options are available, such 
as changing your work routine, delivering more learning 
asynchronously, reprioritising your objectives, reducing the number of 
hours you are able to work or taking Carer's Leave. 

(HR-UCL, 2021).  

Based on the proposed changes it is concluded that policies acknowledge 
unpaid work and caring responsibilities, but see them as a distractor, 
something that negatively impacts productive and effective work. The balance 
between paid and unpaid work has to be ‘managed’. Domestic work or 
childcare are often referred to with the words such as ‘home distractions’, 
‘issue’, ‘distractions to deal with’, ‘managing children’, and ‘circumstances out 
of their control’. This shows that the policies problematize childcare and other 
unpaid responsibilities.  

The following part of the analysis focuses on the conceptual logic that 
underlies the problematization of childcare and unpaid work in the policies. It 
highlights the prioritisation of paid labour over caring responsibilities and 
discusses the occurrence of problem representations as well as silences. It is 
necessary to emphasise that the context from which the assumptions arise is 
multifaceted and complex as well as is the relationship between the 
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assumptions that underpin the representation of the problems. The 
interconnectedness makes it difficult to talk about assumptions as separate 
determinants of the problem representations in the policies. Instead, to 
understand how the problem representations come about, this section 
discusses discursive systems and ideological contexts from which those 
assumptions arise. To exemplify, what is considered beneficial, valuable, and 
productive is measured through the neoliberal capitalist values that create a 
system of norms, stereotypes, and expectations through which the society is 
governed. To understand the problematizations’ impact on gender inequality, 
it is essential to refer to other structuring discourses such as gender relations 
and roles and examine them in relation to the neoliberal logic through which 
the analysed policies are designed. 

  

The ‘private/public’ binary and responsibilization of care  

The first conceptual logic that underpins the representation of the problem is 
the binary between private and public. In other words, caring responsibilities 
are externalized from the public sphere and perceived as a responsibility of 
individuals. The dichotomy is illustrated through the phrasing of caring 
responsibilities as ‘personal challenges’ or ‘personal circumstances’. The 
emergence of the private/public dichotomy dates to the rise of capitalism that 
expelled men from the family unit when they became wage workers. As a 
result, the production and reproduction spheres become separate. The family 
is no longer perceived as a centre of production which draws a clearer 
boundary between paid and unpaid labour (Beer, 1984, p97, cited in Muller, 
2019, p2). With the neoliberal reconstruction of society, the boundaries 
between spheres of politics, economy, and domestic life became even more 
pronounced. For example, the family is treated outside of politics or the 
economy despite being underpinned and regulated by both (Fraser, 2013, 
p60). The concept of the “working mother” further establishes the dichotomy 
of what it means to be a mother in the “public” and “private” spheres. Driven 
by the neoliberal philosophy, mothers are expected to be maximized 
economic agents on one hand, while fully performing reproductive work and 
being maternal on the other (Giles, 2020, p380). For example, the policies 
note that it is necessary to ‘establish boundaries between work and personal 
time’ (University of York, 2021). However, what does personal time even mean 
for working mothers? Being expected to productively accomplish paid work 
and reproductive work after their paid working hours does not align with the 
solutions proposed in the policies. Such distinction leads to detrimental 
effects considering mothers face substantial pressure in both spheres, more 
so during the pandemic. This raises the question of how it is even possible for 
working from home mothers to combine the two spheres that have been 
constructed as complete opposites for decades.  

The neoliberal turn has also increased the responsibilization of individuals for 
the matters that have been previously dealt with by the state. For example, 
solutions for better work-life balance that are proposed in the analysed 



Maruša Pinter: Covid-19 Workplace Policies 
 

56 
  

policies place the responsibility on the individual, whether the 
recommendations are concerned with ‘dealing’ with your children, preventing 
yourself from being distracted by domestic work, or taking care of your mental 
and physical wellbeing. All of these suggestions are indicative of individuals’ 
failure to keep up with productivity and effective work, where instead, the 
struggle to balance career demands and home life is not a failure on 
employees’ part, but rather connected to the social expectations and norms 
of workplace culture which privileges values of professional advancement 
over family (Rottenberg, 2018, p24). The combination of responsibilization 
and no support system, the strict separation between home and work, and the 
dichotomy between what it means to be a mother in the “private” or “public” 
realm is especially problematic in the specific situation of the Covid-19 
pandemic. The lines between home and work have become blurred because 
of working from home arrangements and closures of care and educational 
facilities. This suggests that even though the policies were designed for a 
unique period in the history of humankind, they failed to reflect reality, 
dismissed the blur between home and work, and as a consequence, put more 
pressure on workers with caring responsibilities, especially mothers. 

  

Value dissociation  

At the core of the problem representation is also the assumption that caring 
responsibilities and domestic work have less value than paid work and are 
therefore not as important for the functioning of society. The so-called value 
dissociation refers to the system that contains female-dominated reproductive 
activities and detaches them from economically valuable labour (Scholz, 2009, 
p4). One of the flexible work policies implemented during Covid-19 
emphasises that ‘flexible working can play an important role in developing a 
more agile culture where performance is maximised and barriers are 
minimised’ (HR-University of Glasgow, 2021). This suggests that the option of 
flexible working is not offered because of the pressures from caring and 
domestic work obligations, but in the first place to ensure work is being done 
efficiently, productively, and is being profitable. Care is understood as the 
opposite of profit, power, and competition which are the features of the 
productive labour sphere (Scholz, 2011, p123, cited in Muller, 2019, p3). This 
also reflects that the qualities such as emotionality and sensitivity that are 
stereotypically connected to female labour are undervalued. Such framing 
labels reproductive work as not beneficial for society and, in line with the 
‘problem’ represented in the policies, is perceived as detrimental to the 
process of paid work. Therefore, paid labour is prioritized for its economic 
value and must be “protected” from unpaid domestic work that does not bring 
the same value to society. Moreover, the value of social reproductive work is 
connected to the supposition that equates gender equality with the 
participation of women in the labour market. The assumption implies 
denigration of caring responsibilities as fulfilling valuable tasks. As a result, the 
dominant discourse associates home working and caring responsibilities with 
unfulfilling, unproductive, and unworthy. The value of ‘mothering’ is not 
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acknowledged (Giles, 2020, p381). Such understanding, also demonstrated in 
the analysed policies, fails to recognize that the entire social and economic 
system depends on the unpaid labour performed by women (Bahn et al., 
2020, Foley and Cooper, 2021). 

  

Silences  

As already indicated above, the second set of policies proposes changes that 
do not relate to domestic responsibilities and childcare but propose solutions 
such as establishing a good work environment that is similar to the one on-
site, taking care of mental and physical health, and changes related to 
technological equipment such as seeking technological support in time and 
becoming tech-savvy. Despite not mentioning caring responsibilities and 
domestic work, the policies are equally relevant for analysing their impact on 
gender inequality because the unpaid work, that is disproportionately 
performed by women, is invisible. The invisibility is driven by the already 
discussed private/public dichotomy and the value system established through 
neoliberal logic that privileges economic understanding of worth and ignores 
the needed care of the population. Thus, not only does the focus on 
productivity and economic value result in problematizations of caring 
responsibilities and domestic work on one hand, on the other hand, it can also 
lead to complete dismissal of it.  Such representation of the problem, or better 
said “un-problematization” has several limitations and effects that are 
discussed later in this chapter. It could be argued that failure to acknowledge 
care is only one of the links in the “chain of silences”. The policies fail to 
acknowledge the fact that women still perform more unpaid work in 
comparison to men, or in other words, women’s double shift is completely 
ignored. Moreover, it can be argued that the silences are louder than what is 
being said. The silences allow domination of gender stereotypes to prevail 
because they are taken for granted and normalized. Therefore, failure to even 
address mothers in the policies also means failure to disturb the hegemonic 
discourse and make a change that would lead to women’s equality. 

  

Gender ‘proofing’ 

The feature common to all analysed policies is the disappearance or 
abolishment of gender categorizations. The abolishment refers to the policies 
not directly referring to ‘women’ or ‘men’ or in other words, not including 
guidance that is specified for any gender. They are gender-neutral. The 
abolishment of gender categories indicates the so-called ‘equal treatment’ 
approach to policy design (Bacchi, 1992). This observation suggests the 
congruence between neoliberal logic and gender mainstreaming. The 
exclusion of gender follows the neoliberal paradigm and the shift in the 
conceptualization of gender. If in the previous system women were even 
legally subordinated, in the neoliberal system everyone is argued to be equal 
as they are being measured through merit-based logic (Giles, 2020). However, 
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it is common knowledge that such system did not erase inequalities in society 
whether that concerns race, class, or gender. From the above-listed examples 
of devaluation or ignorance of childcare and domestic work, it can be claimed 
that neoliberalism failed mothers. The whole concept of neoliberal 
motherhood is paradoxical because the system relies on mothers being both 
‘full-time economic participants and also essential to the reproduction of 
future neoliberal citizens’ (Giles, 2020, p377). Despite the system’s 
dependency on mothers, they have completely disappeared from the policies.  

The second reason for the dismissal of gender in the policies follows the 
gender mainstreaming approach which has already been mentioned in the 
literature review. The approach aims to promote gender equality on all levels 
of policy and to ensure institutional policies equally impact men and women 
(Bacchi and Eveline, 2010). However, analysing the policies, it has been 
discovered that the reality is far away from that. The failure of such constituted 
policies is also noted by Eveline and Bacchi who claim that many of the current 
mainstreaming initiatives are actually congruent with the neoliberal logic and 
thus do not present the victory for gender equality (2003, p101). The latter is 
applicable for achieving the aims of this project as it is evident that while 
policies abandon gender categories and have the approach of non-favourable 
treatment, they have a major emphasis on profitable and productive work 
which is constituted within the male, heteronormative framework. Therefore, 
it is questioned on whose terms is equal treatment operating and to what 
norms do women have to assimilate. If a subordinated group has to meet the 
standards of the dominant and privileged group, then, such a technique fails 
to recognize the power relationships between genders because it 
understands the ‘problem’ as a measurable difference between men and 
women that can simply be ‘evened out’ (Bacchi and Eveline, 2010, p127). 
Drawing on the findings of this research and the work of Bacchi and Eveline 
(2003), this paper does not argue that mainstreaming serves neoliberal logic, 
but instead it remains subordinated to certain policy objectives, such as 
productivity and efficiency, and thus fails to pose a challenge to neoliberal 
models that tends to be discriminatory towards women.  

It could be questioned how it is possible that the lack of gender categorization 
is problematic as it does not assign women more work or does not directly put 
them in an underprivileged position. The argument is provided by Giles who 
states that ‘one of the neoliberal paradoxes is that while gender [...] becomes 
invisible in public policy, such ingrained conceptualizations are further 
entrenched in the popular imagination thus creating disjuncture between 
state rhetoric and lived realities’ (2020, p375).  In other words, the erasure of 
gender from the paper does not erase the highly gendered reality of everyday 
life but rather gives voice to deeply integrated stereotypes, norms, and taken 
for granted assumptions that understand women as naturally more suitable 
for care and domestic responsibilities. Therefore, even though the policies do 
not directly address men and women, they do it indirectly by allowing the 
sustainment of socially constructed ideas of gender roles and relations. This 
approach does not contribute to gender equality because it does not prevent 
men from being privileged in the productive and reproductive realm. To 
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provide one of the examples from the policies, it is wrong to think that the 
sentence: ‘It’s easy to become distracted by the TV, what’s happening on 
Facebook, visitors popping over or the mound of laundry that needs doing.’ 
(University of Exeter, 2021) has an equal impact on men and women. Even 
without the use of gender categories, it is right to assume that the ‘mound of 
laundry’, in most cases, falls under the responsibilities of women. Thus, even 
without the use of gender specification, this statement effects women more 
than men. Moreover, referring to flexible working arrangements, it is fair to say 
that women are more likely to reduce their working hours or even pause their 
careers because of the double shift that they are experiencing in contrast to 
men. To exemplify this on mothers working in academia, due to being more 
involved in unpaid work than fathers, mothers were “forced” to reduce their 
working hours or spend fewer hours on research activities. What is left 
unchanged are, for example, requirements for publications which benefit men 
who did not have to compromise their paid work at the expense of an unpaid 
one (Martinez and Ortiz, 2013, p154). Thus, the findings of this project side 
with Chung et al.’s argument in the debate regarding the benefit of flexible 
hours noted in the literature review. Flexible working does not disrupt power 
dynamics and gender-normative assumptions, but rather allows heterosexual 
couples to continue to “do gender” and maintain the traditional division of 
gender in the household. Moreover, it is suggested that ‘flexible hours allow 
the exploitation of women at home and in the labour market’ (Chung et al., 
2021, p220). Hence, the abolishment of gender categories is not serving the 
purpose of establishing gender equality because “gender proofed” policies 
remain to be gendering practices and thus fail to challenge the status quo. 

  

Effects: Are policies gendering?  

What remains to be answered is whether the policies are reproducers of 
gender inequality or do they serve as buffers and ensure fairness as claimed 
by those who produced them. To provide the answers it is necessary to discuss 
the effects of the problematizations identified in the policies. It must be noted 
that the effects are discussed drawing on theory and evidence gathered from 
relevant literature and research. To evaluate the effects of the analysed 
policies, it would be necessary to conduct follow-up research and examine 
how employees of particular higher education institutions were impacted by 
these particular policies. Bacchi distinguishes between three different effects 
of the problematizations drawing on Foucault's work on governmentality and 
subjectification (Bacchi, 2010). Discursive effects encompass problematization 
of care and individuals’ inability to manage domestic and work-life. The 
problematizations put the focus on women since they are the ones 
predominantly performing unpaid work and represent them as the ones who 
need to change. Care is constructed as a problem that results in women’s 
caring responsibilities being perceived as problematic and less worthy than 
paid work. Therefore, the problematizations constructed within the policies 
influence and create meanings of what needs to be changed, what is 
important, what is productivity, what is worthy, and valuable. Second, a focus 
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on problematization allows us to identify the ‘motif that shapes current forms 
of rule and how we are produced as particular kinds of subjects within that 
motif’ (Bacchi, 2010, p6). The statement relates to subjectification effects that 
include what it means to be a woman and a mother within the given 
framework, how women think about themselves based on the ‘problems’ in 
the policies and how others think of them. This establishes their position within 
society because the meanings and expectations become institutionalized, but 
also internalized by individuals. An example that reflects how women and 
mothers are constituted in the work sphere is given by Bryan.  

Following from the sexual division of labour and the extent to which it is 
institutionalized within policy, even in the absence of dependent 
children, women’s socially constituted roles as mothers and caregivers 
have shaped the conditions of their waged labour. In other words, 
“women” regardless of whether they are mothers are informed by the 
social and cultural norms of ‘Motherhood’ (Bryan, 2020, p336).  

The third, following discursive and subjectification effects, are so-called lived 
effects. There are multiple examples of the lived effects experienced by 
mothers and women in general. As noted in the literature review, more women 
than men reduced their working hours and adapted their paid working hours 
to domestic responsibilities (Collins et al., 2021, Cook and Grimshaw, 2020, 
Reichelt et al., 2021, Dias et al. 2020, Qian and Hu, 2021). These findings 
suggest that women are perceived by themselves and society as more 
responsible and suitable to do so which derives from the discursive and 
subjectification effects discussed above. A move to a more traditional division 
of labour and placement of women in the domestic sphere “where they 
belong” may even erase the progress that has been made so far. Moreover, 
with the requirements and expectations that are the same for both women and 
men, even when one of the categories is privileged, a society will never 
achieve an equal position for women and men in the workplace. In the 
aftermath of the Covid-19 crisis, the glass ceiling becomes thicker, and the 
men become faster in bypassing women on glass escalators which results in 
fewer women being promoted and achieving leading and senior positions. 
Lastly, women’s wages have always been lower compared to males’, however, 
working mothers face an additional obstacle called the motherhood penalty. 
The status-based discrimination where mothers are stereotypically perceived 
as less competent and committed to work relates to mothers’ wages being 
lower compared to men and non-mothers (Benard and Correll, 2010, p618). 
Perceiving mothers as incapable of productivity at their paid work because 
they are unable to balance it with caring responsibilities and understanding 
that as being their failure can lead to employers seeing them like that as well. 
With more demand to balance the domestic and work sphere during the 
Covid-19 lockdowns, women are seen as “failing” more comparing to men 
which can lead to the motherhood wage penalty becoming even bigger in the 
future. Concluding from the examples, it is argued that the problematizations 
within the institutional policies create a complex system of neoliberal male-
dominated narratives and constitute subjects- women, in a particular way 
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within them. Thus, policies affirm women’s position in society while continuing 
to privilege men. 

  

Alternative approaches 

There are alternatives to the current problematizations that could make policy 
practices less gendering and thus contribute to achieving a more gender-
equal system. First, there are recommendations for introducing gender 
objectives for promoting gender equality which would ensure that the gender 
is not subjected to the current goals of workplace policies such as 
employment, productivity, and economic growth (Staudt, 2003, Verloo, 2002, 
cited in Bacchi and Eveline, 2003, p113). In essence, neoliberal parameters 
should no longer be hegemonic. To achieve that, an ex-ante instead of an ex-
post approach is needed to contest neoliberal norms that are currently 
infiltrating and constraining gender mainstreaming and therefore persist the 
discrimination against women (Bacchi and Eveline, 2003). In other words, 
policies should not be perceived as reactive, but as active in producing and 
reproducing unequal gender relations because understanding gender 
analysis as reactive maintains the dominance of the neoliberal narrative. Thus, 
there must be a shift in power relations that concerns whose voices are being 
heard, what is being put forward as important, and what is being silenced. The 
alternative approach requires hearing voices and practices that are currently 
marginalized and masked. For example, there must be a recognition of 
women’s double shift, non-negative framing of childcare, and exclusion of 
gendered assumptions about women’s role in domestic and work spheres. 
Instead of questioning women’s capabilities to create work-life balance and 
stay “productive” and “efficient” we should question and problematize the 
norms and expectations that do not reflect reality and only benefit a certain 
group of people while negatively impacting the other. Shifting the focus and 
‘problematization’ would minimize the effects discussed above. For example, 
“failure” to simultaneously participate in paid work and being responsible for 
caring responsibilities would not be perceived as an individuals’ fault or the 
result of a mothers’ lack of commitment and capability but would be seen as a 
flaw of the system that does not offer enough support and sets unrealistic 
expectations.  

Second, regarding gender proofing in policies, there have been many 
debates about whether women need equal or different treatment. However, 
despite differences of opinions among feminist theorists, it is recognized by 
all that is essential to find a way that challenges the social and political system 
that ignores women giving birth and childcare responsibilities that are 
predominantly on women’s shoulders and thus affect them more than men 
(Bacchi, 1992, p88). As already mentioned, the lack of gender differentiation 
indicates an equal treatment approach that has been taken up when 
designing the policies analysed in this project. It has been discussed that such 
an approach might be problematic because it offers equality designed 
through male standards and needs. The drawback of the approach is also 
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highlighted by “special treatment feminists” who argue that the workplace 
model penalizes women for having children. Furthermore, assimilating 
women to men’s norms is dangerous because the needs of women remain 
unaddressed (Bacchi, 1992, p85). The first alternative is a different treatment 
approach. Different treatment is by nature assumed as discrimination, 
however, the meaning of equality can be perceived more comprehensively. It 
can be argued that the problem of discrimination is not treating women and 
men differently, but is the treatment that is having harmful effects on women 
that is discriminatory. Therefore, some groups might need “different”, 
“favourable” treatment if that would ensure greater equality between the 
dominant and subordinate groups. However, the reintroduction of gender 
categories in the policies poses another problem which is the exclusion of 
those who do not identify with binary gender categorizations. 

To overcome that, Bacchi and Eveline propose an approach that does not 
focus on sameness or difference between men and women but instead 
focuses on structurally unequal gender relations (Eveline and Bacchi, 2005, 
p506). The goal is not the inclusion of women in the status quo but instead 
challenging the male norm and the masculine ideal in organisations. The 
framework included three important elements. First, locating unequal power 
relations between men and women in the social context. Second, highlighting 
mechanisms that produce and reproduce the unequal power relations. This 
can be done through conducting more research in the field, more critical 
assessment of policies and calling out institutional injustices. Third, designing 
“criteria” that would allow power relations to become equal. This refers to the 
abolishment of current biased norms that privilege men (Eveline and Bacchi, 
2005, p507). Thus, women’s lives will not change until men’s do as well. 
Gender mainstreaming should not be trapped in the man/woman frame that 
thinks women will be liberated when having equal conditions to men (Bacchi, 
1999, p69). Moreover, the focus on unequal power relations also offers a more 
inclusive intersectional approach because it understands that women are not 
a homogenous group but have different lived experiences. In summary, 
policies have the potential to function as buffers against gender inequality but 
need to be transformed in a way that reflects the lived realities of women and 
men and their unequal relationships.  
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Conclusion 

To conclude, the global pandemic did not create gender inequalities but 
rather exposed and deepened already existing ones. Women, who have 
always been subordinated in the labour market, are further impacted due to 
gendered social norms and stereotypes. This negatively impacts women’s 
participation in the labour market, opportunities for career advancement, 
economic independence, and long-term women’s position in society. Due to 
the caring responsibilities and social expectations attached to them, working 
mothers became particularly vulnerable. Focusing on the sector of higher 
education, where the gender pay gap has been persistent even before the 
pandemic, the dissertation concludes that Covid-19 workplace policies fail to 
contribute toward gender equality. The conclusion was made possible with 
the implementation of the WPR approach that enabled a detailed analysis of 
what is being problematized in the policies and more importantly, allowed the 
exploration of silences that draw attention to gender and power relations. 
Moreover, the research method proved to be suitable for fulfilling 
methodological and knowledge gaps as the exploration of the contexts in 
which problematizations were constituted provided answers that connect 
institutions, discourses, and lived effects experienced by working mothers. 
Thus, the method was appropriate for addressing the complex, multi-
relational nature of gender inequality. The analysis of policies implemented 
by the universities across the UK confirmed that working mothers in academia 
are particularly negatively impacted by the current policy approaches. This is 
consistent with the findings from other work sectors discussed in the literature 
review. Failure to minimize the detrimental effects of the global pandemic on 
women participating in the labour market results from policies being based 
on a neoliberal narrative and ideas deriving from it. First, the private/public 
dichotomy and neoliberal value system that favours the economic value and 
prioritizes profit leads to caring responsibilities being either problematized or 
completely ignored. The problematization conceptualizes caring 
responsibilities as negative distractors to productive work and something that 
needs to be managed by the caregiver. Moreover, since women are 
predominantly responsible for childcare, it also degrades mothers’ unpaid 
work and understands it as invaluable despite care being an essential part of 
the neoliberal capitalist system. Second, the silencing of care consequently 
also silences women’s double shift. Both findings related to the ignorance or 
devaluation of care put working mothers in a difficult position of juggling 
between work and domestic responsibilities as the policies also emphasise 
the strict distinction between work and domestic spheres despite the 
boundary being lost during the Covid-19 lockdown. This claim leads to the 
question regarding the policies reflecting the realities of everyday lives. The 
findings suggest that policies are blind to the gendered division of labour and 
the responsibilities of working mothers. Dismissal of the double shift and 
gendered reality allows amplification and dominance of gender stereotypes 
that result in the withdrawal of egalitarian attempts to more traditional binary 
roles which could lead to mothers being confined to the private sphere and 
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not being able to continue with their paid work. Furthermore, the policies 
ignore that the double shift and unpaid work can be obstacles to women’s 
careers compared to men who do not face the same struggle. The failure to 
reflect the gendered division of labour, abolishment of gender 
categorizations, and prioritization of neoliberal values, therefore, result in the 
opposite effect. Policies do not contribute towards achieving equality as they 
turn a blind eye to gender inequality even existing. This is problematic 
because institutionally produced policies have the power to create and 
disseminate discourses that derive from the neoliberal and gender insensitive 
paradigms. Like a snowball effect, the discursive practices impact how women 
and mothers perceive themselves and are perceived by others which 
translates to visible lived effects such as the motherhood penalty, the 
persistence of the gender pay gap in higher education, fewer publication 
opportunities, and other obstacles for career advancements. Thus, it is 
concluded that Covid-19 workplace policies are reproducers rather than 
buffers of gender inequality. To function as buffers, the policy approaches 
need to be rethought to challenge the status quo not assimilating women into 
the current discriminative system.  



Maruša Pinter: Covid-19 Workplace Policies 
 

65 
  

Bibliography  
Alon, T. et al. (2020). The Impact of COVID19 on gender equality (No. 
w26947). National Bureau of Economic Research. First Published April. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.3386/w26947.  

Bacchi, C. (1992). Do women need equal treatment or different treatment? 
Australian journal of law and society, 8, 80-94.  

Bacchi, C. (1999). Women, Policy, and Politics: The Construction of Policy 
Problems. London: SAGE.  

Bacchi, C. (2009). Analysing Policy: What’s the Problem Represented to be?, 
1st ed. Melbourne: Pearson Australia.  

Bacchi, C. and Eveline, J. (eds) (2010). Mainstreaming Politics: Gendering 
Practices and Feminist Theory. Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press. 

Bacchi, C. (2012). Why Study Problematizations? Making Politics Visible. 
Open Journal of Political Science, 2 (1), 1-8.  

Bacchi, C. (2012). Introducing the ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be?’ 
approach. In: Bletsas, A. and Beasley, C. (eds.) Engaging with Carol Bacchi: 
Strategic Interventions and Exchanges. Adelaide: University of Adelaide 
Press, 21-24.  

Bacchi, C. (2017). Policies as Gendering Practices: Re-Viewing Categorical 
Distinctions. Journal of women, politics & policy, 38 (1), 20-41.   

Bahn, K. et al. (2020). A feminist perspective on COVID-19 and the value of 
care work globally. Gender, Work & Organization, 27 (5), 695–699.  

Benard, S. and Correll, S. (2010). Normative discrimination and the 
motherhood penalty. Gender & Society, 24 (5), 616-642.  

Berkhout, S. G. and Richardson, L. (2020). Identity, politics, and the 
pandemic: Why is COVID-19 a disaster for feminism(s)?. History and 
philosophy of the life sciences, 42 (4), 42-49. 

Bianchi, S. et al. (2000). Is Anyone Doing the Housework? Trends in the 
Gender Division of Household Labor. Social Forces, 79 (1), 191–228. 

Blundell, R. et al. (2020). Covid-19 and Inequalities. Fiscal Studies, 41 (2). 
291-319.  

Berkhout, S. G. and Richardson, L. (2020). Identity, politics, and the 
pandemic: Why is COVID-19 a disaster for feminism(s)?. History and 
philosophy of the life sciences, 42 (4), 42-49. 

Bryson, V. (2016). Feminist Political Theory, 3rd ed. London: Palgrave 
MacMillan. 

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (2021). HR Policies. 
Available from: 
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/people/hr/policies-
factsheet#gref [Accessed 1 April 2022]. 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/people/hr/policies-factsheet#gref
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/people/hr/policies-factsheet#gref


Maruša Pinter: Covid-19 Workplace Policies 
 

66 
  

Chung, H. et al. (2021). Covid-19, Flexible Working, and Implications for 
Gender Equality in the United Kingdom. Gender & Society, 35 (2), 218-232. 

Clark, S. et al. (2021). “You’re a teacher, you're a mother, you’re a worker”: 
Gender inequality during COVID‐19 in Ireland. Gender, work, and 
organization, 28 (4),1352-1362. 

Cook, R. and Grimshaw, D. (2020). ‘A gendered lens on COVID-19 
employment and social policies in Europe.’ European Societies, 1-13. 

Collins, C. et al. (2020). COVID-19 and the gender gap in work hours. 
Gender, work, and organization. First published 2 July 2020. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12506.  

Collins, C. et al. (2021). The gendered consequences of a weak infrastructure 
of care: School reopening plans and parents’ employment during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Gender & Society, 35(2), 180–193. 

Coltrane, S. (2000). Research on Household Labor: Modeling and Measuring 
the Social Embeddedness of Routine Family Work. Journal of Marriage and 
Family, 62, (4), 1208-1233. 

Craig, L. and Churchill, B. (2021). Dual‐earner parent couples’ work and care 
during COVID‐19. Gender, work, and organization, 28 (S1), 66-79.  

Dang, H. H. and Nguyen, V. C. (2020). Gender inequality during the COVID-
19 pandemic: Income, expenditure, savings, and job loss. Work 
Development, 140, 1-10. 

Dias A. F. et al. (2020). The motherhood penalty and The fatherhood 
premium in employment during covid-19: evidence from The United States. 
Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 69, 1-4.  

Eveline, J. and Bacchi, C. (2003). Mainstreaming and Neoliberalism: A 
Contested Relationship. Policy and Society, 22 (2), 98-118.  

Eveline, J. and Bacchi, C. (2005). What are we mainstreaming when we 
mainstream gender? International Feminist Journal of Politics, 7 (4), 496-512.  

Fischer, F. et al. (2015). Introduction to critical policy studies. In: Fischer, F. et 
al. (eds.) Handbook of Critical Policy Studies. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing Limited, 1-27.  

Fisher, N. A. and Ryan, K. M. (2021). Gender inequalities during COVID-19. 
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 24 (2), 237–245.  

Foley, M. and Cooper, R. (2021). Workplace gender equality in the post-
pandemic era: Where to next?. Journal of industrial relations, 63 (4), 463-476. 

Fraser, N. (2013). Fortunes of Feminism: From State-Managed Capitalism to 
Neoliberal Crisis. London: Verso.  

Giles, V. M. (ed.) (2019). Mothering in the Age of Neoliberalism. Toronto: 
Demeter Press.  

Güney-Frahm, I. (2020). Neoliberal motherhood during the pandemic: Some 
reflections. Gender, work, and organization, 27 (5), 847-856.   



Maruša Pinter: Covid-19 Workplace Policies 
 

67 
  

Kabeer, N. et al. (2021). Feminist Economic Perspectives on the COVID-19 
Pandemic. Feminist economics, 27 (1-2), 1-29. 

Laslett, B. and Brenner, J. (1989). Gender and Social Reproduction: Historical 
Perspectives. Annual Review of Sociology, 15 (1989), 381-404.  

Lovbrand, E. and Stripple, J. (2015). Foucault and Critical Policy Studies. In: 
Fischer, F. et al. (eds.) Handbook of Critical Policy Studies. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, 92-111.  

Martinez, L. and Ortiz, L. (2021). Motherhood and Academia in Mexican 
Universities: Juggling Our Way through COVID-19. In: Green, F. and O’Reilly, 
A. (eds.) Mothers, Mothering, and COVID-19: Dispatches from the Pandemic. 
Bradford: Demeter Press, 153-168.  

Muller, B. (2019). The Careless Society—Dependency and Care Work in 
Capitalist Societies. Hypothesis and Theory. First published 14 January: DOI 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2018.00044.  

Office for National Statistics (2021). Gender pay gap in the UK: 2021. 
Available from: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earnin
gsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2021 [Accessed 15 
April 2022]. 

Powell, G. N. (2020). Work-family lockdown: implications for a post-
pandemic research agenda. Gender in management, 35 (7/8), 639-646. 

Qian, Y. and Hu, Y. (2021). Couples' changing work patterns in the United 
Kingdom and the United States during the COVID‐19 pandemic. Gender, 
work, and organization, 28 (S2), 535-553. 

Reichelt, M. et al. (2021). The impact of COVID-19 on gender inequality in 
the 

labor market and gender-role attitudes. European societies, 23 (1), 228-245. 

Ridgeway, C. (2011). Framed by Gender: How Gender Inequality Persists in 
the Modern World. Cary: Oxford University Press.  

Ridgeway, C. and Smith-Lovin, L. (1999). The Gender System and Interaction. 
Annual Review of Sociology, 25, 91–216.  

Rottenberg, C. (2018). The Rise of Neoliberal Feminism. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  

Scholz, R. (2009). Patriarchy and Commodity Society: Gender without the 
Body. Marxism and the critique of value, 27 (1), n/p.  

Smith, J. et al. (2021). More than a public health crisis: A feminist political 
economic analysis of COVID-19. Global Public Health, 16 (8-9), 1364-1380.  

Sullivan, O. (2004). Changing Gender Practices within the Household: A 
Theoretical Perspective. Gender & Society, 18 (2), 207-222.  

West, C. and Zimmerman, D. (1987). Doing Gender. Gender and Society, 1 
(2), 125-151. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2018.00044
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2021


Maruša Pinter: Covid-19 Workplace Policies 
 

68 
  

Whiley, L. A. et al. (2021). Motherhood and guilt in a pandemic: Negotiating 
the “new” normal with a feminist identity. Gender, work, and organization, 28 
(S2), 612-619. 

Thomason, B. and Inmaculada, M. (2020). COVID‐19 and raising the value of 
care. Gender, work, and organization, 27 (5), 705-708. 

Yaish, M. et al. (2021). Has the Economic Lockdown Following the Covid-19 
Pandemic Changed the Gender Division of Labor in Israel?. Gender & 
Society, 35 (2), 256-270. 

Yavorsky, J. E. et al. (2021). The gendered pandemic: The implications of 
COVID‐19 for work and family. Sociology compass, 15 (6), p.e12881-n/a. 



Hafsah Ahmadmunir: Decolonising UK Higher Education 
 

69 
 

 

 

 

Exploring the Significance and 
Challenges of Decolonising the UK 
Higher Education System  

 

Hafsah Ahmadmunir 
  



Hafsah Ahmadmunir: Decolonising UK Higher Education 
 

70 
 

 

 

 

Abstract 
For this research project, I will be exploring the significance and challenges in 
decolonising the higher education system in the UK, where the focus will be 
on the Eurocentric and colonial practices of UK universities and how they 
continue to marginalise and underrepresent minority groups. Previous 
research on this topic has found that students belonging to a marginalised 
group are highly affected by the Eurocentric curriculum. The research I 
conducted was small-scale mixed-method research where participants firstly 
took a questionnaire answering questions regarding their ethnicity, their 
university and if they knew what decolonising the curriculum meant. After the 
questionnaires, students had a semi-structured interview delving deeper into 
their experiences of studying in the UK, where there is a Eurocentric 
curriculum.  My research has contributed to previous research where it 
concludes that the Eurocentric curriculum and the colonial notions are 
suffocating the minority groups identified as BME, LGBTQ+ and women, 
where action needs to be taken immediately to ensure the multicultural 
community at universities and in the broader society are represented fairly. 
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Introduction 
In this dissertation I will explore the significance and the challenges in 
decolonising the higher education system. For many years academics, 
decolonising theorists, students, and staff have raised their voices against a 
higher education system which fails to represent them and their histories. 
White supremacy continues in universities holding power where this “privilege 
ensures that types of knowledge continue to remain omitted from our 
curriculums” (Arday, 2020, p2). White supremacy and knowledge production 
are one of the most influential factors as to why the decolonising movement 
had started and remains today. The topic of decolonising the higher 
education system is of deep relevance to me and many other students who 
feel underrepresented at universities with the lack of recognition of Black and 
Ethnic minority women or members of the LGBTQ+ community within 
literature or in the university. Education is a place for all and should not 
continue to benefit powerful white men, but rather an equal place for 
opportunities and recognition. Previous academic research has been 
conducted on the importance of decolonising but only a few researchers have 
conducted primary research and explored the experiences of the 
marginalised groups in the UK universities. 

This research project aimed to identify why the UK higher education system is 
Eurocentric and understand how these colonial notions and principles have 
continued to be reinforced in the system. I go on further to investigate how 
the curriculum is biased towards certain individuals and groups, who I identify 
as the marginalised groups. Lastly, from conducting my research and the 
literature analysis I have suggested effective ways in which the higher 
education system can be decolonised in the UK. 

I will briefly define the key terms that will emerge throughout the essay. The 
definition of decolonising that I will be referring to refers to the 
“acknowledging [of] the inherent power relations in the production and 
dissemination of knowledge” (Begum & Saini, 2019, p. 198).  The term higher 
education refers to the university and the curriculum that it holds. When I refer 
to Eurocentric, it indicates the colonial and western perspectives which are 
seen as superior to any other form of knowledge. The Eurocentric curriculum 
and the colonial notions of the educational institution target and marginalise 
Black and Ethnic minorities, the LGBTQ+ community, students and staff who 
are forced to learn and adapt to western knowledge that does not represent 
them but rather undermines them. To understand students’ experiences and 
their viewpoints on the significance and challenges in decolonising the 
education system it was important to carry out semi-structured interviews as 
well as a questionnaire to understand in-depth how students from UK 
universities had different experiences. Carrying out mixed methods research 
allowed for in-depth analysis to take place. The data analysis I have conducted 
is linked to the concept of how certain knowledges are prioritised and how 
students belonging to certain communities and groups are disadvantaged 
compared to their peers. I have also analysed  the significance of decolonising 
the higher education system in the UK, along with the challenges of 
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decolonising the education system. For the findings and the analysis of my 
research, four themes were discovered which include Eurocentrism and its 
challenges, the lack of role models and support, the privatisation of the 
university and its effects on marginalised students and lastly the silencing of 
voices. All four themes were prevalent in all participants’ interviews and 
questionnaires where they are reflective of the research on the decolonising 
movement. In the conclusion of this dissertation, I will summarise my research 
and what the experiences of Black and Ethnic minority students along with 
white students are in regards to having a Eurocentric curriculum. The essay 
will begin with the literature review that was conducted prior to the research, 
where themes I had expected to emerge were investigated analytically. These 
themes include decolonisation, the geopolitics of knowledge, pedagogy, and 
curriculum/eurocentrism and lastly the movements at Oxford called 
#RhodesMustFall. To ensure that I have critically analysed the data I have 
collected and represent the need for decolonising in higher education, in the 
conclusion, I suggest methods and tactics as well as questions to critically 
think, that can be used for decolonising the higher education system. 
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Literature Review 
 

Decolonisation 
Decolonising can be defined using different terminologies and concepts 
where Canadian academics Stein and Andreotti (2016) define decolonisation 
as, 

An umbrella term for diverse efforts to resist the distinct but intertwined 
processes of colonisation and racialization, to enact transformation and 
redress in reference to the historical and ongoing effects of these 
processes, and to create and keep alive modes of knowing, being, and 
relating that these processes seek to eradicate (2016, p1). 

These “diverse efforts” emphasise the different methods, tactics and 
suggestions crafted by decolonising activists and academics made to 
decolonise the education system, ranging from making an inclusive 
curriculum to changing the Eurocentric notions of the higher education 
system or going beyond simply questioning knowledge production at 
university and implementing change.  

Racism, white supremacy, the conscious and unconscious bias has permeated 
the curriculum and educational institutions in the UK. The struggle with 
Eurocentric education has lasted for many years, where the debate has 
resurfaced with the student-led campaigns of #RhodesMustFall started in 
Cape Town, influencing students in the UK. Students at the most prestigious 
university in the UK, Oxford University, retaliated against the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes on their campus where they stood against their universities and held 
protests and marches. The #RhodesMustFall in Oxford movement (RMFO) are 
“determined to decolonise the institutional structures and physical space in 
Oxford and beyond”, where they are “seeking to challenge structures of 
knowledge production that continue to mould a colonial mindset that 
dominates the present” (Peters, 2018, p265). These “structures” mentioned by 
Peters (2018) indicate the restricted Eurocentric curriculum and the discipline 
and physical environment of the university and how these continue to hold 
power over Black and Ethnic minorities students as well as LGBTQ+ students 
who are undermined and rejected by these structures. This “colonial mindset” 
rules over all types of knowledge production and disciplines, where it benefits 
the elite white male and is a disadvantage to females, BME students and 
LGBTQ+ students. As mentioned, the struggles of decolonising the education 
system and the Eurocentric education have remained for many years, whereas 
previously the struggle was associated with “anti-apartheid education, 
liberation pedagogy, reconstruction and development education” (Jansen, 
2019, p10). The decolonising movement has different aspects, where one of 
the main aims that emerged in academic literature is to change the curriculum. 
Le Grange (2016) successfully explores this, suggesting how, 

The university curriculum represents a necessary opportunity to deliver 
change in higher education and beyond, as ‘a microcosm of and 
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impetus for broader societal transformation’ (Le Grange, 2016,  p3, 
cited in Bird and Pitman, 2020, p904).  

The curriculum and the themes and ideas within it is the knowledge acquired 
by students that they will utilise in society. Currently, in the UK, the higher 
education curriculum does not represent the multicultural society, showing 
change is necessary.  

Within the context of education, decolonising can be defined using many 
different concepts and perspectives. A feminist perspective varies from a 
Foucauldian or Marxist perspective, yet they all focus on the power imbalance 
in knowledge production and the dominant Eurocentric nature of the higher 
education system. Academics Begum and Saini (2019) at the University of 
Warwick, in their work ‘Decolonising the Curriculum’ emphasise the dark 
reality of structural inequalities they themselves and many others face being 
women. Begum and Saini’s (2019) definition of decolonisation resonates with 
the aims of this study as they define decolonisation as, 

Acknowledging the inherent power relations in the production and 
dissemination of knowledge, and seeks to destabilise these, allowing 
new forms of knowledge to represent marginalised groups (Begum & 
Saini, 2019, p. 198).  

Knowledge should reflect the learners; in the case of higher education, 
students should be able to reflect on their learning and comprehend why and 
what they are studying. Students should feel comfortable asking questions 
about the content as well as the classroom environment in educational 
institutions. Deanne Bell (2018) illustrates how the classroom and higher 
education settings are oppressive where “social injustices are normed and 
reproduced in higher education itself” (Landerman & MacDonald-Dennis, 
2013, np, cited in Bell, 2013, p5). These social injustices are dominant in all UK 
institutions from the government to the education system. Bell (2018) 
suggests we need to “engage in re humanising… and remake our 
relationships as human beings” (p8). This suggests how we remain trapped in 
the traditional Eurocentric ideas that were imposed since colonialism, which 
still are dominant. 

 

Geopolitics of Knowledge 
Argentinian professor of Global Studies, Walter Mignolo (2011) at Duke 
University explores the concept of ‘Geopolitics of knowledge’ and how 
knowledge is “political and socially located” where some histories have more 
power than others to maintain their position within society for decades 
(Mignolo, 2011, np, cited in Delgado and Romero, 2000, p 8).  Eurocentric 
knowledge has maintained its position in the UK higher education system, 
where colonial ideas and disciplines continue to take place. Mignolo (2007) 
draws on Quijano’s (2000) concept of the “colonial matrix of power” explaining 
how the past histories have restricted the progression of knowledge where 
the “coloniality of power” is a way of “control and domination” (Quijano, 2000, 
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np, cited in Mignolo, 2002, p83). Quijano (2000) goes further, explaining how 
the “matrix of power” included,  

the need to transform and design institutions that would maintain the 
coloniality of power, structured and implemented in the sixteenth 
century, which became an internal aspect of modernity and capitalism, 
and that internal aspect was precisely the coloniality of power 
(Quijano,  2000, p83). 

The “coloniality of power” remains today in the UK higher education system 
with the existence of the Eurocentric curriculum and the education system as 
a whole, which prioritises capitalism and profits which benefits the white elite 
in society. This resonates with the current advancements towards the 
privatisation of the education system, which emerged in interviews with 
participants and is analysed in the findings. 

White European men have the abilities and resources to use their knowledge 
to dominate institutions with their Eurocentric ideas within education. In his 
book ‘The Darker Side of Western Modernity’, Mignolo (2011) argues that 
institutions are established to reinforce two functions, “the training of new 
members” and “what knowledge-making is allowed, disavowed, devalued or 
celebrated” (Mignolo, 2011, p141). The chapter explores how knowledge is 
used politically and socially to reinforce Western superiority where the 
concept of “knowledge-making” itself affirms the “dark side” of Western 
modernity. 

Mignolo’s (2011) ideas resemble a Foucauldian perspective where knowledge 
and power are interrelated. Foucault (1971) argues that institutions such as the 
University are subject to “discourses” where the “system is a political means of 
maintaining… of discourse with the knowledge and power they bring with 
them” (Foucault, 1921, p46). This is linked to the concept of the geopolitics of 
knowledge where power allows the education system and the elite to decide 
what is important or more valuable. The acknowledgement of knowledge as 
politically and socially located is a real strength of Mignolo’s (2011) work 
alongside the concept of knowledge-making as he emphasises how power is 
a tool that is utilised by the education system in reinforcing the Eurocentric 
notions. Yet, his work sets out this idea that the knowledge held by these 
white, aristocratic men is irrevocable. The term “coloniality of power” 
mentioned by Mignolo (2002) and Quijano (2000) has received criticism from 
decolonial theorist María Lugones (2008) who suggests the term “coloniality 
of gender”, which takes into consideration of race along with gender 
(Lugones, 2008, p2). Lugones (2008) suggests that both Mignolo (2002) and 
Quijano’s (2000) views are limited as they fail to acknowledge how women are 
at a disadvantage through this Eurocentric, colonial perspective. The lack of 
recognition of gender by both Mignolo (2002) and Quijano (2000) indicates 
how “features of the framework (coloniality of power) serve to veil the ways in 
which non-“white” colonised women were subjected and disempowered” 
(Lugones, 2008, p2). Educational institutions in the UK have upheld these 
Eurocentric notions, where underrepresentation of women, especially women 
of colour, has continued to take place where “the UK only has 695 Black 
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women as teaching academics, out of a total of 100,365 women in academia” 
(SOAS, 2020, np).  

The concept of knowledge and power as interrelated to the Eurocentric 
values, is apparent in the work of Shahjahan et al (2021) where they argue, 
knowledge and power relations privilege a “certain gaze… of the world 
deemed universal, delocalized, and applied unquestioningly” (Shahjahan et 
al, 2021, p4). This “certain gaze” can be identified as the Eurocentric gaze. 
Shahjahan et al (2021) writing in the United States, suggests how the higher 
education system in the US is similar to the system in the UK where the 
Eurocentric notions are valued, and maintained. The West continues to 
idealise the Eurocentric and colonial practices and knowledge. The centrality 
and reinforcement of eurocentrism within the higher education system is a 
significant element that must be disintegrated for a decolonial education 
system.  

Shahjahan et al (2021) elaborates on the concept of knowledge within higher 
education, where their explanation of how certain discourses are valued and 
accepted within education whereas some histories and ideas are hidden.  An 
element of work which Shahjahan et al’s (2021) could focus more closely on 
should be exploring methods of how the decolonising movement can go 
beyond academic literature and be implemented in the higher education 
system. 

 

Pedagogy and curriculum/eurocentrism 

The curriculum and the pedagogy of the higher education system in the UK 
are undoubtedly Eurocentric. Eurocentric notions undermine all other 
histories and experiences that are not from the West, which alienates students 
and staff members within the university. In ‘Decolonising the University’, 
Bhambra (2018) explores how the higher education system is tied in within the 
notions of modernity and how this limits the diversity of the curriculum as the 
colonial traditions are reinforced. Bhambra (2018) argues that “changing the 
content of knowledge or positioning the canon is not enough to decolonise 
the university” but more needs to be achieved to make a difference in the 
education system and ensure it is an inclusive institution (Bhambra, 2018, 
p120). Changing the reading lists or adding and removing literature will not 
be enough according to Bhambra, a notion of “transnationality” is needed 
where “students are able to question the meaning of the knowledge that they 
are learning” (p120-121). This is a crucial aspect of the decolonising 
movement where knowledge production and the power it holds, determines 
the Eurocentric notions. Bhambra (2018) explores how the curriculum is one 
of the main issues that need to be addressed, where there is inclusive 
literature, acknowledgement of BAME, LGBTQ+ and female academics as well 
as the equal treatment and support given to undermined students.  

Carol Azummah Dennis (2018) in the chapter ‘A Pedagogic Intervention’ 
focuses on how a “decolonizing pedagogy centred on multiplicity” is needed 
where it “accepts the cacophony of voices… even if there is the risk of 
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disintegration, as this will be preferred over the silencing of voices” (Dennis, 
2018, p197). There is no doubt that those who are silenced are the 
underrepresented and certainly do not belong to the white male category, the 
ignored and silenced are BAME people, LGBTQ+ people and women. The 
effect of having a “pedagogy centred on multiplicity” would benefit all 
members of the institution where there will be “identities defined in their own 
terms, and otherness premised on political, ideological, epistemological 
multiplicity” (Dennis, 2018, p197-198). This would allow for fewer biases to 
take place and there to be more equal opportunities within the education 
system. In her article ‘Teaching Gender, Race, Sexuality: Reflections on 
Feminist Pedagogy’, Mehta (2019) explores how different knowledge can co-
exist within the classroom where discussions can be made ensuring all 
students feel included. Mehta (2019) explains a module taught to final year 
students at the undergraduate level, where the topic  

implores the students to think about structures of power and violence, 
put their lived experiences in conversation with theory, and think of 
feelings, emotions, affects, and bodies as spaces and archives of 
knowledge production (p25). 

The characteristics of the module Mehta (2019) refers to should be 
implemented in the entire curriculum, as the educational institution is a place 
where critical thinking should be developed. Mehta’s (2019) work successfully 
shows Dennis’s (2018) idea of “multiplicity” through the question that emerges 
for the students to think about and the critical thinking that the module would 
allow students to do. This indicates how the curriculum and pedagogy can be 
changed along with the Eurocentric disciplines as there is space and potential 
for active learning and change. The greatest challenge to decolonising the 
curriculum would be accepting that the reading lists, the curriculum, and the 
university disciplines are heavily dominated by western notions and 
Eurocentric ideals. For the powerful elite, the Eurocentric notion is most 
beneficial as it continues to value them and place them superior amongst the 
rest. Mehta (2019) explains how her “teaching becomes a site where she can 
critically examine the power dynamics and coloniality of knowledge and 
knowledge production” (p24). This refers to how the geopolitics of knowledge 
and eurocentrism are interlinked where the process of decolonising the 
university does not simply mean to change the higher education system in one 
step but rather a complicated concept where all the components are 
interconnected and need to be solved separately yet simultaneously. The 
decolonising movement is metaphorically similar to a puzzle, which has a 
solution yet, is a complicated process. Richardson (2017) in his article 
’Understanding Eurocentrism as a Structural Problem of Undone Science’ 
argues how the “classroom is a key place where the colonial nature of 
universities, especially in metropoles and settler colonies, manifests itself” 
(p231). As previously recognised, the Eurocentric or ‘white curriculum’ poses 
a disadvantage to BME, disabled and LGBTQ+ students who cannot relate to 
the colonial, white literature, and traditions that they are being taught. 
Richardson’s (2017) ideas resonate with Mehta's (2019) where a classroom is 
a place of critical thinking and questioning the knowledge that is presented 
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from a Eurocentric perspective, in a Eurocentric environment. The curriculum 
is also referring to the hidden curriculum where the underlying messages and 
ideals of the higher education system are restricted and limited, targeting the 
underrepresented students in the education system. The term hidden 
curriculum can be understood as the “the relations of ruling”, a term by Smith 
(1990) who explains it as constituting “elements of the superstructure, 
including the curricula of class consciousness, whiteness, patriarchy, 
heterosexuality, and of the West” (np, cited in Margolis, 2001, p4). This hidden 
curriculum is taught to students beyond their educational curriculum and is 
reinforced.  

Having critically explored Mehta’s (2019) work, she presents a strong example 
of how interdisciplinary perspectives are valuable in the decolonising process 
where it highlights that not only a specific subject needs to be decolonised 
but the university as an whole. Mehta’s (2019) work has a specific focus on how 
the practices of decolonising can take place in the classroom alongside asking 
questions regarding the broader structures of decolonising, but her article 
could be further strengthened by exploring how as a woman of colour the 
struggle to decolonise the classroom is far greater than her other peers. She 
could use Lugones’s (2008, p2) idea of the “coloniality of gender” to explore 
how as an ethnic minority female, her struggle to decolonise her classroom 
would be far more challenging.  

Research conducted by Shahjahan et al’s (2021) in ‘Decolonizing Curriculum 
and Pedagogy’ argues that literature around decolonising the curriculum is 
often defined decolonising as “constructing an inclusive curriculum beyond 
dominant knowledge systems” (Shahjahan et al, 2021, p14). There is no doubt 
that the curriculum is a significant part of the decolonising process but the 
chapter by Shahjahan et al (2021) mainly focuses on the curriculum and 
pedagogy when it could explore the wider structural forces that are important 
for the decolonizing process. The literature is recent as it is published in 2021 
and should have been more inclusive of the other factors that are intertwined 
in decolonising higher education, such as the influence of other institutions 
such as the government and the practicality of decolonizing higher education 
in the UK. 

 

Movements/ Rhodes Must Fall/ Oxford campaign  
The higher education system in the UK has completely been submerged into 
the colonial practices and notions, where students and staff are forced to 
retaliate against the universities as they continue to be ignored and 
undermined. Students who are underrepresented are not the only people 
who stand in the struggle to decolonise the curriculum and their university but 
professors and staff too, are affected. Murris (2016) is a professor at the 
University of Cape Town where the Rhodes Must Fall campaign started. In his 
article, he vividly explains how “Chumani Maxwele, a black student, scooped 
human excrement from a portable flush toilet” to throw on the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes to show his frustration with the placement of a racist and what Murris 
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(2016) calls a “powerful geopolitical material” (Murris, 2016, p274). The statue 
of Cecil Rhodes played a significant role in dehumanising students at the 
university, especially Black students who were, directly and indirectly, attacked 
and targeted by the statue. The Rhodes Must Fall campaign in the UK was 
directly influenced by the movement in South Africa. The movement taking 
place at Oxford University is highly significant as the university remains the 
untouched and prestigious institution where arguably the most Eurocentric 
traditions are held to date. Even though white members of the school 
including staff and students contributed to the movement, Harris (2018) 
argues how there was a sense of tension “between white people harnessing 
their privilege to contribute to the cause and at the same time perpetuating 
the structures that we are trying to undo by taking up space” (Arthur et al, 
2018, p122). This could refer to the idea of how white supremacy is not always 
hidden or intentional but as the UK is a predominantly white country, the 
superiority and value of whiteness are unmissable and cannot be disregarded, 
making the decolonising process more difficult. This poses one of the many 
challenges to decolonising the higher education system where white 
individuals attempt to contribute to the decolonising process but could 
unintentionally be causing more tension. One of the ways this can be 
overcome is to understand this is part of the decolonising process where 
critically thinking and questioning white supremacy and power would lead to 
meaningful decolonising conversations.  

Lemon (2016) in his article ’The dangers of rewriting History’ suggests how we 
cannot always remove statues or change the names on buildings but rather 
how the supporters and movements are “treating history as moral therapy, 
claiming that memorials of those with different values reinforce their sense of 
oppression” (Lemon, 2016, p218). This article is lacking as completely 
dismisses the importance of the removal of statues and changing the names. 
Lemon (2016) only focuses on the possible effects of removing certain names 
but does not realise that many BME, Disabled and LGBTQ+ scholars and 
students have been left out of the curriculum and traditions of the higher 
education system for decades. Harris’s (2018) idea of how white supporters 
will unknowingly be taking up the space even during the movement is a clear 
example of how white superiority will continue to be reinforced despite efforts 
to decolonise. Dryaton (2019) in his article ‘Rhodes Must Not Fall?’ talks about 
a very interesting part of the decolonizing process. He explores how even with 
the removal of statues and changes in curriculum, the main aim of 
decolonising the higher education system is to make people understand the 
true value and importance of decolonising. In his article, he writes that the 
“Daily Telegraph described the destruction of statues in South Africa in April 
2015 as ‘vandalism” but 11 years before, “reported the destruction of the 
statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad as the symbol of liberation and the 
toppling of despotism” (Drayton, 2019, p654). This hypocritical view of the 
Daily Telegraph is not a shock, as this mentality is embedded in many 
members of the public in the UK. Throughout the literature search, there has 
been a consensus of how within decolonising the curriculum movement, the 
Rhodes Must Fall campaign holds significant value especially in the UK as it 
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showed an uproar from students and staff, yet the perspective of Lemon 
(2016) was quite disappointing as I had not imagined people being against 
the decolonising of the higher education system.  

A practical study carried out by the University College of London (UCL) 
confirmed that reading lists have been dominated by ‘White European men” 
(Bird et al, 2019, np, cited in UCL News). They studied “144 authors of social 
science papers… included in the reading list” and found that they did not 
“represent the student population” (Bird et al, 2019, np, cited in UCL News). 
This study clearly represents the issue with higher education where 
universities are ignoring and disregarding the existence of students who are 
not white. The students are clearly seen as non-valuable as they do not have 
any source they can relate to. The study also found that “99% of the Social 
Science authors were affiliated to European, North American or Australasian 
universities” (Bird et al, 2019, np, cited in UCL News). This emphasises the 
reason why we still have a Eurocentric curriculum as everything related to 
higher education is closely tied to European ideals. Even though UCL has 
aimed to initiate measures to ensure that all students feel included and that 
will diversify the reading lists, it will be difficult to measure how included the 
students are. 
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Methodology 
Critically analysing literature, certain themes have emerged to understand the 
significance and the challenges of decolonising the higher education system. 
The most prominent themes are power and knowledge, and the Eurocentric 
notion of the educational institution. To develop the themes and explore 
further, a mixed-methods approach was utilised to gather data from 
participants. A questionnaire followed by an individual semi-structured 
interview was the most suitable for the research as it would allow students’ 
voices to be heard, exploring the deeply entrenched challenges within 
leading UK universities. The personal interview would give the students the 
opportunity to talk about their experiences and their thoughts on the 
decolonising movement. Having a mixed method approach in the form of 
semi structured interviews and a questionnaire are ideal as Adams (2015) has 
suggested that “SSIs (semi-structured interviews) can be useful as an adjunct 
to supplement and add depth to other approaches” as “after drafting a 
standardised survey questionnaire, you discover that important questions 
cannot be effectively addressed without more open ended questions and 
extended probing”, which SSIs allow us to do (Adams, 2015, p494). 

To explore the significance and challenges in decolonising the higher 
education system in the UK, it was important to research students’ experiences 
who have been ignored by the higher education system. Seven UK university 
students in the last year of their undergraduate degree, all studying either 
Sociology or International Relations, were asked to complete a pre-interview 
questionnaire followed by a semi-structured interview to gather an insight on 
their personal experiences. Amongst the seven participants, three participants 
identified themselves as being Black students whilst two participants 
identified as ethnic minorities and the remaining two participants identified as 
white. For this research, it was necessary to gain insight into students who are 
at the front of the struggle, those who are victims whether they are aware or 
not and those students who may be unaware of the Eurocentric ideas of the 
higher education system. This was necessary for the research, to understand 
how significant decolonising is for all students, where the small sample of 
students aimed to represent the wider student population. One participant 
identified themselves as belonging to the LGBTQ+ community, where they 
expressed their viewpoints on the Eurocentric notions of the higher education 
system through the questionnaire. Conducting the research in this particular 
manner was ideal for this research topic as the issue of decolonising the 
education system is rather complex and all students’ opinions vary. If a group 
interview was to be conducted, many students would not have contributed 
effectively or there could have been conflicts where certain participants feel 
they lack certain ‘knowledge’ or there may be “cultural differences between 
respondents, group dominance by strong personalities or pressurizing 
conformity” (McDonald, 1993, Ulmenstein, 1995, np cited in Ruyter, 1996, 
p44). All these would jeopardise the data as it would not be reflective of the 
students or the wider student population. Even though all students have 
different experiences within the education system, where some may be more 
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active than others, or aware of their education; the education institutions 
group students where conscious and unconscious bias takes place.  

The questionnaires were sent via email which were then returned prior to the 
interview, to allow time for me to read through answers and highlight any 
important themes which emerged. The participants were to answer a range of 
questions, referring to their university life and their experiences and whether 
their ethnicity or sexuality had ever caused challenges for them. The questions 
ranged from if and what methods their universities have implemented in order 
to decolonise their curriculum, to, if they think the classroom can be a place 
where intellectual and challenging debates can take place, ensuring all 
students are respected and feel included. Before conducting the interviews all 
the participants were given a questionnaire to fill to assist in the interviews. 
The questionnaire gave the opportunity to collect qualitative data as well as 
quantitative data where participants’ answers could be converted into data of 
either yes or no, allowing me to analyse how many students agree or disagree 
with a question, resulting in obtaining both qualitative and quantitative data. 
The answers from the questionnaires were used to develop conversations 
during the interview to ensure participants had the chance to explain their 
answers to questions such as “Has your curriculum or university ever made you 
feel inferior/conscious or nervous in relation to your gender, race or sexual 
identity?”.  

Conducting semi-structured interviews was useful as it allowed the 
participants to “delve deeper into the social and personal matters” regarding 
the Eurocentric knowledge (Bloom and Crabtree, 2006, p315). The research 
method was useful in regard to meeting the aims of the case study, where the 
investigation of how the curriculum is biased towards certain individuals and 
groups was successfully answered by all participants. Qualitative research was 
chosen over quantitative because it allows for “in-depth meanings and 
processes” to be disclosed through discussions (Labuschagne, 2003, np, cited 
in Ryan et al, 2009, p309). Students are more comfortable with qualitative 
interview questions because they “have a flexible structure since the design 
can be developed and remade to a larger extent” (Maxwell, 2012, np, Rahman, 
2016, p104). If participants were unsure about a question, it could be easily 
rephrased to ensure data is collected. As Harris (1976) suggests, using a 
qualitative method allows the researcher “to see the things the informants do, 
the insider’s view”, which anthropologists call the “emic perspective” (Pike, 
1954, p12-13, cited in Blackwell Publishing, nd, np). This “emic perspective” 
ensured that as the researcher, experiences were understood from the 
participant’s perspective where minimal generalisations were made regarding 
the students and their higher education experiences. To explore the 
significance of decolonising the higher education system, an interpretive 
approach was essential as the theory focuses on how meaning is made. Max 
Weber (1978) links the concept of interpretivism with the German word 
“Verstehan” which means “understanding” (1978, np). Weber suggests 
interpretive methods within sociological research are to discover the “social 
phenomena” and to understand the struggles. Arguably Weber’s term 
“Verstehan” can be seen as a research tool where we are trying to understand 
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the significance and the challenges of decolonising the higher education 
system. 

To analyse the data effectively, all interviews were transcribed and annotated 
according to any themes that emerged. Using thematic analysis to critically 
understand the answers was necessary as many themes resonated with those 
identified in the initial stage of the literature review.  Braun and Clarke (2006) 
and King (2006) emphasise the importance of thematic analysis by indicating 
that “thematic analysis provides a highly flexible approach that can be 
modified for the needs of many studies, providing a rich and detailed, yet 
complex account of data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). 

The thematic analysis allowed responses to be categorised into the different 
themes and yet still interconnect with the other themes mentioned. A few 
themes that were dominant throughout all the participants’ interviews were: 
the Eurocentric notion of the curriculum, the normalisation of dominant white 
European men or questioning how having female or Black authors on reading 
lists is seen as enough input for decolonising. After having separated out the 
themes, all participants’ questionnaires were also analysed to ensure all 
possible themes were covered, however, all themes present in the interviews 
had emerged in the questionnaires. Handwritten notes during the interviews 
were also analysed simultaneously with the interview to ensure all detail was 
included in the analysis. Lastly, the similarities and differences between the 
participant’s answers were looked at to see how students from different 
backgrounds felt about decolonisation and the themes.  

The practice of triangulation was used to approach the different data collected 
from each participant and then analysed to “enhance the credibility of the 
research” (Salkind, 2010, p1540). As semi-structured interviews alongside 
questionnaires were chosen for the study, triangulation assisted in gathering 
“multiple perspectives which then lead to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the phenomenon of interest”, which in reference to this 
study, lead to the understanding of the attitudes of students on decolonisation 
of the educational institution (Salkind, 2010, p1539). Whilst analysing data, 
there was relevant information that was acknowledged whilst irrelevant data 
that did not contribute to meeting the aims of the research, hence were 
omitted. The irrelevant information occurred as the interview questions were 
semi-structured allowing space for other brief questions to be answered that 
did not contribute to the research. For this research, “critical reflection of 
methods did take place to ensure the sufficient depth and relevance of the 
data” (Morse, 2021, np, cited in Noble and Smith, 2015, p34-35).  

For this study, all research was conducted online via the app Skype where the 
app allows us to record video and audio of the meeting. All the videos are 
then saved in the chat, which is then saved onto the personal desktop, secured 
by a password to ensure there is no external access. The qualitative research 
methods used in this study have been beneficial where they have contributed 
to answering the research question and the aims of the study. Using Skype for 
the interviews was practical for the research as it allowed participants to join 
from across the UK and was not restricted to a single university. However, all 
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research methods have their own limitations which need to be addressed. 
Author of the book ‘What's wrong with ethnography?’ Martyn Hammersley 
(1992) “has noted that the implied extension of any specific claim about 
systematic social patterns is problematic” (1992, p112, cited in Payne and 
Williams, 2005, p299). This “problematic” notion of using qualitative methods 
was unavoidable as interviews were the most convenient method to gather 
data regarding personal experiences. Seale (1999) takes this a step further 
and suggests how qualitative methods are guilty of making generalisations, 
where “unwarranted assumptions are made about the characteristics of the 
population of cases not yet studied” (1999, p112, cited in Payne and Williams, 
2005, p299). This could be applied to this case study regarding the 
significance and challenges of decolonising as there is a small sample which 
inevitably results in generalisations to be made about the student’s 
experiences based on the answers of other students who may be similar to 
them. Seale’s (1999) idea resonates with the research as simply belonging to 
a certain group does not suggest that they will have had the same experiences 
regarding the Eurocentric nature of the higher education system or any biases 
towards them. 
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Findings and Analysis  
The aim of this study was to discover the challenges there are to decolonising 
the higher education system and to understand the significance that a 
decolonised curriculum and university would hold for students, especially 
those who are marginalised. Students that identify themselves as belonging 
to the BAME community are more likely to have had a negative experience at 
university as the educational institutions favour Eurocentric ideas where white 
privilege dominates. This study also aimed to investigate why the Eurocentric 
curriculum and the colonial ideas have remained dominant within the higher 
education system. By researching the experiences of the seven students who 
identify as belonging to one of the underrepresented groups at university, I 
have been able to analyse the challenges that these students face by having a 
Eurocentric curriculum and studying at universities that prioritises western 
knowledge. The data collected also allowed me to understand the 
significance of decolonising the higher education system. 

  

Eurocentrism and its challenges  
The first theme which emerged from the interviews was the idea of how the 
Eurocentric notions remain dominant within the higher education system to 
the extent of it being a norm. The UK has a dark colonial past where “European 
society, its history and characteristics are seen as a point of reference in 
imposing external definitions of other societies, so that they are considered 
backwards or stagnant” (Richards and Saba, 1985, np). The Eurocentric ideas 
have been ingrained within UK institutions where the higher education system 
has completely embraced the unfair and racist notions. During the interview, 
when respondents were asked “What do they think are the challenges with 
decolonising the curriculum and the higher education system?“ Participant 1, 
who is a Black female studying Sociology at the University of Oxford, instantly 
replied “I study at Oxford, the name of my university is the biggest challenge, 
to begin with”. The University of Oxford is the most prestigious university in 
the UK, where students have protested multiple times to decolonise their 
university and its syllabus. The University stands as a symbol of valued history 
in the UK, where statues, the building, and the curriculum itself are all laced 
with western superiority. Heidi Safia Mirza (2018), a professor of Race, Faith 
and Culture at the University of Goldsmiths explores the superiority of Oxford 
University where she suggests, 

Oxford and Cambridge and the hub of ‘old traditional’ Russell group 
universities have become ‘finishing schools’ for the global wealthy elite, 
while Black and White working classes, are bound into a system of 
mediaeval like indebtedness in the lower status ‘new’ universities (2018, 
p8)  

Mirza (2018) questions how it is possible for a democratic country to continue 
to hold colonial practices and discourses in educational institutions. At Oxford 
University, the statue of Cecil Rhodes received immense criticism from 
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students and staff who were influenced by campaign #RhodesMustFall in 
Cape Town. As mentioned in the literature review, Drayton (2019) suggests 
how the destruction of Rhodes statue was claimed to be “vandalism” by the 
Daily Mail, but exactly 11 years prior to this incident when Saddam Hussein’s 
statue was destroyed this was celebrated as a “symbol of liberation” (Drayton, 
2019, p654). This difference in reporting is part of the Eurocentric notion 
where anything not related to the ‘West’ is seen as irrelevant or negative, but 
if the same situation is in the ‘West’, the media will report this with interest. This 
reflects Peter’s (2018) idea mentioned in the literature review where they 
argue there is a “colonial mindset that dominates the present” (p265). The 
same could be said regarding the media alongside the educational 
institutions that value colonial ideas and knowledge over any other 
knowledge. Participant 1 comments on this hypocrisy when she argues that as 
a Black woman, she is far more likely to be reprimanded for mistakes in rules 
at the university compared to her white friends. She recalls an incident when 
she asked why the reading list had only 2 Black authors compared to the 45 
white or European authors. The response she received was “we only include 
authors and literature that we think can contribute to your knowledge, it just 
happens to be this way”. Participant 1 explains how she was not surprised at 
having only two Black authors but was disheartened.  

The idea of knowledge and power is clear in the conversation with Participant 
1, where 45 White or European authors are seen as more knowledgeable and 
hence powerful than the many other authors who could equally contribute. 
This resonates with Foucault’s (1976) idea of power and knowledge, where a 
certain discourse has solidified ideas of white privilege and how white or 
European men are far more capable than any other gender or race. The 
“discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power” where the 
colonial discourse is used as a tool to reinforce the Eurocentric ideals and 
maintain the power and the knowledge of the white and European men within 
the higher education system (Foucault, 1998, p100-1, cited in Gaventa, 2003, 
np). The responses from Participant 2 who belongs to the LQBTQ+ community 
and identify as white, studying International Relations at City, University of 
London, mentioned how the challenges to decolonising the higher education 
system are that “people are highly privileged and believe if it doesn’t affect 
them then why the hassle of changing the curriculum or being more inclusive”. 
They go further and confess how they were “ignorant before”, and they did 
not know what decolonisation was in regard to education and “why Black 
students kept going on about it”. Interviewing participant 2 revealed how the 
education system lacks teaching about what decolonising is in the context of 
education which reflects the restricted curriculum and how the Eurocentric 
notions are valued yet kept hidden. The curriculum itself has an “Us and Them” 
agenda like Edward Said’s (1978) concept of Orientalism. This was the 
concept of how the West saw itself as superior to The East or known as the 
“Orient” (1978, np). This idea is carried into the UK and its institutions where 
there is a clear “Us and Them” perspective. The white and European 
perspectives are valued and privileged whereas BAME and LGBTQ+ 
perspectives are undermined and marginalised by the curriculum. Non-
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western ideas or beliefs seem to have no space in higher education where 
whiteness is prioritised. 

The most interesting conversation I had was with Participant 4 who identifies 
as British Asian studying at the University of Westminster. When I asked her 
“What do they think are the challenges with decolonising the curriculum and 
the higher education system?” she replied with “Rich white men”. 
Undoubtedly, gender and race are intertwined in the case of decolonising 
where each factor adds to the level of struggle. White supremacy is in the 
centre of the educational institution where Emejulu (2017) “poignantly sums 
up the state of play in the British Academy when she says”  

To speak of universities is to recognise them as spaces of exclusion and 
discrimination which hide their epistemic violence behind a rhetoric of 
meritocracy, collegiality and the free exchange of ideas (Emejulu, 2017, 
np, cited in Mirza, 2018, p4) 

Emejulu (2017) clearly sets out how the university is a place of inequalities, 
where students of colour, women, the disabled and the LGBTQ+ who all 
belong to the underrepresented groups will be disregarded as this is the 
normal functioning of a British higher education system. 

 

Lack of role models and support  

At a place of education, students are entitled to have support and guidance 
on their academics and if they have any concerns. Participant 5 who identifies 
as a white female, studying Sociology at SOAS argues how students at the 
university are constantly on strikes and protesting the curriculum and the ways 
of teaching at the university. She says how “heads of departments and the 
leadership team will continuously say that the curriculum needs changing but 
will do nothing to change it”. This reflects the entire decolonising movement 
where universities will recognise that decolonising tactics and methods need 
to take place but will not take any actions or steps towards this. Shain et al 
(2021) successfully explore this where they argue how universities use the 
excuse of how the term decolonising is broad and can include, 

a range of activities from diversifying reading lists to introducing special 
modules about decolonisation and/or employing a few more Black staff 
while leaving intact structures and processes that perpetuate coloniality 
(p925). 

Participant 3 identifying as a Pakistani Muslim, who also studies at SOAS, was 
asked what the biggest challenge to decolonising the higher education 
system and curriculum was at SOAS, when she immediately said, “without a 
doubt ‘Adam Habib’”. Adam Habib is the director of SOAS who, in a student 
and staff collaboration meeting used the derogatory N-word. Participant 3 
explained how immediately students and staff members stopped him and 
asked him to apologise explaining how the word is offensive, yet Habib 
refused to apologise stating that in South Africa it is a term they use without 
meaning to offend but rather as a description. He backed his claim by saying 
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how “You do [find it unacceptable], I don’t actually. I come from a part of the 
world where we actually do use the word” (Habib, 2021, np, cited in The 
Guardian,2021, np). The student body at SOAS immediately called for Habib 
to be removed from the University, yet he remains the Director of the 
university. This incident was also mentioned by participant 1 at Oxford 
University who was appalled that a director of a university publicly used the 
word and “had the audacity to justify himself”. SOAS university is an interesting 
UK university as its history undeniably supports and is deeply entrenched 
within the Eurocentric ideals. On the homepage of SOAS’s website they 
proudly state;  

Founded in 1916 as the School of Oriental Studies to train British 
colonial civil servants, SOAS has, since the end of British imperial rule, 
become synonymous with the critique of imperialism and endeavours 
to teach disciplines from a non-western perspective. 

Participant 3 has a completely different view of this statement. She states, “I 
wasn’t there in 1916 but I am sure nothing much has changed since then”. 
When questioned why this is, she responded how the colonial history within 
the walls of SOAS remains, from the curriculum to the attitudes of the head of 
departments and the university. “We keep protesting and asking for change 
and all we get is a 2-hour seminar on how to think in a decolonial way”. This all 
reflects how universities need a place where students can feel represented 
and welcomed rather than being targeted and dehumanised in these ways. 
Having more Black members of staff can ensure students feel represented, 
and these members of staff should not solely be part of the university to bring 
up numbers and present a façade of inclusivity but should contribute to 
academia and the curriculum.   

Students who received less support from their universities resorted to holding 
their own campaigns to gather attention and raise alarms to a Eurocentric 
curriculum and production of knowledge. The centrality of the white 
curriculum suffocated students who could not relate to the literature they were 
taught or what they had to learn. The University College of London campaign 
of ‘Why is My Curriculum White’, 

pointed out the lack of awareness that the curriculum is white, 
comprised of ‘white ideas’ by ‘white authors’ and is a result of 
colonialism that has normalized whiteness and made blackness 
invisible (Peters, 2015, p641). 

The UCL campaign indicates that students are forced to take action against 
their universities as the structures within the higher education system are 
restricting and do not represent the student population. When mentioning the 
BLM movement, participant 5 mentioned how the ‘Why is My Curriculum 
White’ video highlighted how it is not only her university that has the issue 
regarding decolonising, but all UK universities had the issue. It made her 
realise how “the reason why there are huge challenges to decolonising the 
curriculum is because there are larger structural issues that restrict the process 
of decolonising”. It is frustrating to see Black and Ethnic minorities students 
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alongside the LGBTQ+ students who are having to fight continuously in the 
form of different social movements to be recognised and given the 
opportunity to learn content that relates to them and their experiences and be 
in an environment that acknowledges them. Peters (2015) goes on further to 
explore how institutions in the UK have failed to develop alongside the 
evolving multicultural society where the,  

Conventional forms of anti-racism have proven unable to keep pace 
with the development of increasingly racist and exclusionary education 
policies that operate beneath a veneer of professed tolerance and 
diversity (Gillborn, 2006, np, cited in Peters, 2015, p643).  

Gillborn (2006) claimed this sixteen years ago and it can be argued that with 
the constant social movements and the current ongoing Eurocentric nature of 
the education system, the “racist and exclusionary educational policies” 
remain today (Peters, 2015, p643). The decolonising movements such as 
#RhodesMustFall or Why is My Curriculum White are indicators of how the UK 
continues to have these “exclusionary educational policies” (Peters, 2015, 
p643). 

 

Privatisation of the University and its effects on marginalised 
students  
The current neo-liberal marketisation of education prioritises performativity in 
policymaking where the outcome is important and valued rather than the 
experiences of the students. Universities no longer rely on the government but 
rather have their own set of rules and regulations which allows them to 
maintain power and make decisions that they believe will benefit their 
university. Arguably, universities have taken a neoliberal turn where,  

No longer are Universities semi-autonomous institutions of 
scholarly pursuit. They now are expected to behave like business 
enterprises, operating in a highly regulated but competitive 
commercial marketplace (Collini and Emejulu 2017, np, cited in Mirza, 
2018, p21). 

The educational institution’s turn towards the privatisation of knowledge 
would have detrimental effects on Black and ethnic minority students and staff 
who already undermined where Mirza (2018) calls for “real diversity” which 
“has to be a moral and legal imperative… move[ing] us towards a decolonised 
practice that embraces other ways of knowing” (p176). The privatisation of 
education would move away from diversity, hence, education needs to be 
decolonised before any move towards neoliberal policies to ensure that 
marginalised students are not further disregarded.  

Private organisations now have far more control and influence over policies 
and curricula within universities which has limited the “professional autonomy 
and individual creativity” (Bhopal and Pitkin, 2020, p535). Participants have 
emphasised how the curriculum they learn is repeated and only prioritises 
work skills. Participant 3 who studies Sociology at SOAS, identifying as a 
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Pakistani Muslim suggests how going to university is constantly advertised as 
“the best way to get a good job”. When I asked her “Do you think making the 
education system private would benefit the decolonisation process?” she 
immediately said “no”. She went on to explain how “to decolonise a university 
or the curriculum, people need to come together and critically engage in how 
the university can be a place for everyone”. Undoubtedly, the privatisation of 
the education system will just further cause disparities and lengthen the 
struggle of decolonising.  

When I asked Participant 6, who identifies as a Black male, how important is it 
to decolonise the higher education system, he replied: “to us students it is one 
of the most important things as it means that our histories and people are 
being recognised and appreciated rather than being undermined and 
ignored”. 

As it was a semi-structured interview, our conversation led us to how important 
decolonising would be for universities. Participant 6 suggested how, for 
Goldsmiths University, where he studies International Relations, “the university 
will only be decolonising and changing the curriculum because they want 
international students to come to study, as they bring in the most money”. This 
reflects what Shain et al (2021) argue where they suggest how the 
decolonising movement has  

become strategically important for universities. As they compete for 
more students, in particular international students from the Global 
South, [where] they must demonstrate their commitment to university-
wide change towards eliminating racialised inequalities (p924).  

This highlights the neoliberal agenda of universities where even if they are 
attempting to bring decolonising methods and curricula into the university, 
their original agenda and tactic is to bring in more profits and value rather than 
to commit to the decolonising movement. This indicates how the higher 
education system in the UK continues to undermine and marginalised minority 
groups. 

 

Silencing of voices 
One of the most prevalent themes which emerged out of the interviews and 
questionnaires with the participant was the silencing of voices. When speaking 
to Participant 7 a Black female at the University of Reading explained how her 
university supported the BLM movement by holding a seminar to show 
solidarity but when a student reported a member of the staff, the issue was 
dismissed. She suggested how Universities only showed their support for the 
Black Lives Matter movement as part of a trend rather than standing in 
solidarity.  

The BLM movement took place after the tragic incident of the brutal murder 
of the innocent Black man, George Floyd in the United States of America by a 
white police officer which sparked the rise of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
movement across the world. Movements such as BLM, show how social 
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institutions are deeply intertwined with one another where the education 
system reinforces the normalisation of racial injustices which is then carried on 
by individuals in the rest of society. The educational institution continues to 
silence marginalised groups further than they already are where,  

In September, the Department for Education (DfE) released new 
guidance for schools setting out that they cannot teach materials from 
anti-capitalist groups. The government has since reviewed this 
guidance, under threat of legal action led by the Coalition of Anti-racist 
Educators (CARE) and the Black Educators Alliance (BEA) (Purdy-
Moore, 2021, np).  

These tactics of the government and power elites are a way of silencing the 
students who are marginalised. Participant 6 also mentioned how the Black 
Lives Matter movement highlighted how “Black people have always been 
silenced”.  

The silencing of students reflects the March 2021 report by the Commission 
on Race and Ethnic Disparities which concluded after exploring institutional 
racism in the UK, that “simply we no longer see a Britain where the system is 
deliberately rigged against ethnic minorities” (Sewell, 2021, p8). Tony Sewell 
received immense criticism for concluding that there is no institutional racism 
in UK institutions including the education system. Sewell (2021) having 
concluded this is an example of how certain groups are silenced, where their 
struggles are not acknowledged. The findings have reinforced how 
universities are deeply rooted in the Eurocentric notions that remain as 
Participant 7 mentions “The curriculum needs to change as Black and Ethnic 
minority students are constantly being suffocated by the Eurocentric discourse 
in higher education”. Heleta (2016) clearly resonates with this idea when they 
suggest how  

Calls for decolonisation highlight the dominance of Eurocentric 
curricula which ‘reinforce white and Western dominance and privilege 
while at the same time being full of stereotypes, prejudices and 
patronising views about Africa and its people’ (Heleta, 2016, p2, cited 
in Bird and Pitman, 2020, p904) 

The universities and the higher education institutions in the UK are guilty of 
not decolonising the curriculum, despite the ongoing social campaigns, 
criticisms, and the truth behind the decolonising movements. Participants 6 
and 7 throughout their interviews used the words “struggles”, “ignored”, 
“marginalised” and “powerless”.  All these words highlight the reasons for the 
decolonising movement and why it is so significant. It also shows how those 
students and staff who belong to the undermined groups feel about the 
current repressive, Eurocentric higher education system in the UK. The higher 
education system has failed to be an equal place for all its students and staff, 
where the Eurocentric curriculum only serves white powerful men. 
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Conclusion 
To successfully conclude this research project, it is important to understand 
how the research aims that I had set for this study had been met. The first 
research aim was to identify why the UK higher education system is 
Eurocentric. This research was able to identify how the colonial past of the UK 
has continued to hold its roots in the education institutions, where power and 
knowledge are in the hands of rich powerful men. These colonial ideas have 
continued to be reinforced in the university through the curriculum where the 
lack of inclusivity and representation in the reading lists are evidence of how 
the higher education system continues to reinforce these Eurocentric ideals. 
The bias and underrepresentation of the marginalised groups has continued 
for years, since the colonial practices have started. The university and the 
higher education system have never had a curriculum or rules and regulations 
that are separate from colonial and western ideas. This interconnectedness of 
colonial ideas in universities will continue to misrepresent, undermine, and 
suffocate women, Black and Ethnic minorities, the LGBTQ+ communities and 
all other minority groups, as the university and the curriculum are deeply 
rooted in inequalities and colonial practices, serving White men. 

Through the critical analysis and research of participants, it has emerged that 
the decolonising movement is beyond just changing reading lists and having 
more BME staff for representation. It is evident that there are larger structural 
inequalities within the higher education system that reinforces Eurocentric and 
colonial discourses. The privatisation of education symbolises how the 
misrepresentation and undermining of minority groups are not a concern for 
universities but how to gain more profit and act like a business is far more 
important. I had not expected to find the neoliberal agenda of universities a 
significant factor contributing to the reinforcement of Eurocentric ideas, yet, 
participant research showed how students are deeply affected by this. The 
silencing of the marginalised further strengthened the idea of how BME, the 
LGBTQ+ community and women are treated as second-class citizens 
compared to white males. 

The research I had conducted was valuable in providing experiences of the 
BME students, LGBTQ+ community and women who are all forced to learn 
knowledge that is not reflective of who they are. Having conducted small-scale 
research, it carries its own limitations. Arguably, the participants are not 
capable of representing the larger student population, as different factors 
affect experiences which can include, the university, their age, their religion, 
and many other structural inequalities. Even though this research project 
aimed to analyse the experiences of the marginalised groups, the 
representativeness can be questioned where having a small group of 
participants cannot provide a wider picture of inequalities. My research 
project and its findings should be considered as having demonstrated validity, 
where the data collected along with the analysis explores why decolonising 
the curriculum and the higher education system is essential, where it can “lead 
to social change-directed actions” (Given, 2008, p910). The suggestions which 
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will follow will also contribute to the validity of this research showing methods 
and tactics to decolonise. 

To effectively conclude this research project, it is important to suggest ways 
and methods by which the higher education system in the UK can be 
decolonised and curriculum can change. The first suggestion on decolonising 
education, would be to find the missing voices in reading lists, academia and 
in the curriculum and ensuring that these voices are given support and their 
voices are heard by students and staff members. These voices need to be 
heard for acknowledgement and change to take place. The second 
suggestion would be that founding fathers such as Marx and Durkheim need 
to be explored with a view that is not colonial or Eurocentric but rather 
investigate if these sociologists are still relevant to today’s sociology or 
curriculum. Another method that can be used is, universities can hold modules 
that are based on critical thinking and exploring decolonising tactics, where 
students can come up with methods of decolonising their own university. 
Lastly, the most important method would be to completely remodel 
curriculums and rules and regulation of university and higher education, with 
contributions from decolonial activists, students, and staff, to ensure a more 
represented curriculum is set. 
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Abstract 
This research explores the discursive construction of foodbank clients across 
the media and political landscape from 2014-2022. This is done by analysing 
the use of language in media articles and interviews/speeches by politicians. 
This research situates neo liberalist discourses as a way of ‘explaining away’ 
poverty as a result of individual deficiencies. This research highlights how 
discourses shift over time per the political and economic climate they are 
propagated in. The power of elite groups in constructing knowledge and 
framing societal issues is consistently emphasised throughout. It centres the 
pivotal role language plays in how we navigate and negotiate poverty in 
Britain. 
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Introduction 
On the 18 March 2022, former prime minister David Cameron revealed on 
Twitter he had been volunteering for the last two years at the Chippy Larder, 
a food project in his local town. Cameron boasted making “1000s of 
deliveries” and that their store (Chippy Larder) was open and “well used”. 
There is a certain irony in Cameron’s optimism for his charity work, The 
Guardian (2022) slates him for “rubbing his nose in the poverty he created”. In 
2009, when he was Prime Minister, Cameron introduced his plans to 
reconfigure the role of the state in regards to welfare. Cameron explains the 
new role of the state was “actively helping to create the big society; directing 
agitating for, catalyzing and galvanizing social renewal”. Cameron explains he 
wants to move away from State to social action in the fight against poverty, 
inequality, social breakdown and injustice. (Cameron, 2009 cited by Pantazis, 
2016). Foodbanks sit within this big society rhetoric, they are a “high profile 
example of the increasing role of charitable organisations in the care of people 
in or at the risk of poverty, in the context of the retrenched welfare state” 
(Lambie-Mumford, 2017, p274).  

Over the last ten years, the demand for foodbanks has risen exponentially in 
the UK. Food poverty has become an everyday occurrence; for many living in 
UK, hunger is “becoming a mode of existence” (Livingstone, 2015). In the last 
five years alone, there has been a 74% increase in foodbank usage in the UK 
(Trussell Trust, 2019). Researchers consistently identify the Neoliberal 
coalition and its austerity policies as a starting point for the demand for 
foodbanks. The policy of austerity pursued by conservative administrations 
has “led to deepening divisions and particularly unforgiving life conditions for 
those who are economically marginalized” (Shildrick, 2018, p784). The 
Neoliberal government “actively distanced itself from the welfare state” 
(Livingstone) forcing communities to intervene to local welfare needs. While 
foodbanks may represent the “virtues of community care and responsiveness” 
they also highlight the failure of the welfare state (Lambie-Mumford, 2017, 
p274). 

There is a consensus among researchers that changes to welfare policies are 
responsible for the increase in demand for foodbanks. Lambie-Mumford’s 
(2015) quantitative and qualitative work explores how social policy impacts 
foodbank usage, focusing on the rise of Trussell Trust foodbanks in the UK. 
Lambie-Mumford’s Triangulation method with foodbank recipients, 
volunteers and other gatekeepers, provides a comprehensive picture of the 
link between welfare policies and foodbank usage. The Liberal democratic 
coalition spending cuts and the restructuring of welfare provisions in 2010 are 
identified as a primary driving force for foodbank demand. In 2010 only 54 
Trussell Trust foodbanks were in operation in the UK, two years after these 
spending cuts the number had risen to 201 (The Trussell Trust, 2014). The 
quantitative evidence from The Trussell Trust data is further supported by the 
qualitative data collected in the semi structured interviews which were carried 
out as part of the study. Although social policy has played a key role in the 
increasing number of foodbanks, Lambie-Mumford identifies that this growth 



Calesha Moncrieffe: Food Poverty in Britain 

101 
 

may also be attributed to internal drivers. She identifies the faith-based basis 
of food banks and its social franchise model. The food bank social franchise 
model provides a “ready-made, reputable tool for churches to take up” this 
was part of the social action Christians felt their faith “calls them to do” 
(Lambie-Mumford, 2013, p79). Lambie-Mumford identifies this may have also 
“propelled net worth growth”. Caplan (2016) highlighted similar findings, 
qualitative interviews with foodbank volunteers revealed many saw feeding 
the poor as a ‘Christian duty’.  Although social policies were hugely influential 
in increasing foodbank usage, many Christians felt it was part of their Christian 
duty to provide for their community.  

Similarly, Loopstra et al’s (2015) research identifies foodbanks are opening in 
areas with greater cuts to local spending and high rates of benefit sanction. 
Loopstra et al’s quantitative method uses data from the Trussell Trust and 
sanction records from 259 local authorities. The data reveals, for every ten 
sanctions applied, foodbank usage was associated with five more adults 
needing food parcels; a decline in ten sanctions resulted in two fewer adults 
fed by foodbanks. Trussell data also identifies benefit changes and delays as 
a key reason why people need referrals. In 2019/20 Benefit changes and 
delays accounted for 32% (17% benefit delay, 15% benefit changes) of 
reasons for foodbank referrals (Trussell Trust, 2020). Although Loopstra et al’s 
study shows a strong and consistent link between sanctions and foodbank 
usage, it is important to acknowledge those showing up to food banks may 
not necessarily be the same ones facing sanctions, it would be “ecological 
fallacy” to assume so (Loopstra et al). Loopstra et al (2018, p 443) also 
highlights “hidden hunger” provides uncertainties between sanctions and 
foodbank usage. Some areas do not have food bank distribution centres, so 
when people are experiencing sanctions they have no access to food or 
distribution centres. This means sanctioning rates will only be weakly 
associated with foodbank usage even though hunger is still “potentially 
rising”.  

Lambie-Mumford identifies the housing crisis as a key factor contributing to 
increasing demand for foodbanks. After paying rent, some low-income 
households are left with very little money to spend on food. Cooper et al 
(2014) makes a similar point focusing on how the bedroom tax impacts 
foodbank usage. Benefit claimants receive less housing benefit if they have a 
spare room, this means they must contribute more towards rent. The State of 
Hunger Report (2019) supports Cooper et Al’s study. The report and Cooper 
et Al both identify the five-week waiting period for universal credit as another 
key factor. The report argues that this long waiting period for new recipients 
sometimes leaves many without money for food.  

In 2014, despite the plethora of evidence linking foodbank usage to welfare 
policies, the government refused to acknowledge these arguments claiming 
there is “no robust evidence” (Downing et al, 2014) linking the two. The 
government absolved itself of responsibility for the emerging food crisis by 
shifting the blame to the victims, foodbank recipients. This blame was 
constructed discursively, by actively attacking and questioning the moral 
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characters of foodbank clients. The media has also played an integral role in 
this discursive disparaging of foodbank users. The tweets made by David 
Cameron, who is arguably the architect of foodbank Britain, epitomizes a 
discursive shift in the representation of foodbank users across the media and 
political landscape.  With the COVID-19 pandemic, the spotlight is on 
foodbank users once again. It is important to highlight their journey across the 
media and political landscape from 2014 to now. It is essential to understand 
how dominant groups create knowledge about dominated groups and how 
they mitigate social issues as results of individual deficits rather than social and 
structural problems. These definitions not only shape public perception of a 
crisis but also approaches to dealing with the problem. 

The research questions explored in this dissertation are: 

• How do dominant groups (politicians and media) actively create and 
control the knowledge about dominated groups (foodbank clients) in 
society?  

• What are the wider implications of the discourses propagated by elite 
groups on public perception?  
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Literature Review 
 

Neoliberalism and discourses of blame 
Researchers have examined the way poverty and consequently food poverty 
is framed by the government and politicians. Pantazis (2016) employs Bacchi’s 
WPR approach to investigate how poverty, a ‘problem’, is characterized in 
government policy and discourses, arguing the government’s “commitment 
to neo liberalism” has resulted in devastating, socially harmful consequences 
(p1). Pantazis uses discourse analysis to examine the speeches of key 
architects of welfare in the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 
government. She highlighted “an Individualising discourse centred on 
personal failures and pathology” (p10) was prominent in speeches by Ian 
Duncan Smith and David Cameron. Pantazis highlights personal recovery is 
intimated linked to social recovery in these discourses. Pantazis’ work provides 
strong evidence-based links by extricating discourses present in political 
speeches. The study provides a clear picture of the ‘ideological square’ at 
work in discourses about poverty. The structural ‘bads’ which contribute to 
poverty are consistently mitigated; instead, the discourses focus on individual 
actions i.e. drug and alcohol addictions as one of the main drivers of poverty. 
These discourses mitigate the fact that people in poverty were stuck in low- 
paid work. As highlighted by Pantazis, such discourses produced a strict ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ demarcation. Similar arguments have been made is cross-
national studies, Smith (2017) argues, “conservative neo-liberal ideologies 
underpinning social work knowledge and discourse act performatively to 
shape practice and social realities” (p336) in South Africa’s social work texts. 

While researchers like Pantazis focus on how government and politicians 
individualise poverty through policy and discourse; McArthur and Reeves 
(2019) employ a different approach with their focus on the media. Citing the 
work of Gamson et al (1992), they argue “media framings have a great deal of 
power to ‘construct’ and ‘normalise’ certain ways of viewing poverty” (p1019). 
McArthur and Reeves research argues that stigmatizing rhetoric about those 
in poverty increases during times of high unemployment rates. In their view, 
British centrist and right-wing newspapers deploy deeply embedded 
Malthusian anxieties about the behaviours of poor people when 
unemployment is rising. McArthur and Reeves argue that in doing so, the 
media “draws on powerful set of ideas to explain an economic phenomenon 
that by itself might threaten the hegemony of individualistic interpretations of 
unemployment and poverty” (p53).  They employ a quantitative approach to 
measure the frequency of stigmatizing language about people in poverty over 
the twentieth century in predominantly centrist/right-wing newspapers. 
Although McArthur and Reeves produce a convincing argument which 
evidences a pattern of high stigmatisation to high unemployment across the 
twentieth century; they acknowledge their research is limited due to error in 
how they measured stigmatizing rhetoric in their analysis. Similarly, Lundstrom 
(2013) examines discourses of fraud in Swedish and British newspapers. Her 
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findings suggest both countries “establishes a neoliberal, financialized and 
individualized notion of welfare dependency” (p630). Lundstrom argues, in 
doing so, “the relationship between social and structural circumstances on the 
one hand, and poverty, exclusion and inequality on the other, become 
blurred” (p630). 

Shildrick and McDonald (2013) highlight the extent discourses of blame 
propagated across the media and political landscape have been internalized 
by people experiencing poverty. Citing the work of Lister (2004, p 4), Shildrick 
and McDonald explain people experiencing poverty are often talked about 
and theorized but are rarely given a platform to have their thoughts published. 
Their research addresses the lack of visibility given to people experiencing 
poverty by giving them the opportunity to give their own views on the situation 
(p 286). Qualitative life history interviews with 60 equally gendered 
participants provided great insight on how people experiencing poverty 
viewed those in poverty. Shildrick and McDonald’s findings are powerful 
because they highlight greatly the impact Individualising blame discourse 
have on people experiencing poverty. Some participants denied the term 
‘poverty’ described their conditions, othering and separating themselves from 
‘the poor’. Participants framed poor people as being “distinct from 
mainstream society with alternate value systems and distinct behavioral 
patterns” (Pemberton, 2016, p22); such narratives very rarely consider social 
inequalities that contribute to these conditions. As Shildrick (2018) points out, 
poverty and economic disadvantage are “rarely called out as being the result 
of policy and political decision but are rather presented (and thus largely 
understood by many people) to be the result of individual behaviours” (p787). 
Participants normalized poverty as part of the “hardships of life”. Shildrick and 
McDonald’s work highlights some participants denied poverty existed in 
Britain and instead reserved the term for absolute poverty in developing 
countries. Many viewed poverty as a causation of individual failures – 
irresponsible consumption, failure to manage hardships, addiction, 
selfishness etc. From this perspective, Shildrick and McDonald argue, 
participants only saw “undeserving poor” people, there were no “deserving 
poor”. Undeserving poor people were defined by “their inability to manage 
and maintain family respectability particularly in respect of household 
consumption (and even more specifically, providing a proper diet for 
children)” (p293).  

Shildrick and McDonald’s (2013) research importantly highlights diet was a 
subject to “moral assessment” in their interviews with participants (p292). This 
way of thinking meshes with wider discourses about the unhealthy eating 
habits of people in poverty (i.e. foodbank users) which are pervasive in media 
and political discourse. Participants employed the ideological square when 
speaking about themselves and “the poor”. They emphasized their ‘good’ 
qualities i.e. not swindling the welfare system and making sure their kids were 
fed; while emphasizing the ‘bad’ qualities of the “undeserving poor” people 
who did the opposite. Although participants faced extreme financial hardship 
and for some absolute poverty, the stigma associated with poor people 
caused them to quickly distance themselves and not define their conditions as 



Calesha Moncrieffe: Food Poverty in Britain 

105 
 

poverty. They perceived poverty as a moral and personal failure, despite 
being poor themselves. This evidences how successful Individualising blame 
discourses as an explanation for poverty are. These discourses “work to 
stigmatize and label those experiencing poverty and related disadvantages 
and thus effectively hides the real causes and consequences of poverty” 
(Shildrick, 2018, p785). 

  

Foodbanks and stigma 

Caplan (2016) qualitative study of foodbanks in Barnet (London) and 
Pembrokeshire in Southwest Wales highlights many clients of foodbank “see 
themselves as failures, excluded from normal society, and often claimed to be 
ashamed they cannot provide for themselves” (p7). Caplan highlights many 
clients of foodbanks internalize the stigma wider society has imposed on 
foodbanks. In Caplan’s view, society’s definition of worth and self-worth is 
measured by one’s ability to provide for themselves and their families, to 
exercise choice. A reliance on foodbanks, whether short or long term, disrupts 
one’s ability to feel worthy. Similar arguments have been made in cross- 
national studies. Smith-Carrier’s (2021) critical discourse analysis of food 
charities in Canada argues the provision of charity is a “transaction fueled by 
an unequal power differential, with the giver on one side and the receiver on 
the other” (p92).  This asymmetrical power relations “strips those needing 
assistance of their dignity, while rewarding those in the power to give (tax 
privileges, volunteer appreciation gestures and the sanguine do-good 
feeling)” (p92). Caplan’s research highlights similar findings to Smith-Carrier. 
Caplan argues “volunteering has its own regards, which somewhat dents the 
notion of giving out parcels at a foodbank as a form of ‘pure gift’” (p8). From 
the interviews with foodbank volunteers, it was evident volunteers had 
personal gain from participating in charity work. 

The foodbank system itself has also been cited as a contributing factor to the 
stigma and shame of foodbank clients. Most foodbanks operate on a referral 
system, vouchers are provided to gatekeepers (healthcare professionals, 
advice centers, social workers etc.) who “distribute to those they deem to be 
in need of emergency food” (Lambie-Mumford, 2012). This referral system is 
framed as a problematic and humiliating for those in need (Purcell and 
Maynard, 2018). Recipients are forced to ‘justify’ and evidence their need to 
receive emergency food parcels. This process may contribute to ‘hidden 
hunger’ as some people may rather go without than go through the 
humiliating referral process. The humiliation of this system is evidenced in 
Caplan’s (2016) research where it was revealed many foodbank clients try to 
avoid being seen entering a foodbank, do not show up to collect their parcels 
and even decline to accept food parcels taken to their doorsteps. Additionally, 
the referral system used by foodbanks echoes ideas of ‘deserving and 
undeserving’ poor as recipients are made to prove they ‘deserve’ emergency 
food. As highlighted by Smith-Carrier (2021, p 91) this approach is built on 
traditional British Poor Laws, where “access to assistance is governed on an 
uneven, ever-shifting continuum of deservingness” (Baker Collins et al. 2020; 



Calesha Moncrieffe: Food Poverty in Britain 

106 
 

Hubl and Pfeifer 2013).  A more “open door” approach may contribute to 
reducing the stigma associated with foodbanks (Pemberton et al, 2016).  

Similarly, Moller et al’s (2021) research employs Foucauldian ideas of “pastoral 
power” to explore how power is exercised in foodbanks. Citing Foucault 
(2002), they argue “pastoral power demands complete obedience and a 
continuous extraction of personal knowledge in order to normalise subjects 
conduct and guide them to wellbeing as salvation in this world” (p856). In their 
view, foodbank managers provide a form a pastoral care for foodbank clients. 
In their research, they found foodbank mangers reproduced wider 
neoliberalist discourses which stigmatized recipients. Foodbank clients were 
understood by managers as people who lead ‘chaotic lives’ and this was 
posited as the reason for the poverty of culture pervading their lives. 

  

Who uses foodbanks? Gender, race, ethnicity and class 
Some researchers in this literature have given visibility to who is most affected 
and in need of foodbanks in terms of gender, race/ethnicity and class; but 
there still is not extensive research available on this. As Power and Small (2021) 
highlight, “gender has been relatively absent from research on contemporary 
food poverty” (p45). They explain that where research has been carried out it 
has been from a positivist standpoint. For example, quantitative studies by 
Loopstra et al (2019) identifying women more at risk of poverty while 
quantitative research has focused on the role of women in managing poverty 
(Tait, 2015). 

Evans’ (2017) research highlights the link between gender and in-work 
poverty which is considered a key driver of food insecurity and therefore 
foodbank usage. Evans explains poverty is “not gender neutral and affects 
women disproportionately” (p28). The Taylor Review (2017) highlights several 
factors which may contribute to this. The report highlights women make up 
most low pay segments of the labour market – part time work contracts (41.4% 
women, 13.3% men) and zero-hour contracts (women made up 52% of zero 
contracts) compared to men.  

Power et al (2018) and Power (2017) have highlighted in their work that an 
individual’s ethnic, religious, and cultural background impacts their access to 
food aid. There is already a well-established relationship between ethnicity 
and poverty, as the UWS Oxfam (2020) report highlights, people living in 
households headed by someone in the Black, Asian or other ethnic groups are 
more likely to be on low income. Power et al’s (2017) qualitative study of 
foodbanks in Bradford revealed despite the city’s high Pakistani population, 
they were underrepresented in foodbanks. Power et al argue foodbanks in 
Bradford were predominantly white, Christian spaces; they were frequented 
by predominantly white clients and the volunteers were also mostly White 
people. This could deter many from seeking help because they may not feel 
included or catered for in these spaces. 
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Methodology 
  

Critical Discourse Analysis 
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is the chosen method for this research as it 
focuses on “the way social power abuse, dominance and inequality are 
enacted, reproduced and resisted by text and talk in the social and political 
context” Van Djik (2015, p467). This study explores how foodbank clients are 
discursively constructed across the media and political landscape. It is 
interested in how dominant groups (politicians and media outlets) create 
hegemony about people in poverty through language. This research takes 
aims to “understand, expose and ultimately resist social inequality” (Van Djik, 
1998, p1) by highlighting how dominant groups mobilise discourses. 
Language and discourses are central to the discursive reproduction (or the 
discursive destruction) of inequality in society. CDA will bridge the theoretical 
gap between discourses at the interactional micro level (politician speech, 
news articles etc.) and the reproduction of stigmatising rhetoric about people 
in poverty at the macro- level.  

Fairclough (2000) argues there is a restructured form of capitalism gaining 
ascendency in the contemporary world, neoliberalism. In his view, “language 
is an important part of the new order” (p147). Fairclough argues that imposing 
a new order involves the reflexive process of “imposing new representations 
of the world, new discourses” (p147). Fairclough argues an important point; 
the project of a new order is a language project and the struggle against a 
new order is a language struggle. I argue, the negative discursive construction 
of food bank users across the media and political landscape is part of the 
neoliberal language project, this research situates itself as part of the 
language struggle against the neoliberal language project. CDA constitutes 
as “resource for struggle” (p148). It “does not isolate language but addresses 
the shifting network of practices in a way which produces both a clearer 
understanding of how language figures in hegemonic struggles around neo 
liberalism, and how struggles against neoliberalism can be partly pursued in 
language” (p148). In Fairclough’s view, CDA asks and answers an important 
question, “what are the problems facing people, what are they doing in 
response, how can these resistances be strengthened and coordinated into a 
plausible alternative, and how specifically does language figure in all this?” 
(p148). This research attempts to answer this very question. 

Van Djik’s (1998) “ideological square” will be salient to this research. Van Djik 
argues “the general strategy of dominant discourse and mind control often 
follows the basic intergroup polarization of underlying ideologies” (Van Djik, 
2015, p474). The ideological square consists of “emphasizing our good 
things, emphasizing their bad things, mitigating our bad things, and 
mitigating their good things (p474). This study will locate the use of the 
ideological square in the discursive construction of foodbank clients across 
the media and political landscape. It will highlight how this strategy is 
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effectively mobilised to reproduce and enact dominance over people in 
poverty.  

I have chosen to focus on politicians and the media because they members of 
powerful social groups and institutions. As part of the elites, they have “more 
or less exclusive access to, and control over one or more types of public 
discourse” (Van Djik, 1998). Politicians are powerful social actors in society, 
their opinions are valued. They are major news actors as journalist will seek to 
get their opinion on topics. The media possess vast amounts of discursive 
power, “it is their definition of a situation that contributes to the manufacturing 
of public opinion” (p28). This research will highlight how the media and 
politicians propagate discourses about foodbank clients through careful 
language use with the intent of shaping public opinion about people in 
poverty.  

It should be noted, as a Sociology student exposed to scholarly discourse, I 
possess my own beliefs and knowledge about the world. This will no doubt 
impact the way I navigate and negotiate discourses in media and political 
texts. CDA requires high selectivity when choosing sources to evaluate. My 
own knowledge and beliefs about society may impact how I interpret and 
select texts for analysis. This is a limitation of the CDA method. As cited by 
Simpson et al (2018, p62), CDA critics have “reservations about the selectivity 
and partiality of data chosen for analysis” in this method.  Although I have 
made sure to avoid ‘cherry picking’ data for my analysis, it is important to 
highlight how my personal beliefs may affect my use of this method. 

  

Theoretical reflection 
While this research argues dominant groups (politicians and the media) 
exercise a level of ‘mind control’ in their power to control, create and 
reproduce discourses about dominated groups (foodbank clients), the agency 
of dominated groups must not be ignored. Richardson (2007) argues that 
audiences will “decode the meaning of texts using knowledge and beliefs of 
the world” (p45). He explains the texts audiences engage with “go on to shape 
(through either transformation or reproduction) these readers’ knowledge 
and beliefs” (p45). Existing beliefs and knowledge affect the audience’s ability 
to navigate media messages and discourses. As Wodak (1987 cited by van 
Djik, 2015) highlights, “some recipients may not have the knowledge or beliefs 
needed to challenge the discourses or information they are exposed to” 
(p473). These audiences will navigate discourses more passively.  

Van Djik highlights, “the audience will generally retain a minimum of 
autonomy and independence, and engage more or less actively, instead of 
purely passively” (p11) with discourses. This means that although dominant 
groups, like politicians and media outlets, encode their messages to be 
received in certain ways; audiences may not necessarily decode the message 
as the sender intended. Hall’s (2004) encode/decode theory offers an 
important framework to understand how audiences may navigate and 
negotiate media messages. Depending on the receiver’s existing knowledge 
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and beliefs, they may navigate and negotiate media messages in three ways. 
Some receivers may decode the dominant message agreeing and 
reproducing the discourse that has been propagated, these audiences will 
hold the dominated position. Others may negotiate and agree with some 
parts of the message, they will modify the parts they do not agree with before 
reproducing the discourse, these audiences hold a negotiated position. Some 
may completely reject the message from the sender as the message may have 
contrasting ideologies to their own that they are not willing to negotiate, these 
audiences hold the oppositional position. Other elite groups (other dominant 
media outlets and politicians) can and do create completing discourses about 
the driving forces behind foodbank usage. For example, Newspapers like the 
Daily Record and Labour politicians consistently cited austerity measures like 
benefit sanctions as a driving force for rising foodbank usage during 2014. 
These competing discourses create a counter hegemony not only about the 
causes of rising foodbank usage but it also challenges negative discourses 
about foodbank clients; instead of the opportunistic foodbank user, some 
audiences may decode the message of the opportunist politician who is 
cutting back on welfare. 

  

How research was conducted  

Timeline 

This research sample is restricted to 2014-2022. The year 2014 is significant to 
this research as this is the year the media and politicians began to 
sensationalise foodbanks and foodbank clients. It could be argued that during 
2014, there was a ‘moral panic’ surrounding foodbanks and foodbank 
recipients. Prior to that, there was little mention of either across the media and 
political landscape. This ‘moral panic’ may have been attributed to information 
by the Trussell trust, the UK’s largest foodbank network, revealing the demand 
for foodbanks is rising in UK. With the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic 
coupled the rising cost of living, foodbanks and their clients are thrust into the 
spotlight by the media and politicians once again. However, this time, the 
discourse has shifted dramatically. For this reason, it was important to focus 
on this timeline. 

Media 

To conduct the analysis of media discourse, I used LexisNexis (Lexis Library 
news) to source news articles. LexisNexis provided a rich database of archives 
from British newspapers going as far back as 1979.  This provided me with an 
efficient way to scan through years of news articles for my research. In 
selecting secondary sources from online newspapers, I avoided any ethical 
issues as this is public information which is easily accessible. The terms 
‘foodbanks’, ‘foodbank’ and ‘foodbank user’ were used for the search criteria. 
I was specifically looking for news articles which propagated a discourse about 
foodbank clients whether positive or negative.  Any articles which attempted 
to define their moral characters (positive or negative) were chosen for analysis. 
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I noticed there was a recurring negative portrayal of foodbank clients in the 
media between 2014-2019 and that this was largely missing from articles in 
2019-2022. Although there were some exceptions, negative portrayals were a 
recurring theme from 2014-19 and ‘positive’ portrayals were prominent from 
2019-2022. How foodbank users are represented along the media landscape 
today is vastly different to how they were in 2014. This research will focus on 
and explore how language and discourse figures in this shift.  

Newspaper articles were mainly sourced from tabloid newspapers; this was 
not intentional, but these were the newspapers that matched the search 
criteria most effectively. There is some diversity in the political alignment of 
newspapers selected, they were politically aligned to conservative, some 
liberal and some were non-partisan.  

Politicians  

It was a more difficult task to find politicians as opinions were fragmented 
across different platforms from interviews to podcasts and radio shows. For 
this reason, Lexis search engine was employed as a starting point for analysis 
as newspapers reported on these stories. I then traced back to the original 
sources and watched/listened to interviews in full to gain and understand their 
contexts. After secondary data was collected and sourced from both news 
media outlets and politicians, quotes were selected to analyse a discourse 
pattern. Similar patterns of discourse from the media and politicians were 
grouped together. This provided a convincing evidenced-based analysis 
about the common discourses at play across the media and political 
landscape. 
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Findings and Analysis  
Several discursive themes emerged in the analysis; foodbank clients were 
consistently discursively constructed into three main categories – economic 
opportunists, over-indulgent & unskilled and financially chaotic lives. The 
discourses propagated across the media and political landscape consistently 
questioned the moral integrity of foodbank users. There was often scepticism 
about the authenticity of their needed. The ‘bads’ (drug addicts, lazy, jobless 
etc.) of foodbank clients were often foregrounded mitigating their ‘good’ 
qualities in these discourses. In cases where the ‘good’ of foodbank users were 
emphasised, the focus was often on the ‘deserving poor’. This was people who 
were in work, university graduates, disabled, war veterans, mothers etc.  

Tables 1 and 2 present an overview of news stories and information about 
politicians included in analysis. 

 

 

TABLE 1: NEWS MEDIA 

Title Citation 

Foodbank Scam: Drug addicts sell gifts to 
buy DOPE                              

Daily Star Online (2015) 

OUR GUT INSTINCT                                                                                       The Sun (2014)  

TRUST ISSUES                                                                                                 The Sun (2014)  

Are foodbank users really so needy? 
Letters              

Western Morning News (2014)  

‘Introduce a checklist before giving Food’                     Stoke the Sentinel (2018)  

Foodbanks are duping donors                                          Gloucestershire Echo (2014)  

Despite the lefts claim Britain is not going 
hungry        

The Express (2014)  

DWP boss is half right                                                          Evening Times (2014)  
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TABLE 2: POLITICIANS 

Name Position 

Edwina Currie Former MP, Conservative Party (2014) 

Neil Couling                                                    Director General DWP (2014) 

Guy Opperman General election candidate, Conservative Party 
(2019)  

Dominic Raab                                                 Ministry of Justice, Conservative Party (2017)  

Lord Tebbit                                                     Former cabinet minister, Conservative Party (2014)  

Catherine Blaiklock                                       BREXIT Party founder and first leader (2019) 

Craig Ross                                                       Conservative candidate (2021) 

  

 

Economic Opportunists 

Media  

In 2014, across the media and political landscape, foodbank users were 
commonly presented as economic opportunists, this was consistently 
ascribed as the reason for the increasing demand for foodbanks. The Sun 
(2014) argues “if you give away something for free, people tend to want it”. 
The article goes on to explain “an increase in demand doesn’t mean more 
people are hungry, it simply means “more people are on to a good thing”. 
Throughout this article, access to foodbank is routinely exaggerated to create 
the image of an unfettered and chaotic access to ‘free food’. This is far from 
the reality of most foodbanks which operate using a heavily gatekept referral 
system. In framing foodbanks, this way, the media creates the image of 
foodbanks as a ‘free for all’ space where opportunists can collect ‘free food’ 
unchecked. By discursively constructing foodbanks as an economic 
opportunity, foodbank clients are posited as economic opportunists. The idea 
that there is a genuine food crisis affecting Britain is not only dismissed but the 
crisis is discursively repackaged as the greed of the underclass of society. It 
could be argued, discursively constructing foodbank clients as economic 
opportunist evidences how deeply embedded neo liberalist discourses are in 
society’s understanding of social issues such as foodbank usage. Foodbank 
organisations rely on donation, there are no monetary exchanges. Still, they 
are interpreted through the lens of free-market capitalism.  

Similarly, The Evening Times (2014), argues some people only use foodbanks 
to “spend their money on others things”. The article further explains “it’s 
human nature to seek things for free”. Like The Sun, genuine need is 
dismissed. Foodbank usage is again reduced to an economic opportunity for 
a greedy underclass. This article draws on and reproduces wider discourses 
which propagates people in poverty are not genuinely in need but 
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exaggerating their circumstances to benefit from charitable people and 
organisations. These discourses question the moral integrity of people who 
are poor and posits them as dishonest people who should not be trusted. The 
article highlights the apparent dishonesty of foodbank clients who seek free 
food yet have cash to ‘spend on other things’. In this discourse, there is no 
‘need’, only greed exists among poor people. The Gloucester Echo (2014) 
pedals a similar discourse. The article refers to increasing reliance on 
foodbanks as evidence of “the great foodbank scam”, the article likens 
foodbanks to a ‘Ponzi scheme’; implying foodbank recipients are after 
immoral economic gain. By utilising the lexicons ‘scam’ and ‘Ponzi scheme’ the 
media frames foodbank users as criminals. These terms are widely recognised 
for being associated with financial crimes. By deploying these lexicons to refer 
to foodbank clients, recipients are painted as people who are not only greedy 
and dishonest but fraudulent. These discourses are effective in diminishing 
public perception of need when it comes to foodbank clients. These lexicons 
effectively invoke anger in the ‘hardworking taxpayers’ who work and obtain 
their food in ‘honest’ ways.  

Politicians  

Similarly, Neil Couling (2014), the director general for the Universal Credit 
Programme, argues “we live in a country of rich and poor and people will 
maximise their economic opportunities”. In Couling’s statement, there is an 
explicit polarisation between the ingroup (rich) and the outgroup (poor). 
Couling normalises poverty in Britain as simply part of the fabric of everyday 
life. By reducing foodbanks to a simple ‘economic opportunity’, foodbank 
clients become economic opportunists and not people in genuine need. The 
choice of language is effective in convincing the public a foodbank crisis does 
not exist in Britain. Couling discursively reconstructs foodbanks as an 
organisation aiding a feckless underclass to scam hardworking people. In 
doing so, Couling illegitimates food poverty as a serious issue affecting British 
society. Like Couling, Lord Tibbett (2014) discursively constructs foodbank 
clients as economic opportunists. During a house of Lords briefing, Tibbett 
explains “there is always near infinite demand for valuable goods that are 
given away for free”. He further explains “if food is given away at prices grossly 
below markets more is used”. The use of economic terms ‘demand’, ‘supply’ 
and ‘market’ are effective. By presenting foodbanks through an economic 
lens, Tibbett rationalises foodbanks as an ‘ideal’ economic opportunity. In 
doing so, he effectively frames people who frequent foodbanks as economic 
opportunists. From the language used, it is evident food is viewed as a 
commodity and not a right. It is something that is to be bought and sold, not 
given away “grossly below market prices”. As highlighted in McArthur and 
Reeves’ (2019) research, Malthusian ideas have a great impact on how poverty 
is understood in British society. In Malthus’ view, welfare (in this case food 
banks) is counterproductive as it removes the incentive to work which 
starvation gives poor people. In Malthus’ view, “the poor would not work if 
they were not required to do so to survive, and so providing them with food 
would erode their work ethic” (McArthur and Reeves, p1007). The discourse 
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of the opportunist foodbank client across the media and political landscape 
echo that of Malthus’s influence. Through the discourse of the opportunist 
foodbank user, food is presented as a precious commodity which foodbank 
recipients want for ‘free’ because of their greed and refusal to work. Foodbank 
users are framed as calculating opportunist after ‘free food’ rather than people 
who are suffering food insecurity and have no other options. From this 
perspective of the media and politicians, there are no ‘deserving’ foodbank 
clients. Need is questioned and vehemently denied; rising demand for 
foodbanks is merely a grand plan to conspire. The discourse of the 
opportunist poor is successfully and consistently reproduced across the media 
and political landscape when discussing foodbank clients. These discourses 
are powerful and can alter the way we navigate and negotiate poverty. 
Shildrick and MacDonald’s (2013) life history interviews with participants, who 
despite facing financial hardships and deep poverty themselves, echoed 
similar views of ‘the poor’ being ‘undeserving’. This evidences how effective 
and impactful these discourses are on society’s understanding of poverty. By 
disseminating the discourse of the opportunistic foodbank user, media and 
political bodies perform a kind of ‘mind control’ which produces hegemony 
about the moral character of those in poverty. The attitudes of participants in 
Shildrick’s study towards those in poverty confirm foodbank users as 
economic opportunists has been naturalised through discourse; so much so 
that even people in poverty expressed and accepted these ideas. 

  

Over-Indulgent and Unskilled  

Politicians  

As Shildrick and McDonald (2013) found in their life history interviews, diet is 
a subject to moral assessment for those in poverty. Across the media and 
political landscape, this statement certainly rings true for foodbank clients. 
There is a consistent discourse which postulates people who face food 
insecurity, simply lack culinary knowledge. Foodbank clients are consistently 
framed as people who lack basic cooking skills and therefore make unhealthy 
diet choices. Their unhealthy food choices are posited as a primary source for 
their financial ruin. This discourse draws on a wider discourse of the ‘indulgent’ 
lifestyle of poor people.  Lady Jenkins (2014), a conservative member of the 
House of Lords, argues “the poor don’t know how to cook”; she goes on to 
explain “I had a bowl of porridge that cost just 4p this morning, while the poor 
had to make do with sugar coated cereal that costs 25p”. Lady Jenkins argues 
that instead of cooking affordable healthy meals, poor people indulge in 
pricier unhealthy foods. In framing foodbank users, this way, Jenkins reduces 
rising foodbank usage to a lack skills problem rather than a social and 
structural problem as identified by Loopstra et al (2018) and Lambie-Mumford 
(2013). Lady Jenkins’ views are conducive with contemporary neoliberal 
framings of poverty as an individual issue; many solutions to food poverty 
focus on education rather than redistribution (Caplan, 2016). Lady Jenkins’ 
anecdote produces an explicit polarisation of ‘us’ (the rich (Lady Jenkins)) vs 
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‘them’ (‘the poor’). She makes a clear distinction between the smart and 
responsible in-group and the pathological, irresponsible ‘others’ (out-group). 
The ideological square (van Djik, 1998) is a useful tool to understand how 
Jenkins discursively constructs the discourse of the over-indulgent foodbank 
users. She emphasises the apparent ‘good habits’ of people who are 
financially stable while emphasising the ‘bad habits’ of foodbank clients 
(people who do not have financial stability). Jenkins mitigates the fact people 
who are not food poor also engage in unhealthy dietary practices and people 
who are food poor do not necessarily engage in these unhealthy practices and 
do know how to cook. The discourse of the culinary unskilled foodbank user 
pathologizes those in poverty. Foodbank users are framed as people who lack 
the basic knowledge and skills everyone else readily possesses. It calls into the 
question the ability of people in poverty to properly govern themselves. 
Jenkins’ anecdote could be taken as her performing a form of ‘pastoral care’ 
after identifying a ‘problem’ (overspending on pricey sugary cereals) through 
the ‘pastoral gaze’. She gives financial ‘advice’ to foodbank clients who are 
‘lost flock’ from the responsible ‘herd’ (the financially stable in-group). Her 
dietary advice “illuminate subjects’ inner truths and return them to the 
normality of the flock” (Moller et al, p856). Jenkins advising foodbank clients 
to spend less on cereals is to result in them finding financial stability thus 
finding their way back to the financially responsible herd. Here, Jenkins 
“monitor[s] and correct[s] deviating subjectivities in stray sheep’ (p 856). 

Brexit Party founder and leader Catherine Blaiklock (2019) displays a similar 
type of ‘pastoral care’ in an article for The Conservative Woman. She 
propagates a similar discourse to Jenkins hinting at the unskilled and over-
indulgent nature of foodbank clients. Blaiklock argues foodbanks are creating 
a “dependent obese population”. Blaiklock explains “people have chaotic 
lives. They spend too money on the wrong things. They do not know how to 
cook and it would seem many cannot.” Like Jenkins, Blaiklock postulates 
foodbank demand is a result of the poor people’s inability to govern 
themselves financially and make appropriate food choices. They are 
presented as ‘lost flock’ in need of pastoral guidance and care. Foodbank 
usage is individualised in this discourse, it’s a result of personal deficit not a 
structural issue. The ideological square is employed by Blaiklock to 
pathologize foodbank clients. Blaiklock’s negative list of food bank clients’ 
deficiencies is effective in conveying the message foodbank recipients lack 
the discipline to govern themselves. Discursively framing foodbank clients as 
pathological ‘others’ has wider implication for the public’s perception of them. 
Highlighting their deficits is effective in making them culpable for the culture 
of poverty which defines their lives. 

Media  

The trope of the over-indulgent and unskilled foodbank user is pervasive 
within the media also. Instead of indulging on food, media outlets focus 
attention to indulgent drug use. The Daily Star Online (2015) headline reads 
“Food bank scam: Drug addicts sell gifts to buy DOPE”. The article reveals 
“scroungers are flogging their foodbank handouts to raise cash to spend on 



Calesha Moncrieffe: Food Poverty in Britain 

116 
 

food and drugs”. Foodbank clients as drug addicts was already prominent 
across the political landscape. As identified by Pantazis (2016, p10) drug 
addiction is cited by politicians Ian Duncan Smith (2004) and David Cameron 
(2006) as ‘drivers of poverty’ in ‘broken Britain’, this serves to ‘explain away’ 
poverty as individual issue. Media outlets are not the sole creators of 
discourse, neither are politicians. Van Djik argues that there is a symbiotic 
relationship between news media and political elites. He explains mainstream 
news media “cannot operate without the cooperation of the political or 
corporate elites” (p29). Van Djik argues “their common ideologies are jointly 
produced, each acting within its own sphere of influence and control, but each 
also dependent on the other” (p29). Although the news article acknowledges 
the rarity of such events, in publishing this story it reproduces the discourse of 
the pseudo beggar, this raises further suspicion about whether foodbank 
clients are genuinely in need or just maximising off an ‘opportunity’. The 
negative adjectives (scroungers, drug addicts) frames foodbank users as 
“members of an outgroup and associates poverty with negative stereotypes 
asserting immoral behaviour” (McArthur and Reeves, 2019, p1009). By 
presenting foodbank clients as drug addicts, the media frames foodbank 
clients as ‘underserving’. They are posited as ‘scroungers’ who do not wish to 
work but instead spend their time doing drugs. Foodbank users are 
discursively constructed as immoral ‘others’ who take advantage of charitable 
people and organisations for their own personal gain. Such representation 
creates a clear distinction between the positive in-group and the negative out-
group; a binary of the “deserving hard-working taxpayers who ‘want to get 
on’” and the ‘undeserving ‘shirkers’ who ‘want something for nothing’” 
(Pantazis, 2016, p13) in this discourse. This discourse has wider implications 
of denying there is a food crisis in Britain, the crisis is repackaged as ploy by 
dependent drug users looking to fund their next fix. This discourse also draws 
on the parallel discourse of the economic opportunist foodbank user.   

Similarly, the Sunday Express (2014) argues there is “no real evidence that 
Britain was facing a genuine food crisis” arguing Britain is a prosperous 
country. The prosperity of Britain is posited as evidence foodbank clients were 
not genuinely in need. The article reveals an inside source (foodbank 
volunteer) confirmed some foodbank clients were “heroin addicts who used 
foodbanks as form of currency”. Information from a ‘foodbank volunteer’ 
provides ‘reliable’ information about who uses foodbanks. This information is 
used as confirmation that a genuine need does not exist. Like the Daily Star 
Online article, foodbank recipients are ‘othered’ as an immoral underclass. 
They are presented as ‘scroungers’ who take advantage of charitable, 
hardworking people. By presenting foodbank clients this way, the media and 
politicians draw on wider discourse of welfare fraud. Even though foodbanks 
are not state funded, the media sensationalizes foodbank fraud in the same 
way it does welfare fraud. That in mind, it could be argued, the issue is not with 
individuals taking money from the government, but a general contempt and 
distrust for poor people. As Lundstrom (2013) highlights, political attempts to 
highlight benefit fraud (in this case foodbank fraud) and media representation 
of such attempts, is not an attempt to combat fraudulent action. Instead, they 
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must be “understood as attempts to delegitimize the more general aim and 
purpose of the welfare state” (p643). Lundstrom argues these attempts 
“challenge the deservingness of welfare recipients in general, not just the ones 
that cheat, and thereby transforms the conditions for trust in the welfare state” 
(p643). The practice of exposing the dishonest foodbank user has wider 
implications of delegitimising their need. It calls into question the collective 
deservingness of foodbank clients by highlighting the dishonesty of a few. In 
publishing these stories, news outlets invite the public to interrogate the 
authenticity of a foodbank client’s need. At the macro level of social 
interaction, these stories are a constitutive part of dominant discourses which 
deny the existence of poverty and labels anyone claiming such as fraudulent 
and dishonest persons. 

  

Financially Chaotic Lives 

Politicians  

Over the last ten years, foodbank users have been discursively constructed as 
people who lack financial literacy and therefore lead financially chaotic lives. 
This discourse reduces Britain’s food crisis to an individual issue rather than an 
issue perpetuated by structure. Citing Lazzarato (2009), Lundstrom (2013) 
highlights “individualising discourse on welfare is a core mode of organising 
neo liberal consensus, and mobilising public support for welfare policies that 
promote, rather than reduce insecurity” (p642). The same can be said about 
the individualising discourse of Britain’s food crisis across the media and 
political landscape. This discourse is routinely propagated by the media and 
politicians who seek to redirect blame at the individual instead of the structure 
which maintains and perpetuates foodbank usage.   

 In 2014, former Conservative MP Edwina Currie explained she was troubled 
by the number of people using foodbanks. Currie argued foodbank clients 
never learn to manage money and “the moment they have spare cash they 
were off getting another tattoo”. Here, Currie makes general assumption 
about people who frequent foodbanks – they lacked financial literacy and 
therefore prioritised unimportant things. The language used by Currie 
infantilises foodbank clients, they are posited as irresponsible (like children) 
spending frivolously “the moment they have spare cash”. Currie uses 
language to create a negative image of foodbank users and question their 
governmentality. This discourse frames foodbank users as people who are 
inherently irresponsible, their inability to properly budget and prioritise their 
finances reflect in their inability to govern their lives. This statement made by 
Currie is also intimately linked to dominant ideas about the dependency and 
wrong choices of people in poverty. Such discourses are so pervasive that they 
are even reproduced in foodbanks by managers assisting foodbank clients. 
As identified in Moller’s (2021) study, foodbank clients’ lives were 
problematized as ‘chaotic’; they were posited “to lack the necessary skills, 
motivation, and attitude to overcome poverty” (p859) therefore requiring the 
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guidance of pastoral carers like foodbank managers and knowledgeable 
politicians.  

Similarly, in 2017, Conservative politician Dominic Raab argued “the typical 
foodbank user is not someone that is languishing in poverty, it is someone 
who has cash flow problems episodically”. This statement mitigates the impact 
of structure on foodbank usage. In describing a ‘typical foodbank user’ Raab 
simplifies a complex demographic as seen in Moraes et al study. He goes on 
to explain these people were not “languishing in poverty” implying their need 
is exaggerated. Raab discounts the food crisis in Britain to a simple “cash flow 
problem”. In doing so, like Currie, Raab denies the existence of real poverty in 
Britain, mythicizing the issue. The language used by Raab reflect that of 
neoliberalist ideology. The narrative of progress in neoliberal framings of 
poverty contradicts greatly with the narrative of regress which rising foodbank 
demand suggests. Both discourses are dialectically opposed. To accept one, 
the existence of the other must be aggressively denied. To keep in line with 
the narrative of progress, Raab must deny there is real food crisis in Britain, the 
severity of this crisis must be downplayed. The individual must be at the centre 
of blame because society is progressive and continuously moving forward, 
any ills must be a result of individual failure as neoliberal society is inherently 
‘successful’.  

Like Raab, Guy Opperman (2019), explains foodbank users will not “will not 
improve the long-term capability of handling money, without better financial 
education from primary school upwards”. Unlike Raab, Opperman does not 
mitigate the role of structure in perpetuating foodbank usage. However, the 
problem is still deeply individualised. From Opperman’s perspective, primary 
school education does not sufficiently prepare children to handle money so 
they grow into adults who lead financially chaotic lives. From this perspective, 
school does not adequately prepare people to govern themselves and stay 
out of poverty. Foodbank usage is framed as a simple cash flow issue as Raab 
propagates. It is the inability of individuals to ‘handle money’ and the solution 
is to educate people. Food poverty is discursively constructed as a lack of 
education, in doing so, foodbank users are discursively constructed as 
pathological ‘others’. Citing the work of Gill and Orgad (2018), Moller (2021) 
argues that targeting the psychological deficits in wrong attitudes or decision 
making is a characteristic of the wider neo liberal turn to behavioural factors. 
Moller (2021) argues that this “problematizes clients’ subjectivity as root cause 
of poverty in a lack of cognitive capacity for processing information to build 
necessary resilience and cope with crises” (p859). Foodbank clients’ 
mathematical capabilities are called into question; they are framed a people 
who are uneducated and this propels the culture of poverty in their lives. The 
‘bad’ habits of foodbank users are consistently emphasised alluding to the 
‘good’ habits of an imagined financially responsible citizen (people who are 
not food poor). State responsibility is consistently mitigated in these 
discourses. As shown above, the ‘bad’ of the state is never fully (if at all) 
acknowledged by propagators of this discourse. 
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Counter discourses  

Although the discourse that foodbank users lead financially chaotic lives was 
consistently reproduced across the media and political landscape, there were 
counter discourses which rejected this discourse. For example, newspapers 
like the Daily Mirror (2014) propagated their own competing/counter 
discourses about politician Edwina Currie arguing ‘Edwina’s idea of need… is 
greed’ – the title of the article. Through an anecdotal story, the article paints 
the picture of an overindulgent politician. Similarly, The Times (2014) article 
slates The House of Lords for their indulgent dietary preferences at work 
highlighting the irony when compared to the realities foodbank clients face. 
These elite groups employ an ideological square of their own, they 
foreground the ‘bad’ of politicians and they do not mitigate state responsibility 
in perpetuating foodbank usage and consequently poverty.  

Media  

Like politicians, the media often hints at the financially chaotic lives of 
foodbank clients. The Stoke Sentinel (2018) proposes a checklist for foodbank 
recipients. On this checklist, foodbank users are to detail their monthly and 
weekly cost of mobile phones, TV packages, cars owned, cigarettes, alcohol 
etc. The article argues that if such checklists were put in place, foodbanks 
would ‘not continue to flourish’. The article hints at the frivolous nature of food 
bank users by imply they spend chaotically. The tone is accusatory as it 
presumes foodbank clients possess more disposable income than they are 
letting on. The article employs the ideological square by comparing the 
imaginary spending habits of foodbank users to that of a financially 
responsible citizen (herself). The writer argues “my outlay on drink is less that 
15£ per week, no phone, no SKY TV, no online, no smoking, my car is 30 years 
old but I can buy my own food”. The writer posits her personal budget an 
‘ideal’ that can be replicated for everyone. This perspective again reduces 
food poverty to an individual problem; foodbank clients are again framed as 
lacking basic knowledge such as budgeting. This discourse skews public 
perceptions of poverty which in turn can affect policy approaches to the 
problem. By questioning the need of foodbank clients, the article invites 
audiences to do the same. There is an interesting irony in foodbank users 
being discursively constructed as economic opportunists while 
simultaneously being framed as financial illiterate across the media and 
political landscape. On one hand, they are discursively constructed as 
calculating and cunning people after economic gain. On the other hand, they 
are presented as pathological ‘others’ who are not smart enough to handle 
money and end up at foodbanks. 

 

How the discourse has changed: 2019 – 2022  
Foodbanks have solidified themselves as part of British society as “hunger is 
increasing becoming a mode of existence in the UK” (Livingstone, 2015, 
p189). There is almost no dominant doubt or scepticism foodbanks are 
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needed in the UK across the media and political landscape. This contrasts 
greatly with 2014-19 period when many questioned whether these charitable 
organisations were needed. The media has shifted its belief from foodbanks 
as a non-issue to stipulating it is one of the most pressing problems facing 
British society. Although some newspapers at the time gave visibility to the 
issue, there were many who remained doubtful and continued to disparage 
foodbank recipients. Today, such doubts have certainly been dismissed. 

Table 3 presents an overview of the sources included in the analysis of 
discourse in 2019-22. 

 

TABLE 3: NEWS MEDIA SOURCES 2019-22 

Title Citation 

‘It’s classless, that’s the thing’: the people 
using foodbanks for the first time 

The Independent (2022) 

Veg cook ‘too costly’                                                                                                                                         The Sun (England) (2022) 

Broken system forcing students to use 
foodbanks 

The Times (Scotland) (2022) 

Middle class graduates join queues for 
foodbank as crisis deepens in pandemic 

The Independent (2020) 

Surviving on biscuits in food poverty Aberdeen Press and Journal 
(2022) 

We tried to cook soup on a candle: 
spring statement fuel foodbank user’s 
fear 

The Independent (2022) 

  

 

Restrictive lives 

Media  

Between 2014–2019 dominant media discourses routinely pathologize 
foodbank users as people who were overindulgent and financially 
irresponsible. The media consistently emphasised the ‘bad’ habits of 
foodbank users who spent money frivolously on non-essentials like TV 
packages, tattoos, alcohol etc. This discourse alluded to a glamorous lifestyle 
at the expense of ‘hardworking taxpayers’ and generous people who donated 
to foodbanks. Between 2019- 2022, this discourse is largely missing from 
articles about foodbank users in the media. Instead of exciting audiences with 
scandalous stories of foodbank users enjoying extravagant lifestyles, there is 
an increasing focus on the restrictive lives of foodbank users. Media outlets 
have moved away from stories which sensationalised foodbank users lack of 
need. Instead, there is now great emphasis on the extent of their need. There 
is a move towards sensationalizing their poverty rather than accusing wealth 
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(as seen in 2014-18). For example, The Sun (2022) reveals how foodbank users 
reject potatoes and other root vegetables from foodbanks because they 
cannot afford to cook them. Similarly, The Independent (2022) highlights the 
struggle of foodbank users who attempted to use a candle to cook a tin of 
soup because they had no electricity for conventional means. The Aberdeen 
Press and Journal (2022) highlights a similar struggle, revealing foodbank 
users survive on biscuits until they can afford their next hot meal. There are 
many stories like this across the media landscape today. ‘Heating vs eating’ is 
a term widely used to emphasise the hardships of foodbank clients who must 
choose between heating their homes or buying food. Although there were 
some news articles highlighting the hardships of foodbank clients from 2014-
2019, such discourses were in constant struggles with dominant discourses 
which denied the need for foodbanks and questioned the moral integrity of 
foodbank users who were consistently framed as fraudulent people. Today, 
the counter discourse has become the dominant discourse.  

This shift is unsurprising, attitudes towards people in poverty in 2014 have 
shifted dramatically to what they are now. In the post-pandemic era, where 
many households will have felt the financial impacts of COVID-19, people are 
less interested in discourses denying the existence of poverty and hardship in 
Britain. As van Djik (1998) importantly highlights, “opponent discourses may 
be adopted by other dominant groups, whether strategically to neutralise 
them or simply because dominant power and ideology may change” (p12). It 
is difficult to say which reason is most applicable in this situation. Over the last 
ten years, foodbanks have certainly solidified their existence as a permanent 
part of British society. Although the media has always been critical of people 
in poverty, foodbanks were ‘new’ and perhaps the severity of poverty in Britain 
was underestimated and misunderstood by many. Fast forward eight to ten 
years later, with the problem worsening yearly, there is less doubt (if any) that 
there is a food crisis growing rampant in Britain. Foodbanks withstanding the 
test of time is evidence for many this is a serious issue. This evidence can 
certainly shift the dominant ideology. Alternatively, it could be argued, the 
dominant ideology has only changed temporarily. Perhaps the media has 
taken a break (for now) from pillorying foodbank clients given the current 
financial climate. McArthur and Reeves work shows stigmatising rhetoric 
about people in poverty fluctuates during global financial crisis; it may be 
worth revisiting to see how this discourse progresses over the next few years. 

  

‘Deserving’ poor / new face of foodbanks 

Media  

The face of foodbanks has certainly shifted across the media landscape. In 
2014, dominant discourses propagated the typical foodbank user was an 
unskilled underclass; they were posited as people who were lazy, 
unemployed, drug addicts, con artists etc. This underclass was widely 
perceived as lacking the moral characteristics of ‘hardworking taxpayers’. 
What was previously an explicit ‘us vs them’ polarisation has transformed into 
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a more complex and unified representation, with the ‘us’ becoming the ‘them’. 
Today, the media emphasises the changing face of foodbanks highlighting 
these new recipients were middle class, highly educated and professionals. 
For example, The Independent (2020) highlights how middle-class graduates 
who held Master’s and Bachelor degrees were now lining up at foodbank as 
the pandemic worsens. Similarly, The Independent (2022) article reveals 
foodbanks were now becoming ‘classless’ as students and middle-class 
professionals join the queues for food parcels. The Times (2022) article also 
highlights students using food banks is becoming increasing common. It 
could be argued that the in-group making a slow decline into the out-group 
has ideological implications for the discourse propagated. Previous 
discourses which typified foodbank users as lazy and workshy were now void 
because the new in-group demographic proves such discourse illegitimate. 
The discourse of worklessness is no longer convincing and threatens the 
hegemony of personal deficits as a cause of foodbank usage.  

The changing demography of foodbanks changes the discourse about food 
poverty and people who use foodbanks. It could be argued, with the influx of 
an affected in group, food poverty is affirmed as a serious issue affecting 
British society. With the middle class now affected, foodbanks as a crisis is now 
legitimated across the media landscape and in wider society. With personal 
deficits, no longer an adequate explanation for poverty, the focus can be 
reverted to structure. Perhaps, this has contributed to the shift in the discourse 
propagated about foodbank users. Newspapers emphasising the 
classlessness of foodbanks is a discourse at the interactional micro-level of 
social interaction. This may be constituent as part of the discursive destruction 
of poverty propaganda about foodbank users at the macro-level. The media 
has no doubt contributed greatly to the discursive construction of foodbank 
users in society, because of this, it plays an integral role in changing the 
discourse. The power of media is evident here in its ability to create, control 
and even change discourses all together. The media performs a kind of ‘mind 
control’ through the discourse it controls, in doing so, they reproduce a 
dominance and hegemony about foodbank users and people living in 
poverty.  

Political landscape  

Across the political landscape, there has been much quiet in any conversation 
about foodbank users themselves. In 2014-2019 there were many negative 
opinions from this institution about the moral characters of foodbank users. 
This has been eradicated completely. This is not to say opinions have 
changed. Politicians who attacked foodbank users in the past faced intense 
backlash from the public and some media outlets. This would certainly deter 
others from publicly disparaging foodbank users. One must also take the 
political/economic climate in mind. With the pandemic and its financial 
impacts, public opinion has certainly shifted. Where the cost of living is 
increasing and food is becoming costlier, people are generally more 
sympathetic to foodbank clients as times are getting tougher. There is 
certainly no place for a privileged politician, with a well above average salary, 
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to talk down on ordinary people. As time changes, the discourse changes. 
Statements which were ‘acceptable’ in 2014, certainly have little tolerance 
from an audience coping with the financial aftermath of an unprecedented 
pandemic. 
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Conclusion  
Between 2014-2019, there was a smear campaign headed by two elite groups 
(media and politicians) against foodbank recipients. This ‘campaign’ 
discursively discredited the need of foodbank recipients, this had wider 
implications of denying the existence of a food crisis in Britain. Through careful 
language selection, politicians and media outlets pathologize foodbank 
clients portraying them as drug addicts, fraudsters, scroungers and overall 
pathological ‘others’. It was consistently implied foodbank recipients did not 
possess the moral attributes of the ‘hard working taxpayer’. By propagating 
this discourse, the media and politicians diminished the severity of food 
poverty in Britain, repackaging the crisis as the result of a fraudulent 
underclass taking advantage of an economic opportunity. This was certain to 
have wider implication for the public perception of food poverty as a crisis 
affecting society. Poverty as a structural problem was consistently mitigated in 
favour of neoliberal individualising explanations. Early representations of 
foodbank users across the media and political landscape affirms the 
arguments cited in the literature that individualising neoliberal discourses of 
blame pervades explanation of poverty in Britain. 

What was not explored in the literature is how discursive constructions of 
people in poverty enjoy positive shifts depending on economic and political 
climate in which they are propagated in. Although McArthur and Reeves’ 
research touches on the surface of this, it is important to explore this in the 
context of specific affected groups of elite group discursive constructions 
(foodbank clients). Although this research illuminates how dominant groups 
control, create and reproduce knowledge about a specific group of 
dominated ‘others’, it is still limited in the knowledge produced. It might be 
worth delving deeper into the qualitative aspect of this research by speaking 
to the affected groups themselves to explore these discursive changes from 
their point of review. For example, with the participants in Shildrick and 
McDonald (2013) study, it would be interesting to see how (and if) their 
opinions have changed about themselves and people experiencing poverty. 
With the change in discourse, it would be worth following up to see if their 
opinions have also change. This may provide stronger evidence of the power 
of discourse propagated by dominant groups.   

Alternatively, although findings suggest foodbank clients have been positively 
reconstructed across the media and political landscape. It may be argued that 
the ‘typical’ foodbank client has not been discursively reconstructed, but that 
the middle class ‘deserving poor’ are more positively represented discursively 
than working class ‘others’. While this shift may suggest a radical and positive 
change, it is important to highlight the temporality of this change. Media 
rhetoric about the poor fluctuates as identified by McArthur and Reeves. For 
this reason, it shall not be argued there is a permanent ‘positive’ 
representation of foodbank users. Rather, there is a discursive break in 
negative portrayals of foodbank users across the media and political 
landscape.  
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Abstract 
The discussion and debate surrounding a Universal Basic Income (UBI) can be 
traced back to the sixteenth century, with prominent and celebrated 
academics advocating for the introduction of the idea. This support has only 
increased during the turn of the twenty-first century, with ongoing and freshly 
announced trials set to take place across Europe and North America. For 
clarification, the concept is referred to throughout the text as universal basic 
income, basic income, or UBI. The aim of this research project is to first 
introduce the concept in detail, and to then analyse the key antagonisms that 
exist between a basic income, and our current understanding of welfare. This 
understanding of welfare is primarily structured around the 2010 UK welfare 
reforms. To achieve this, a theoretical framework of discourse theory is used, 
focused on the concept developed by Laclau and Mouffe and supplemented 
by Foucault. The text highlights the social constructionist nature of welfare, by 
exposing how discourse constructs and confines knowledge surrounding 
welfare, and importantly how articulations from a variety of sources attempt to 
maintain such an understanding. Furthermore, the project demonstrates how 
the theory exposes power by discussing how a basic income attempts to 
transform a discourse on welfare. Finally, the dissertation identifies the key 
sites of struggle, particularly the elements justice and worklessness, where the 
competing discourses attempt to assign alternative meanings which ultimately 
dictate how welfare is viewed.  
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Introduction 
A Universal Basic Income (UBI) is a concept which argues all citizens of a nation 
should receive an unconditional and unassailable payment every month, 
regardless of their employment status or level of earnings. Whilst important 
details vary from model to model, such as the sum paid and the regularity of 
the payment, a consensus has largely been established which agrees it should 
be enough to cover the very basics to live, and to be paid at regular intervals, 
for example monthly instalments, for life. To many this concept may appear 
unrealistic or even nonsensical, however, there are an abundance of 
supporters that span centuries. Fifteenth-century intellectual Thomas More 
viewed the right to sustenance as a birth right, whilst seventeenth-century 
political-thinker Thomas Paine saw a UBI as justice for land inherently owned 
by all stripped away through privatisation (Paine 1998). Popularity for the idea 
has also pierced the contemporary political sphere, with a referendum on the 
idea occurring in Switzerland in 2016, trials in countries such as Canada, 
America, Germany, India, Finland, the Netherlands, and recently announced, 
Wales (Hut 2022). In justifying the need for a welfare transformation, 
contemporary advocates point to the ever-increasing rise in poverty levels (PL 
2020), the 2.5 million UK households who rely on foodbanks to feed their 
families (Trussell Trust 2021), and the expanding mental-health pandemic 
linked to financial insecurities (MHF 2021).  

The increasing interest in a basic income has resulted in many recent works 
that investigate the idea from a multitude of perspectives, from economic and 
philosophical to the political. However, a key question that arises from a lot of 
coverage around a UBI and appears mostly unanswered, is this: how does a 
UBI challenge an existing understanding of welfare, and most importantly, 
where do these antagonisms lie? In other words, how does a basic income aim 
at transforming how we view welfare so that the idea is deemed necessary, 
and how will it achieve this? Through a sociological lens, this dissertation will 
reveal specific sites of struggle where the two ideas clash in meaning. The 
dissertation also places equal focus on the current understanding of welfare 
and, as such, applies a similar question – how or who aims at maintaining a 
current understanding of welfare? By understanding the key areas of struggle 
between the two ideas, this project hopes to expose the social constructionist 
nature of welfare, whilst simultaneously revealing the alternative possibilities 
in how welfare could one day be understood. 

To achieve this aim, the dissertation draws upon the theoretical framework of 
discourse, and particularly the theory developed by Laclau and Mouffe. 
Discourse is a post-structuralist social theory which not only views language as 
being a social phenomenon, but importantly a structure which dictates, 
confines and even challenges knowledge. Many theorists argue that it is a tool 
that can expose the workings of power, demonstrate the discursive and social 
nature of society, and expose the limitations of truth asserting beliefs (Mills 
2004 p55). A discourse analysis can uncover the social processes which 
protect certain knowledge systems whilst challenging others. Many lauded 
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post-structuralists have both developed and challenged the limitations of 
discourse theory, from Saussure to Derrida, however this work pays particular 
attention to the works of Foucault, and principally Laclau and Mouffe.  

This theoretical framework will be employed in the analysis to help expose 
how our current understanding of welfare is maintained, how UBI aims to 
transform it, whilst also revealing the discursive social nature of each narrative. 
The project analyses and discusses a diverse range of source material, 
including government policy and white paper documents, grass root 
campaigns, media articles, and mainstream entertainment. This material is 
discussed and critically analysed in line with the specific research aims 
formerly laid out within the analysis chapter. The methodology chapter 
discusses in greater length how the theory is effective in answering such 
questions, and what are its limitations. Finally, the conclusion cements and 
highlights topics emerging from this project; how these satisfy the research 
aims, and challenges additional lines of inquiry for further exploration. 
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Literature Review  
The aim of this dissertation is to present Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of 
discourse and apply this to the subject area of welfare and basic income. From 
here, the objective is to expose the key signs and elements that a discourse 
on welfare aims to maintain, and those that a discourse of basic income aims 
to transform. By using key theorists, the review will provide a contextual 
understanding of discourse in order to explain the theory through the works 
of Laclau and Mouffe, whose works provide the theoretical framework for this 
research project. Then, a basic income will be introduced using key academic 
texts. Finally, the review will focus on literature specific to basic income and 
welfare in order to establish the key arguments which will be analysed in 
greater detail and applied to Laclau and Mouffe’s theory within the findings 
and analysis chapter. 

 

Saussure, Discourse and Foucault 

Nineteenth-century linguist Saussure, is seen as influential in the development 
of structuralist theories, including discourse (Belsey, 2002, p3). Briefly 
articulated, Saussure’s understanding of linguistics sees language as a system 
of signs. This system rests on the relationship between the signifier, that being 
a sign in the form of a word, phrase, image, object, and the signified, being 
the meaning or understanding attached to the sign (Hall, 1997, p20). In order 
for language to be possible, users must understand which words signify what. 
There is no natural rule which states a relationship between a sign and a 
signifier, it is the societal and cultural meaning attached to a sign which allows 
us to understand what it is signifying (Howarth, 2000, p17).  

Saussure’s works established the understanding that language is a social 
phenomenon, however, discourse theory established the discursive and 
political structure to language. Sociologist, Stuart Hall, describes discourse as 
being a set of ‘grouped words and statements which provides language when 
describing and understanding knowledge around a specific topic’ (During, 
2007, p478). Through this narrative, discourse can therefore be seen as a tool 
which provides a structure or framework for us to interpret and then discuss 
knowledge. Mills adds that discourse does not simply provide a language 
when discussing knowledge, but also creates additional knowledge in its own 
right (2004, p16). In other words, discourse does not just help us to 
understand the meaning of reality, but it also constructs and constrains 
meaning in itself.  Therefore, discourse constructs the meaning around 
knowledge and an object, and does not simply reflect objective reality 
surrounding it.  

French thinker, Foucault, is seen as a key intellectual in post-structuralism and 
in the development of discourse, particularly focusing on how ‘discourse 
transmits and produces power’ (1978, p100). To Foucault, discourse is a 
mutually agreed set of words and phrases to describe our understanding of 
knowledge around a particular domain. Crucially, Foucault sees discourse as 
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being the gatekeeper of power, as when understanding a concept or idea we 
are confined by its discourse which has been shaped by cultural and social 
processes. In other words, Foucault argues that discourse is not an objective 
entity which simply provides the tools to understand and describe reality in an 
objective manner. Instead, it frames how and what we see as knowledge and 
truth. ‘Discourse does not reflect reality, but constructs it’ (Mills, 2004, p55). 
Therefore, if the theory frames our understanding of our social environment, 
it is reasonable to agree with Foucault that discourse is the gatekeeper of 
power.  

McHoul offers examples of how a discourse constrains a society’s 
understanding of reality by highlighting historical examples.  First, the terms 
‘man’ and ‘humanity’ – which are only 100 years old. Prior to this society had 
no way of ‘conceptualising the concept and its separateness’ (1995, p32). A 
further example is from Foucault himself, who directs us to the young concept 
of ‘homosexuality’. Characteristics that we now view as homosexual were in 
fact not labelled in the same way by earlier societies, such as in Spartan 
culture, who encouraged same-sex relationships within their armies to 
improve camaraderie (Sullivan et al, 2003).  Furthermore, Gutting argues that 
according to a Foucauldian perspective, the ‘conceptual and societal 
environment determines and limits the possibility of some knowledge in ways 
that society cannot be aware’ (2005, p32). 

  

Laclau and Mouffe 

A key question that arises, and is also considered by a Foucauldian 
perspective, is this: if discourse determines our understanding of the world, 
who determines what is included and excluded from a discourse, and how 
does this process work? contemporary philosopher, Laclau, and political 
theorist, Mouffe, constructed their own theory of discourse which provides, 
amongst other things, a framework for such an inquiry. This framework will be 
applied to the contemporary social issue of basic income and welfare. To 
provide contextual relevance, it is important to analyse literature that unveils 
the theory’s theoretical foundation. The theory combines an understanding of 
the social through a Marxist perspective, and an understanding of the 
meaning through structuralism (Mouffe, 1981).  

A key base for Laclau and Mouffe’s theory is its rejection of objectivism and 
essentialism (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p33). Nothing in society is the way it is due 
to objective and fixed rules. Instead, everything is determined by discursive 
social and political processes. This is also the basis for Laclau and Mouffe’s 
rejection of Marx’s historical materialism, which argues a direct and essentialist 
relationship between the base of society (the economic and productive 
forces), and the superstructure (being ideological and institutional forces) 
(Needham, 2011). Gramsci, an inspiration for the pair, also questioned this 
essentialism and as such introduced his theory of cultural hegemony, aiming 
to establish that ‘man is not ruled by force alone, but also ideas’ (Bates, 1975, 
p351). Whilst Gramsci argued that a society is controlled by the owners of the 
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superstructure, he did concede that those who dictate the base of society, 
ultimately dictate the superstructure. Laclau and Mouffe push their discourse 
theory to the very edges of the ‘discursive spectrum’, by emphasising that 
nothing within society is fixed or essential, but maintained through constant 
political processes known as articulations.  

Jørgensen details the workings of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory by highlighting 
its key components (2002, p28). First, a discourse consists of signs. It can be 
viewed as a system like a ‘fishing net’ or a spiderweb, consisting of ‘signs’ (also 
labelled as ‘moments’) which gain their meanings based on their differences 
to other signs within the discourse system. Laclau and Mouffe use Saussure’s 
linguistic understanding of signs (Belsey, 2003, p3). Picturing a fishing net, if 
you remove a knot, the structure of the net alters and ultimately the other nots 
within the net create a different shape. Applying this to discourse, a sign’s 
meaning within a system is influenced just as much by the position of the other 
signs, as it is its own meaning.  If you remove or reposition one sign within a 
discourse, the other signs meaning within the system also changes.   

A ‘discourse is formed by the fixation of meaning around a nodal point’ 
(Jørgensen et al, 2002, p29). A nodal point is considered as a privileged sign 
which clarifies the meaning of other signs within a discourse. Literature defines 
nodal points as organising the discourse around a privileged sign or reference 
point (Rear et al, 2013, p6). For example, “politics” can be considered a nodal 
point which then crystalizes the meaning of “right-wing”. “Welfare” is a nodal 
point that clarifies the meaning of benefits or healthcare. To conclude on this 
point, nodal points are privileged signs in the sense that they help to 
determine the context of other signs within a discourse. They clarify a 
discourse, however, Laclau and Mouffe also suggest such signs are regarded 
as ‘floating signifiers’ (Dabirimehr et al, 2014). These are signs where different 
social processes attempt to fix alternative meanings to them in order to 
redefine the discourse (Rear, 2013, p6). Floating signifiers are crucial in a 
discourse analysis, as once identified, we can understand how alternative 
discourses attempt to define the same sign in different ways. 

Elements are signs where their meaning is being contested by competing 
discourses. In other words, they have several unfixed meanings. Discourse 
aims to transform elements into moments (signs) in order to reduce multiple 
meanings (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p30). To Laclau and Mouffe, deeming a 
discourse as established would mean excluding all alternative meanings 
within the system which are associated with the signs (Kolvraa, 2017, p10). This 
stems from the purpose of a discourse being to create a ‘unified order of 
meaning’, resulting in a discourse being mutually understood and to appear 
as a closed framework used to then determine knowledge around a subject. 
In a theoretical analysis, elements are identified to understand where 
struggles are taking place between two antagonistic discourses.  

The alternative meanings that are excluded from a discourse are placed in the 
imaginary domain known as the ‘field of discursivity’ (Jacobs, 2018). This field 
holds all potential meanings that could be attached to a sign, but meanings 
that have been temporarily excluded in the articulation process. The concept 
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places equal importance on what is in but also not in a discourse, as the field 
of discursivity enlightens us to the potential alternative meanings a sign could 
possess (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p29). Post-structuralist Derrida also 
emphasises this point, naming a discourse the ‘inside’ and excluded meanings 
the ‘outside’ (Glendinning, 2011, p66). Furthermore, Foucault agrees that the 
significance of Laclau and Mouffe’s field of discursivity is equal to the 
significance of the ‘inside’, stating ‘discourse transmits and produces power, 
reinforces it, but also undermines it and exposes it, renders it fragile and 
makes it possible to thwart it’ (1978, p100). Finally, the process which aims to 
attach or maintain a fixed meaning to a sign is known as articulation which is 
‘any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is 
modified as a result of the articulatory practice’ (Mouffe, 1985). Laclau and 
Mouffe argue that everything is discursive therefore anything can be 
considered as an articulation.  

In applying welfare and basic income to this theory of discourse, the 
framework will aid in exposing the key sites of struggle which ultimately help 
to maintain our current understanding of welfare. The theory will be applied 
to allow this project to expose the articulations that ensure such an 
understanding is maintained, whilst drawing on key dynamics of the theory to 
explain how competing forces attempt to challenge the established 
understanding, using the idea of basic income. This framework will create 
structure and provide clarity. 

   

Introduction to Universal Credit & Basic Income 
The coalition government in 2010 saw the Conservatives and their lesser 
partner, the Liberal Democrats, come to power and as such saw the rise of 
austerity policies in the UK (Breadline). As a consequence, the welfare system 
came under significant reforms, with eight types of benefit coming together 
and rolled into one simple benefit, named Universal Credit. The justification 
for this move was to create a simpler system, reduce costs from administration 
errors and fraud, and to incentivise paid work (DPW 2010).  

Basic Income, by Parijs and Vanderborght, explains that a UBI is an ‘individual 
entitlement’ paid directly without any income obligations associated to its 
payment, such as a benefit that is means tested, or one associated to a 
‘willingness to work’ (2017, p8). The authors are enforcing the very basics of a 
UBI. It is an individual right not associated to any other earned income that 
must be paid to all regardless of employment status, no strings attached. 
Importance is also placed on these points by Standing, a founding member of 
Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN). Standing highlights a minimum income 
guarantee in use in the UK that tops up low earners to a minimum amount as 
being used as a compromise to a UBI (DoH&SC,, 2020). Like Parijs, Standing 
argues a UBI stops being a UBI if it is means tested (Standing 2017, p7). Both 
also agree it should act like employment wages and be paid regularly in 
cycled instalments (Parijs et al, 2017, p9). In short, a basic income is a fixed 
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sum of money paid to an individual consistently, regardless of their earnings 
or employment status. 

Much text based on the concept is mutual in identifying English intellect, 
Thomas More, as being an inspiration for the idea. More’s book, Utopia, 
crafted a fictitious society which guaranteed all citizens the right to shelter and 
sustenance based on the notion that such necessities are not an earned right, 
but a birth right (Turner, 2009). This notion of “birth right” still remains. In the 
1795 text Agrarian Justice, political thinker Paine argues nature is owned by 
all and should serve all, however, private ownership has stripped this right 
from the population and therefore a basic income should be paid to all as a 
compensation. ‘It is not charity, but a right, not bounty, but justice’ (1998, p3).  
Like Paine, nineteenth-century philosopher Charles Fourier argued that if 
‘man’ cannot exercise his rights of ‘hunting, fishing, gathering and grazing’ 
then he must be compensated by the system that removed those rights 
(Cunliffe et al, 2001). However, Fourier recognised the potential for 
widespread idleness if people suddenly had an alternative to a ‘repugnant 
labour market’. Fourier’s Belgian contemporary, Joseph Charlier, responded 
by claiming a basic income would rebalance the negotiating power between 
the employee and employer and as a consequence would force working 
conditions to improve. ‘It is no longer the labourer who has to bow to the 
power of capital’ (cited in Parijs et al, 2017). 

Support continued through to the twentieth century. Bertrand Russell offered 
his backing by stating ‘those who wish to not work should receive a bare 
livelihood and be left completely free’ (Standing, 2017, p14). Labour MP David 
Milner not only supported a UBI but created a proposal which stated every 
working individual would contribute towards the scheme through tax which 
would then be paid out to all citizens. Not long after the Labour party’s initial 
liking towards the idea, they ‘definitively rejected the proposal’ (Parijs et al, 
2017, p80). Support sustained, leading to Richard Nixon’s Family Assistance 
Plan (despite its mean tested nature), considered the closest time a basic 
income related policy has come to being implemented nation-wide (Standing, 
2017, p17). 

Trials 

There have been a considerable number of trials which have exposed the 
potential a universal basic income can have on both the individual and society. 
Dauphin Manitoba, Canada, was selected to take part in a mincome 
experiment in 1974. Participants were guaranteed an income equivalent to 
$19,500 annually, with payments increasing/decreasing in response to one’s 
external income. The trial was cut short in 1979 following poor financial 
planning by the government leaving the results largely abandoned, until 
recently (Calintsky et al, 2017). In 2008, health economist Evelyn Forget 
analysed the results and found the scheme a great success. Findings showed 
a decrease in alcohol-related accidents, a reduction in the use of physicians, 
and an overall 8.5% decrease in hospitalisations (Cox, 2020), stating ‘an 8.5% 
decrease over 4 years is pretty dramatic’ (Forget, 2012). Furthermore, 
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Dauphin high-school students were more likely to complete their studies 
during the period of the mincome trial than students in Ontario, a modernised 
city, which was not the case prior (Cox, 2020). Similar findings were also found 
in a trial in the Great Smoky Mountains in 1997, which saw sections of the 
Cherokee Indian community receive a basic income. The results found 
children who received these payments were more likely to be ‘better at 
school’, less likely to be involved in juvenile crime and experience lower rates 
of emotional disorder (Akee, 2015). Furthermore, drug and alcohol use in 
parents also declined. 

A unique example due to its longevity can be found in Alaska, created in 1976, 
implemented in 1982, and running to this day. The Alaska Permanent Fund 
was created to pay an annual dividend to all Alaskan residents of at least one 
year, to recognise that Alaskan natural resources are owned by residents, not 
just the state. As of 2015, 637,000 residents qualified to receive an annual sum 
of $2,072 dollars in their bank account, no questions asked. A basic income, 
in theory and practice (Parijs et al, 2017). 

Finally, an example of the potential of basic income is also found in Africa. The 
charity group GiveDirectly have identified villages throughout Africa with 
high-poverty levels and established initiatives which see locals receive cash. 
One such initiative was providing lump-sum payments of between 400 to 1500 
dollars. The payments resulted in the reduction of child hunger by 42%, 
domestic violence decreased significantly, whilst business and agricultural 
income increased by 38% (Lowrey, 2017, p83). The charity has now 
established a basic income trial, paying people less but far more regularly. In 
London, a trial, albeit a smaller scale, saw 13 long-term homeless individuals 
given £3,000 in cash and a support-worker there to advise if requested. 
Eighteen months into the experiment, nine of the thirteen were living in 
permanent accommodation (Bregman, 2018, p26). A common trend found in 
all the noted trials is the direct and positive impact a basic income can 
potentially have on a multitude of measures, such as health, education and 
poverty. 

Impact  

The success of a variety of trials has resulted in the concept gaining popularity 
amongst academic and political communities. Part of these communities 
came together in 1986 to create the Basic Income European Network, 
established to ‘serve as a link between all individuals and groups interested in 
Basic Income’, with many economists and policy makers amongst its ranks 
(BIEN). This growing interest has also led many politicians around the globe 
to announce support for upcoming basic income trials. A partial basic income 
trial was launched in Finland between 2017-2018, a trial is currently ongoing 
in Germany (Payne, 2020), whilst Wales is one of the more recent nations to 
trial a UBI (Gov Wales, 2022).  

What is considered as one of the biggest victories for those advocating a basic 
income is the 2016 basic referendum in Switzerland. Following the submission 
of a petition containing 125,000 signatures calling for the incorporation of a 
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basic income into welfare policy, a democratic clause was triggered which 
resulted in a referendum (Frangoul, 2016). The initiative was funded and 
campaigned by grassroot activist organisation, Generation Basic Income 
(Axford, 2013). The result saw the Swiss public overwhelmingly reject the 
proposal by 70%, a significant number of voters stating their pessimism in the 
idea being affordable and cost-effective (France-Presse, 2016). Despite 
failing, UBI advocate, Standing, believes the referendum ‘advanced the cause’ 
by positioning the idea in the national spotlight, whilst highlighting how many 
‘no’ voters would consider supporting the policy at a later stage (Standing, 
2017, p252). Importantly for this project, the referendum draws out and 
emphasises the two antagonist discourses regarding a basic income, allowing 
for each discourse to be critically analysed using the tool of discourse (Parijs 
et al, 2017, p173). 

  

Discourse on Welfare 

To understand the key elements between the two antagonistic discourses, the 
researcher looked at text which analysed the current welfare system in the UK 
and how the discourses arrangement of elements define welfare. A starting 
point for this was works by Sociologist, Shildrick, and particularly the book 
Poverty Propaganda: Exploring the Myths (Shildrick, 2017). The text describes 
poverty propaganda as being a series of messages, or through the idea of 
Laclau and Mouffe, articulations, which result in people experiencing poverty 
being labelled as ‘undeserving’ and ultimately responsible for ‘their own 
predicament’ (Shildrick, 2017, p21). Shildrick states these messages are 
designed to focus on the individual’s life choices which have contributed to 
their life in poverty, and disregard the ‘drivers of poverty and external 
structural explanations’ found in wider society (Shildrick, 2017, p23). 
Furthermore, the author comments that this ultimately leads to an us against 
them mentality, provoked by sound bites such as the ‘shirkers’ compared to 
‘hard-working families’, leading to a feeling of unfairness in the system, 
‘especially the welfare system’. This is where the literature becomes 
particularly significant, as it begins to provide an understanding of how the 
welfare system is articulated within society and as such what meanings are 
assigned to it. 

Sociologist Robert Pinker labelled stigmatizing poverty and benefits as “the 
common most form of violence in democratic states” (Pinker, 1971). Further 
sociological texts support this position taken by Shildrick and recognise 
poverty propaganda as a tool sharpened by the state in order to ‘discourage 
excessive benefit claims’ (Bauman, 2016). Bauman also points to the 
popularity of ‘poverty porn entertainment’ shows such as Benefits Street which 
encourage this view of the poverty and the unfairness of welfare. These 
sources begin to uncover various articulations which seek to create a particular 
narrative surrounding welfare and initiate a key purpose of this dissertation, to 
highlight the social constructionist nature of the way we view welfare and 
poverty. This text is also a starting point for the dissertation’s research 



Ellis Milsom: Universal Basic Income 
 

139 
 

regarding how such political and social processes arrange elements within a 
discourse and ultimately define it.  

Additionally, in the text New Theories of Discourse, Torfing (1999) argues that 
the ‘current discursive formation’ of welfare has resulted in it being a tool to fill 
gaps left by capitalism, and consequently being seen as a servant to the 
effective running of this economic system (p226). This position is helpful in 
providing an explanation for the motivation behind a variety of articulations 
that aim to present welfare as being a system which looks to ‘make work pay’, 
a useful base for further research.  

Finally, the text aims to use the three sections of this review to present a 
coherent discourse analysis. Discourse, and particularly Laclau and Mouffe’s 
theory of discourse, will be used to apply to welfare and basic income to 
uncover the key antagonisms between the discourses. Existing research on 
discourses of welfare, such as Shildrick’s, will be drawn upon to contextualise 
and position the analysis.  
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Methodology  
At the beginning of this project, the initial aim was to explore the idea of a UBI 
and develop an understanding of how such an idea attempts to transform or 
even compares to our existing knowledge of welfare. To achieve this, it 
became evident that equal attention would be needed on an understanding 
of welfare today to be able to compare to a UBI in order to compose an 
effective conclusion. Due to the focus on two understandings of welfare, 
discourse theory was identified due to its ability to first expose how and why 
we view welfare in its current understanding, but also its effectiveness in 
analysing how competing viewpoints on welfare attempt to maintain or 
challenge such an understanding. Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse 
stood out as being most effective due to the concept focusing on how 
competing discourses attempt to define the same signs with alternative 
meanings, through the process of articulations. Social and political 
articulations within the framework allowed the dissertation to demonstrate 
how discourse works when being directly applied to the subject of welfare, 
using a variety of source material to do so. Despite little primary literature 
being produced on this concept in practise (Walton et al, 2014), the theory 
provides a clear theoretical framework which allows the researcher to 
simultaneously display how a discourse works, whilst exposing how this can 
be applied to welfare and basic income.  

In acknowledgement of the articulation process being critical, it was important 
to identify particular events which revealed an exaggerated number of 
articulations for both the existing idea surrounding welfare, and basic income. 
Moreover, it was also considered key that these chosen “debates” were 
ongoing within a similar time period to ensure the events discussed were 
operating within similar social environments. The researcher first identified the 
2010 welfare reforms and introduction of universal credit. Recognised due to 
being self-styled as the biggest reforms since the introduction of the NHS 
(DWP, 2013), but also because of the considerable government material, 
media coverage, and academic commentary. Much of the discussion around 
a basic income is centred around the Swiss referendum of 2016. For similar 
reasons behind the inclusion of the 2010 welfare reforms, the 2016 event 
captured global attention and consequently produced a significant amount of 
material suitable for analysis. This material allowed the researcher to both 
explore how a basic income is challenging the discourse on welfare, but also 
how articulations attempt to maintain this discourse. Finally, even though 
defeated, the basic income referendum is considered as the most poignant 
moment in the struggle for the idea (Standing 2018). This renders the event 
an ideal example to both expose the idea but also to demonstrate how the 
idea has been portrayed worldwide.  

During this dissertation, a broad spectrum of government reports was 
identified relating to the 2010 welfare reforms. Particularly, the 2010 Universal 
Credit White Paper, the Welfare Trend Report of 2018 and 2019, and the 2010 
Improving Lives: Helping Workless Families. The researcher deemed these 
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broad enough to capture government direction, whilst sufficiently concise to 
integrate all in an analysis. For basic income, the dissertation looks at 
academic works by Standing and Parijs, a broad range of senior advocates for 
the idea to be able to establish and refer to the dynamics of the idea. The texts 
also pay considerable attention to the 2016 Swiss referendum and material by 
Generation Basic Income, such as interviews, the 2016 book Voting for 
Freedom, plus media articles that commentate on the 2016 referendum.  

Laclau and Mouffe claim the chain of equivalence and positioning of signs 
within a discourse ultimately dictates its structure and therefore its 
understanding (Torfing, 1999). Thereby, the key method employed when 
analysing source material was to first identify the signs used, and how they are 
structured within the text. Following their own discourse analysis, Walton 
(2014) explains understanding the organisation of the signs drawn upon by a 
source is key to understanding its discourse, but also where the antagonisms 
lie. Once each text was analysed and key signs noted, the researcher coded 
them based on the particular signifier identified. Then, the documents were 
compared to one another to note signs which were consistently highlighted 
across the documents, and importantly how they were positioned. Once a 
variety of sources were mapped out and organised in the signs and discourses 
they drew upon, the analysis began to construct a variety of articulations which 
were either aimed at maintaining or challenging a discourse, and can be 
critically analysed to understand their purpose and ultimate impact.   

The structure employed in the analysis process and analysis presentation is 
explained and justified through the works detailed in the literature, of 
Jørgensen (2002), Torfing (1999) and Howarth (2000). Using the key signifiers 
as a backbone to the analysis process was deemed the most effective way to 
achieve the project aims whilst demonstrating how discourse works. The first 
step in the analysis was to identify the nodal point, a privileged sign that 
crystallises the meaning of the other signs within the discourse system 
(Jørgensen et al, 2002, p29). The researcher focused on a range of 
governmental policy papers across many departments, specifically the 
Department for Work and Pensions and the Treasury. The analysis focused on 
highlighting repetitive signs within the discourse which regularly featured 
throughout the texts. Once these consistent signs were highlighted, it was 
clear that they were being given meaning through the context that they were 
being discussed, being welfare.  

Signs which are the location of a struggle over meaning are referred to as 
floating signifiers (Dabirimehr, 2014). Identifying this is a critical stage of the 
analysis and one which exposes the discursive nature of Laclau and Mouffe’s 
theory, a theory which underlines that everything is social and as a 
consequence vulnerable to political and social articulations (Torfing, 1999, 
p90). In applying the framework of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory to welfare, the 
next stage was to identify alternative articulations which attempt to redefine 
the nodal points meaning. To achieve this initial goal, the researcher focused 
on material surrounding basic income. As aforementioned, the Swiss 
referendum is paid specific focus, and as such material produced by the group 
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behind the movement, Generation Basic Income, was analysed extensively. 
Particularly their book released during the referendum, Voting for Freedom 
(2016).  

Once the floating signifier had been identified, ‘the next step involved 
identifying the key discourse articulations that occupy the different sides of 
the conflict’ (Walton et al, 2014). According to Jørgensen, through analysing 
the key discourse articulations, we can then ask ‘what signs are the objects of 
struggle over meaning between competing discourses’ (Jørgensen et al, 
2002, p31). Signs that are objects of struggle are referred to as elements which 
are signs which have alternative meanings within antagonistic discourses. A 
crucial part of this analysis is to not simply identify the elements between the 
antagonistic discourses of welfare and basic income, but to expose the social 
and political articulations that attempt to maintain a hegemonic meaning of a 
sign, or try to challenge and transform them.  

A limitation to the methodology is found in the theoretical concept, 
particularly in the notion of everything within society being a potential 
discursive articulation (Torfing, 1999). Therefore, the dissertation needed to 
be selective in identifying relevant source material, ensuring a wide range 
from differing institutions in order to warrant any patterns noticed across the 
documents were not a consequence of “cherry picking”. The project aimed to 
achieve this by using media articulations across the political spectrum, and 
many government reports across an ideal length of time. 
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Analysis  
In this chapter, the researcher will begin to present their analysis following 
research rooted in and guided by much of the literature reviewed in the 
previous chapter. These findings will be accompanied by an in-depth critical 
analysis focused on meeting the aims and answering the questions posed in 
the paper’s introduction. The format for this chapter will be one structured by 
the theoretical framework deployed by the researcher, and constructed by 
Laclau and Mouffe. Sub-headings will highlight the signs which are viewed as 
significant by Laclau and Mouffe in their theory of discourse. From here, the 
framework will be directly applied to welfare and basic income. 

 

The Nodal Point 

Laclau and Mouffe stated a discourse analysis begins at the identification of 
the key signifiers, specifically, the nodal point (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p31). For 
clarification, the nodal point is described as being a ‘privileged’ sign that 
crystalizes the meaning of other signs within its discourse. Therefore, signs 
take on a particular meaning due to their relationship with the nodal point, as 
the nodal point dictates the context to which it is understood. The discourse 
analysis’ first aim for this project was to establish the nodal point in discourses 
relating to welfare. The pertinent question which needed attention was this: 
when analysing articulations regarding a basic income or universal credit, 
what particular sign crystallises the other signs or elements within the 
discourse? 

To address this enquiry, material produced by the government in support of 
informing the public about the new universal credit scheme was first analysed. 
Specifically, the 2010 Universal Credit white paper. Within this text, a number 
of key signs were isolated from the report and analysed to understand through 
which signifier is crystalizing or dictating their meaning. Such language 
includes the following: 

The coalition government is determined…to make [welfare] fairer, 
more affordable and better able to tackle poverty, worklessness and 
welfare dependency (DWP, 2010, p2). 

Signs such as ‘fair’, ‘affordable’, ‘dependency’, can carry very different 
meanings dependent on their discourse. However, placed in the sentence and 
context above, their meaning is dictated by the nodal point and is understood 
through a discourse of welfare. The signs referenced above were consistently 
located across several government policy documents and press releases. 
During the launch of the welfare reforms of 2010 Nick Clegg commented that 
‘the purpose of welfare is to help people into work’ whilst identifying sanctions 
as a tool to encourage employment (Clegg cited in DWP, 2010). In two 
Welfare Trends Report of 2018 and 2019, the documents regularly drew upon 
the signifiers’ ‘affordability’ and ‘work-incentives’ to reduce total spend on 
welfare (DWP, 2018, 2019). Finally, in the report Improving Lives: Helping 
Workless Families, the government further reinforce that welfare must 
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incentivise work as ‘work is the best route out of poverty’ (DPW, 2014, p8). To 
draw upon the literature review to support this analysis, Torfing writes ‘welfare 
is an empty signifier that functions as a nodal point in the sense that it 
retroactively constitutes that what it signifies’ (Torfing, 1999, p225). 

These examples first demonstrate that there are a variety of signs that are 
regularly drawn upon in reports relating to welfare, and therefore show how 
the sign of ‘welfare’ consistently crystallises their meaning. When fair and 
affordable is used across many government reports within the context of 
welfare, it is sufficiently reasonable to state that the nodal point of welfare is 
clarifying their meaning. Furthermore, the nodal point of welfare is clarifying 
these signs which ultimately shape how the discourse is understood.  Fair, 
affordable, tackle poverty and worklessness, incentivise work, conditionality, 
are not just given context by the nodal point, but are also shaping the 
discourse of welfare. Secondly, these sources help us to understanding the 
intricate workings of discourse. When each government report /press release 
is discussing welfare, they are consistently drawing upon similar signs which 
are located within a discourse of welfare. This demonstrates how discourse 
both organises and confines knowledge, as when welfare is being discussed, 
the authors draw upon signs, such as fair, make work pay and conditionality, 
which have been established within the discourse through the political 
process of articulations.  

The analysis identified welfare as being the key signifier which defines and 
clarifies discourse on welfare and therefore, for this analysis, can be labelled 
as being the nodal point. Signs and language such as make work pay, fair, 
incentivise, means-test or poverty, are, as Foucault would argue, brought into 
meaning by discourse, Laclau and Mouffe would add, have their meaning 
dictated by the pre-mentioned nodal point, being welfare (Mills, 2004, p55). 

  

The Nodal Point as a Floating Signifier 

Now the nodal point is established, at this stage the aim of the analysis is to 
draw attention to competing discourses which attempt to redefine the same 
sign and nodal point, in this case welfare, with an alternative meaning. First, to 
be able to justify and prove that a basic income is a potential discourse which 
challenges the existing meaning over welfare, this text looked at a variety of 
basic income literature – from academic texts to content created by grass-root 
campaign organisations. Academic literature helps to position UBI as 
attempting to transform the discourse by simply explaining the concept, that 
being a no-strings attached payment without condition (Standing, 2017, p2). 
This can directly be compared to an academic understanding of welfare, that 
it ‘is discursively formulated to fill gaps left open by capitalism, and stating that 
it is a ‘subversive supplement to the ‘rule of the capitalist market’ (Torfing, 
1999, p226). A UBI views welfare as not being a ‘supplement’ to the ‘rule of 
the capitalist market’, as expressed by Torfing, but instead, a basic income can 
be viewed as attempting to further the freedoms of the ‘individual’ (Parijs et al, 
2017, p100).  
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Generation Basic Income, the group behind the 2016 Swiss referendum, 
argue that ‘justice means not having to work first in order to have an income’ 
(Häni et al, 2016). During the referendum, the same organisation created the 
‘world’s largest’ poster, posing the question what would you do if your income 
were taken care of? (Santens, 2016). Co-founder, Schmidt, commented that a 
UBI will ‘allow people to live a life they really want and do the things they find 
important’ (Axford, 2013). The statements are a direct contradiction to the 
discourse of welfare that the previously shown government documents draw 
upon. Instead, these articulations draw upon the understanding which views 
welfare as being an advocate for freedom by not enforcing employment 
through sanctions. It redefines welfare as being a tool that gives the individual 
the agency to decide ‘what important things in life do you want to spend your 
time doing’? It views the role of welfare as being the gatekeeper of justice, ‘it 
is unfair to act as if paid employment were the only kind of work there is’ (Häni 
et al, 2016). By challenging an established discourse of welfare, a UBI is 
contesting the meaning of welfare and in turn, through the theory of Laclau 
and Mouffe, deems the sign welfare as a floating signifier.  

With the sign welfare identified as a floating signifier, this does not render its 
discourse vulnerable to change overnight. To both maintain or transform a 
discourse, social and political articulations that aim to fix meaning in particular 
ways must be consistent in order to ‘reproduce or challenge the existing 
discourse’ (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p30). The growing number of trials listed in 
the literature review demonstrate the great number of influential articulations 
that seek to challenge a discourse on welfare. However, as will be explored 
throughout this chapter, articulations aiming to maintain such a discourse are 
just as widespread. 

  

Field of Discursivity  
Due to the dismissal of objectivism and essentialism, Laclau and Mouffe’s 
theory of discourse sees society as completely discursive and social. That 
being, everything is open to political discursive processes which shape how it 
is viewed and understood. As a result, discourses are never fixed in totality, 
but instead contingent due to being open to, protected from, and challenged 
by, the discursive process known as articulations. This section of the analysis 
focuses on the field of discursivity, which can be viewed as a kind of holding 
room which contains all alternative possible meanings excluded by a 
discourse. The discursive field is established as an organic consequence of the 
nature of the theoretical concept, being to exclude all alternative meanings to 
signs within a discourse so closure is established. In turn, creating a unified 
and understandable sequence of meaning (Torfing, 1999, p2). Whilst the 
discursive field contains the excluded alternative meanings, it can be viewed 
as almost as significant to what is in a discourse, as it exposes the potential for 
an alternative arrangement of signs and an alternative understanding. As 
Foucault states, a discourse enforces power but also ‘exposes it’ (Mills, 2004, 
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p55). To understand what meanings a discourse of welfare is attempting to 
exclude, it is necessary to remind ourselves what it is bidding to enforce.  

As initially established, the executive summary of the 2010 universal credit 
white paper states welfare reforms are designed to ‘tackle worklessness’, 
‘promote work’, and ‘make work pay’. In justification for the reforms, the same 
document comments that they are needed due to harmful levels of ‘welfare 
dependency’ (DWP, 2010). It is clear here that such a discourse views 
worklessness as dangerous, work as a necessity, and welfare is seen as a tool 
to challenge one whilst encouraging the other. In the governments 2021 Build 
Back Better: Plan for Growth policy document, a £2 billion investment into the 
Kickstart scheme is announced to ‘help’ young people at risk of long-term 
unemployment (Treasury, 2021). Whilst many contributing factors are at play, 
a discourse of worklessness is supported by statistics, with the Office for 
National Statistics reporting those unemployed for six to nine months are 20% 
less likely to get a role compared to those unemployed for fewer than three 
months (ONS 2021). Furthermore, media articulations (which will be analysed 
in greater detail under the heading elements) reinforce the danger 
worklessness has to us all, with common headlines occurring in the tabloid 
media such as Lazy Britain uncovered: How FOUR MILLION adults have never 
worked in their lives (Davies, 2013). These reinforce the danger of worklessness 
and therefore create a justification for welfare to be used as a tool to combat it. 
However, at the same time, these articulations are excluding alternative 
meanings associated with worklessness, especially within a discourse of 
welfare. Basic income calls upon welfare to provide people with the choice to 
work, advocates for greater freedom in deciding on the type of work, and 
rewards people for unpaid work if they choose. All these ideas, as shown by the 
above articulations, are excluded to the discursive field.  The next stage of this 
analysis is to demonstrate in granular detail how a discourse of welfare is 
reinforcing this meaning between worklessness and welfare, and how a UBI is 
attempting to transform such a meaning. 

  

Floating Signifier & Elements  
As discussed in further detail within the methodology chapter, signs, or nodal 
points, which are the location of a struggle over meaning are referred to as 
floating signifiers (Dabirimehr, 2014). Here, the specific locations of struggle 
are exposed and critically analysed to understand the key antagonisms 
between the two discourses.  

Element – Affordable, Fairness and Justice 

The analysis first looked at government material on discourses of welfare, 
aiming to identify elements that are sites of struggle and to then highlight how 
these are consequently articulated throughout society. First, the analysis 
recognised that the 2010 universal credit white paper centres the welfare 
reforms around making the system fairer, and in turn enforcing how justice is 
viewed within welfare. One way in achieving fairness through the reforms is by 
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‘capping household benefits so that families do not receive more in welfare 
than median after-tax earnings for working household’ (DWP, 2010, p6). This 
positions welfare as being fair if its financial rewards are less than from paid 
work, and justice is achieved by ensuring this is policed by the government. 
‘Fairness’ is followed by ‘affordable’, which is achieved through ‘tackling 
poverty’ and ‘welfare dependency’. The sign of fairness is followed up by the 
sentiment of financial sanctions on benefit claimants who do not comply with 
behavioural conditionalities. The arrangement of these referenced signs 
positions the discourse to imply that fairness is a welfare system which is 
affordable and encourages recipients off benefits and into paid work. This 
chain of equivalence positions fairness and justice in welfare as a system which 
reinforces financial independence from the state, with sanctions used to do 
so. In a 2010 press release, the then Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg 
claimed fraud ‘cost’ the taxpayer £5.2 billion a year (DWP, 2010). Justice is 
achieved by the government by reducing the financial burden recipients have 
on us, the taxpayer. The analysis here pulled upon the governments 
ideological positioning. Referring to the UK’s Conservative government, 
reducing the states responsibility on the individual and also rolling back the 
state can be viewed as their political ideological underpinning. Therefore, 
producing political articulations which aim to reinforce a discourse which 
views justice as ensuring no one gets something for nothing, i.e. taking 
benefits without entitlement funded by taxpayers, can be seen as ideologically 
motivated. Such a discourse can be seen as an ‘objective discourse’, meaning 
its consistent reinforcement has led many to view such a narrative as normal 
or even natural, consequently rendering the power which has created and 
maintained such an understanding as invisible (Jørgensen et al, 2002, p36). 

From here the analysis shifted attention to media articulations, specifically 
those which reinforce the meaning of welfare and justice pursued by the 
previously discussed government articulations. During the year 2013, over ten 
Daily Mail articles were published which contained the language ‘benefit 
Britain’, with one in particular commenting benefit reforms is ‘also an 
opportunity to tackle a socially-destructive, self-reliance-sapping culture of 
welfare dependency which, over decades, has blighted the lives of millions’ 
(Daily Mail, 2013). Furthermore, a Mail article titled ‘£886million... That is the 
eye-watering sum YOU pay in benefits to out-of-work EU migrants in just one 
year’ further articulates welfare as being an injustice to society when people 
‘unfairly’ benefit from taxpayers funding (Beckford, 2016). Of course, discourse 
surrounding immigration is a different area of study which justifies its own 
research, however, the above article title is an example of right-leaning tabloids 
drawing on a discourse of welfare to disparage or negatively portray 
immigration whilst reinforcing a dominant articulation on welfare. Furthermore, 
as examined in the literature review using the works of Tracy Shildrick, 
articulations which enforce a particular understanding of fairness and justice 
within a discourse of welfare can be found in the mainstream media through 
the medium of entertainment television. Research highlighted several shows 
such as Channel 4’s Benefits Street, or BBC’s aptly titled 2013 show We all Pay 
Your Benefits, which portray benefits users as undeservingly benefiting from a 
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system that is funded by the taxpayer, rather than finding financial reward 
through paid work. 

Coverage and text surrounding the Swiss basic income referendum 
challenges and attempts to transform the meaning of the element, justice, 
within a discourse of welfare. In the literature review, Thomas Paine is viewed 
as influential in viewing justice through welfare as a compensation payment 
for privatised land. Much text surrounding the referendum pulls on this 
particular narrative (Paine, 1999, p4). In the book Voting for Freedom, created 
by Generation Basic Income, the text repositions the meaning of justice by 
articulating that a welfare system should view justice as promoting freedom, 
‘basic income creates an equal starting position for all…the possibility to make 
free decisions promotes justice’ (Kovce et al, 2016, p93). Furthermore, the text 
includes ‘justice means not having to work first in order to have an income’ 
(p94). This statement is pertinent and significant due to its attempt to redefine 
the role of justice within the welfare system. In this chain of equivalence, the 
analysis found that justice and fairness is being repositioned with freedom, 
equality, agency and independence. Drawing on an interview during the 
referendum campaign by Generation Basic Income co-founder, Enno 
Schmidt, reinforced this attempt of a transformation. The interview draws 
upon existing issues to lay out potential benefits of a UBI, such as ‘being able 
to say no to a bad employment deal’ as ‘income from labour will be 
renegotiated’ (Axford, 2013). Schmidt is drawing upon a discourse which 
challenges how justice is viewed within welfare, seeing justice in welfare as 
being one which promotes the freedom of the individual. After laying out the 
variety of discursive articulations, it is clear that the two antagonistic discourses 
are drawing upon very different ideas of justice or fairness to justify their idea 
of welfare. What this initial analysis highlights are the social and discursive 
characteristics of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse, and how this 
discursive field shapes our understanding of discourse. Signs or elements 
repositioned can lead to alternative understandings of discourse, and due to 
the contingent and unfixed nature of the theory, articulations are a necessity 
in order to protect or transform them. 

Element – Work, Worklessness & Responsibility  

Highlighted previously, work and worklessness are signs which are highly 
politicised, greatly challenged, and consequently, identified as an element. 
Torfing argues welfare is there to supplement the labour market, both by 
‘filling in the gaps’ when people require a safety net, and to encourage people 
to pursue paid employment (Torfing, 1999, p226). In a variety of government 
policy papers, worklessness is portrayed as dangerous to the individual and 
society as a whole. The Improving Lives: Helping Workless Families report 
refers to a number of consequences of being unemployed, such as ‘damaging 
family resilience’ and having ‘problem debt, drug and alcohol dependency’ 
(DWP, 2017). More so, the universal credit white paper claims ‘social and 
economic costs’ of worklessness are ‘borne by society as a whole’, whilst 
worklessness also impacts the prospects of children (DWP, 2010, p3). This 
chain of equivalence positions recipients of benefits due to worklessness as 
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being likely to be substance abusers, irresponsible financially, destructive to 
their family and a burden to society. It is important to emphasise that this 
association is completely social, with no fixed “natural” association between 
worklessness and social corruption. However, the discourse drawn upon by 
the government has been formulated to establish such a link, and 
consequently such an understanding is continuously reinforced by political 
positioning.  

Articulations that maintain such an understanding can be found throughout 
society, such as the 2013 Daily Mail headline, Lazy Britain uncovered: How 
FOUR MILLION adults have never worked in their lives (Davies, 2013). In the 
BBC One show, We all Pay your Benefits, a scene portrays a presenter going 
through the bedroom of a recipient to discover designer clothes along with 
several high-priced items (BBC, 2013). The presenter begins to vent their 
frustration at the perceived in-balance of the recipient’s material goods and 
earned income, expressing how hard she works in order to have her own 
material goods. Later we learn the recipient is in fact a university graduate who 
has been unable to find suitable employment. Conceding this is micro and 
anecdotal, it is a simple demonstration of the influence of discourse. The 
presenter draws upon knowledge within an established discourse of 
worklessness and constructs a reality in her mind, which turns out to be 
misguided. To call upon Foucault once more, discourse defines what we see 
as truth, rather than simply reflecting it (Mills, 2004). 

To scrutinise the position of this dissertation on the influence of discourse on 
welfare, the text looked at several media outlet articles across the political 
spectrum reporting on the 2016 Swiss basic income referendum. 
Rationalisation for this is behind this query: are the narratives of these 
articulations guided simply by political beliefs, or discourse? Below are 
comments from a variety of articles which are of an initial response to the no 
result of the 2016 Swiss referendum. 

Critics to the measures said that disconnecting the link between work 
done and money earned would have been bad for society. BBC News. 

Opponents said the initiatives would undermine the ethical value of 
work and encourage immigration. Swiss Info.  

You cannot give the idea that money is available for doing nothing” said 
Curdin Pirovino, a Swiss Industrial designer. Politico.  

The proposal had called for unconditional pay regardless of 
employment. The Atlantic.  

The idea also attracts criticism, with opponents arguing recipients 
would lose the motivation to work. Financial Times.  

Critics said the plan would explode the state budget and encourage 
idleness. CBC News. 

An association of small businesses in Swiss region of Valais…wrote “no 
bread without work”. It lambasted the proposal as “an absolute danger 
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because it’s the perfect negation of the virtue of work” that would 
entrench a dependent class. ITV News. 

Let us focus initially on the statements from BBC News, The Atlantic, Politico 
and ITV News. The theme binding these statements together is that they all 
highlight UBI paying people for “nothing” as an issue or disadvantageous for 
this idea’s success. The correlation between these statements, the 
government papers, and other articulations is visible with clarity. The 
reasoning for this correlation is because they all draw upon a discourse of 
welfare which defines how we understand the subject, therefore, when 
informing the public of such an idea, the outlets draw upon the established 
discourse for which we have been socialised to understand. This social 
understanding tells us to be able earn money which provides sustenance and 
greater life choices, one must win the right through paid work. Work is the 
gatekeeper to sustenance, and sustenance is the gatekeeper to life and 
freedom. These articulations also demonstrate the potential influence 
government material has in shaping the dialogue surrounding welfare. The 
“neutrality” of many of these outlets, such as BBC and ITV news, can help in 
supporting just how influential discourse is, and government sources in 
moulding the discourse. It helps us to understand knowledge around welfare, 
but it also confines it, and here it aids in confining our understanding that only 
paid employment deserves reward, worklessness does not. There is no rigid 
rule which fixes welfare to our current understanding, to refer to Standing, one 
day welfare can be altruistic (Standing, 2017, p44) 

The comments made by Swiss Info, CBC News, Financial Times, and once 
more ITV News, portray work as an ethical endeavour, noble to the labourer 
and a characteristic which should be lauded. CBC raises the possible 
implication of a UBI as being idleness. ITV news reference a business 
association that argue the proposal is a ‘danger’ as it negates the ‘virtue of 
work’. It is evidently obvious to why an industrial business association would 
promote labour and work, but these comments draw on and reinforce the idea 
that work is a noble trait, sacrificing time for financial reward is honourable, 
receiving something for nothing is immoral, and by receiving financial reward 
without such a sacrifice is a “danger”. First, Parijs (2017) makes the pertinent 
observation that history contains many examples of once considered immoral 
behaviours dictated by needs of the day that are no longer considered as such 
today. Secondly, the academic raises a statistic that society requires 10% of its 
population working to satisfy basic needs (p101). This is in no way advocating 
for such a move, however, it simply challenges the necessity of work and 
immorality of worklessness, as an absolute and fixed position. Furthermore, 
10% of working-age adults in work still live in poverty, a statistic expected to 
rise during the 2022 cost of living crisis (Commons Library 2021). These points 
are added to this discussion as they emphasise the social and discursive 
makeup of this discourse drawn upon by the referenced outlets. Finally, why 
these statements are also significant is because we can see not only the site of 
struggle, that being the element of worklessness, or not even that we can see 
the medium used where this struggle plays out, but most pertinently, the 
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correlation between several other articulations. These being government 
policy papers, mainstream entertainment TV shows and also other media 
organisations. Foucault suggests that we are limited in our understanding of 
society by the discourses we have available to us. The researcher offers a 
conclusion to this particular section by referring back to Foucault, that the 
above articulations draw upon established discourses to make sense of one 
which is trying to challenge and transform it.  

Basic income attempts to rearrange the chain of equivalence of work and 
worklessness, ultimately leading to a transformation of how welfare could be 
viewed. Standing (2017) highlights that currently ‘work’ is only recognised if it 
is that of the paid sense, the hours spent taking part in unpaid work is not 
recognised or celebrated as ‘virtue’, unlike the paid kind (Standing, 2017, 
p158). ‘A parent who looks after their own child is doing just as much ‘work’ as 
someone who is paid to look after the child of another (and perhaps more 
productive)’. (Standing, 2017, p157). Standing is implying that as a society we 
value work which is rewarded financially much higher compared to work 
which is not. Parijs and Vanderborght (2017) have developed Standing’s 
argument, suggesting a discourse of worklessness within welfare critiques 
poorer people for taking part in any activity which is unpaid, which is not 
equally applied to wealthier people. North-American economist, John 
Kenneth Galbraith, stated that ‘leisure is very good for the rich, quite good for 
Harvard professors – and very bad for the poor’ (Parijs et al, 2017, p101). 
However, academic works and articulations surrounding UBI attempt to 
challenge such a discourse by transforming how work and worklessness is 
viewed.  

What are such articulations and how does this work within the theory? To 
begin with, in an interview by Generation Basic Income founders, Schmidt and 
Wagner, the pair state that a UBI would result in people holding greater power 
in labour negotiations, and therefore greater freedoms in the work they 
decide to do and when they decide to do it. ‘I can say no to a bad deal, and 
yes to what I really want’ (Axford, 2013). In addition, Schmidt is quoted as 
saying with a UBI ‘people would get to do what they really want and find 
important…so much of life is wasted and so many talents remain untapped’. 
The struggle with this argument is located at the element of worklessness. 
More so, the pair are drawing upon a discourse which aligns worklessness with 
freedom and choice, not idleness or negligence. Generation Basic Income’s 
works Voting for Freedom draws upon the same understanding, ‘justice 
means not having to work first in order to have an income’ (Häni et al, 2016, 
p94).  Current understanding of welfare is centred around ensuring people go 
into work, regardless of their wants, and is designed to incentivise through 
sanctions, or stigmatise through the various media articles referenced. As of 
April 2020, one in four participants surveyed said benefit claimants should feel 
‘shame’ (Carr, 2020), whilst 500,000 potential claimants refused to claim 
during the pandemic due to such a feeling of shame (Butler, 2021). One can 
argue this shame is a consequence of how we view welfare, perpetuated by 
social and political articulations such as the pre-referenced comment by the 
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Department for Work and Pensions, who say worklessness ‘damages family 
resilience’, increases the likelihood of ‘problem debt, drug and alcohol 
dependency’ (DWP, 2017). Of course, UBI advocates believe it will encourage 
people into work. However, it is argued that it will provide a greater 
proportion of society with equal choice about what work they go choose to go 
into. This arguably a key theme to the way a UBI is attempting to transform a 
discourse of welfare, centred around justice, freedom and equality. 
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Conclusion 
The project set out by establishing its key aims, being to understand and 
identify how existing knowledge of welfare clashes with the idea of a basic 
income, and more specifically, where and how do these struggles occur. In 
other words, how does a UBI challenge the established understanding of 
welfare, and by using discourse, how do these struggles manifest themselves? 
These aims were also motivated in exposing the constructionist nature of 
welfare through a post-structuralist understanding. To answer such an inquiry, 
the literature review first presented the theoretical framework identified as 
most effective in exposing the antagonistic discourses, and later justified such 
a framework within the methodology chapter, whilst also presenting an 
introduction to the idea of a UBI.  

First, once the nodal point had been identified, the analysis established that 
both a basic income and various articulations of welfare were attempting to 
define the sign, being welfare, with differing meaning, as such resulting in this 
sign being the floating signifier. The 2010 DWP Welfare That Works report, 
and the book Voting for Freedom, demonstrate how these two discourses 
draw upon a discourse of welfare which are contradictory to each other. One 
articulation positioned welfare as being a supplement to the labour market, 
with the other contextualising welfare as being a tool for the advancement of 
freedom and equality. This simple contrast highlights two competing 
understandings of the same sign, welfare. This begins to achieve the aim, 
being to expose the discursive and social nature of knowledge, and our 
understanding of welfare.  

As clarified, an aim fundamental for this project was not to simply expose the 
two antagonistic discourses, but to expose the specific areas of antagonism 
whilst drawing upon a variety of articulations which reveals how each 
discourse is either protecting or challenging established knowledge on 
welfare. Through the source material selected with the thought-process to be 
broad, unbiased and concise, the findings found a small number of signs as 
being the most contested area of struggle, justice and worklessness. Most 
importantly, a rearrangement or a change of meaning assigned to these 
particular signs within the discourse would ultimately transform the overall 
understanding of welfare. Justice was shown to be highly contested. Whilst 
government articulations presented worklessness as a moral and ethical 
danger to the individual, associated with substance abuse, debt and a threat 
to families, whilst media articles across the political spectrum presented 
regularly drew upon such a discourse, highlighting the danger posed to 
society if people were rewarded for “doing nothing”. When dissecting and 
analysing UBI articulations however, worklessness was portrayed as a great 
opportunity for society, with UBI providing a platform for people to have 
freedom in how they choose to live their life. An understanding presented 
through the 2016 referendum and the poster, posing the question what would 
you do if your income were taken care of? (Santens, 2016).  
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The exploration of these two antagonistic discourses and their consequent 
articulations helped achieve many objectives. It also revealed how discourse 
exposes the social and discursive nature of knowledge and how we come to 
understand knowledge on a particular domain. By highlighting and 
comparing these two antagonisms, the text emphasises that our 
understanding of the world, and welfare, is not governed by previously 
concluded rules based on nature or common-sense, but instead, formed, 
maintained, and challenged by a number of differing factors which operate in 
the discursive and social field. By emphasising the social makeup of 
knowledge, the text, and more accurately discourse, further emphasises the 
presence of power in shaping how we understand welfare - as Foucault stated, 
‘discourse doesn’t just protect power, but exposes it’ (Mills, 2004, p55). In 
presenting how a UBI has so far challenged how welfare should function, it is 
hoped further research will explore how both government and media 
articulations respond in defence to the growing popularity in the idea and the 
ever-expanding number of trials.  

With the planned trial in Wales, the successful trials across the world and the 
ever-growing success of the charity Give Directly, the idea is piquing interest 
across the political and media spectrum. The concept has never been closer 
to becoming a reality. It is far from mainstream though, and if it is to transition 
from a concept to a policy it will face a multitude of struggles. However, this 
text has exposed the absence of rigid unbreakable rules that dictate how we 
view welfare. It is a social construct, a social phenomenon, shaped by social 
and political articulations. Therefore, one can realistically expect our view of 
welfare to change and develop over time. With this expectation, one can be 
confident that the idea of basic income will fight and struggle so this change 
in our view moves towards a UBI. 
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Abstract 
The news media have become increasingly important in modern information 
societies as they represent individual’s main source of political knowledge. 
They embody power structures which enable the (re)production of certain 
discourses that can influence public opinion. Given the rise in populist radical 
right parties and anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe in the past decade, this 
project sought to analyse the portrayal of foreign nationals in Swiss tabloid 
newspapers, given that anti-immigrant attitudes remain severely under 
researched in Switzerland. Aiming to understand the influence of the news 
media on public opinion is essential in Switzerland because of its political 
system of direct democracy. Critical discourse analysis was conducted on 67 
tabloid news articles published up to two months before the popular vote on 
the deportation initiative1 in November 2010, to establish if a correlation was 
present between negative portrayals of foreign nationals and restrictive 
immigration policy. The analysis uncovered that foreign nationals were 
portrayed through the divisive, exclusionary, racist, and xenophobic discourse 
of over-foreignisation2, which has been employed by populist radical right 
parties in Switzerland since the 1960s. The discourse of over-foreignisation 
was constructed through a threat narrative, the European Union as an inferior 
and oppressive force, and specific linguistic tools.  

  

 
1 Translation: Ausschaffungsinitiative = deportation initiative. 
2 Translation: Überfremdung = over-foreignisation. 
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Introduction  
During the past decade, European countries have seen a significant rise in 
populist radical right parties and anti-immigrant attitudes, and Switzerland is 
no exception (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 2015; Greven, 2016; Czaika and 
Di Lillo, 2018). Switzerland has a complex history of immigration and has 
passed many anti-immigration initiatives. It has one of the most powerful and 
successful populist radical right parties in Europe: The Swiss People’s Party 
(Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017; Hutter, 2019). In 2008, the Swiss 
People’s Party submitted the deportation initiative to the Federal Chancellery, 
and it was subsequently accepted by the Swiss population in a popular vote 
on the 28th of November 2010. The deportation initiative aimed to deport 
foreign nationals3 who committed certain crimes and/or who abused the Swiss 
welfare system (BK, 2010; Brunner, 2018). This was a turning point in Swiss 
anti-immigration sentiment because after the financial crisis in 2007-2008, the 
rhetoric of the national government intensified questions of belonging, of who 
belongs in a post-crisis society and who does not. This increased nationalist 
and anti-immigrant sentiments throughout the population, which in turn led 
to more explicitly exclusionary language being used when referring to foreign 
nationals in public and political debates (Buehrer, 2017). This turning point 
was the main reason why I chose to do research on this topic. I first saw the 
now famous sheep poster (depicted below) which was the campaign poster 
of the Swiss People’s Party for the popular vote on the deportation initiative in 
2010, at ten years old, and that image has stayed with me ever since. I 
therefore acknowledged my own personal connection throughout this 
research project by actively reflecting on it at all stages of the process, in order 
for it to not cloud my judgment and influence the results of the analysis.  

Although Switzerland is a prime example for investigating the rise in populist 
radical right parties and anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe, Swiss anti-
immigrant attitudes remain severely under researched, especially in 
connection with popular votes and political knowledge. Switzerland is an 
especially interesting and important case because of its political system of 
direct democracy. Popular initiatives are the foundation of a direct democracy. 
A popular initiative is launched by the public and requires the collection of 
100,000 signatures in no longer than eighteen months (BK, 2022). If this is 
achieved, it is submitted to a popular vote which has legal binding powers and 
must be implemented by the government if the population has voted to 
accept it (Kirchgässner, 2002). This is why it is extremely important to research 
channels that influence public opinion and political knowledge. The news 
media is one of these channels. 

Previous research has identified that there is a correlation between the 
negative portrayal of immigrants and the support for punitive immigration 
policies (Schemer, 2012; Merolla et al, 2013). This research project therefore 
aimed to find out if this correlation was present leading up to the deportation 

 
3 Translation: Ausländer = foreign nationals. 



Charly Walters: Anti-Immigration Discourses in Switzerland 

164 
 

initiative by analysing headline articles from two Swiss tabloid print 
newspapers in the German-speaking regions of Switzerland. It worked with 
the research question: How were foreign nationals portrayed in Swiss tabloid 
print newspapers in the German-Speaking regions of Switzerland leading up 
to the deportation initiative in 2010? And why is the way foreign nationals are 
portrayed especially significant in the Swiss context? This analysis did not seek 
to identify cause and effect, but to identify if this correlation was present or 
not. This is a vital starting point for more socio-political research into the 
politics of immigration in Switzerland and more specifically in attempting to 
understand voting patterns in support of punitive immigration policies.  

However, the persisting discourse diffused by the national government states 
that there is no racism in Switzerland (Cretton, 2018). As Wekker (2016) 
argues, if a country does not see itself as racist then it is extremely difficult to 
advocate for anti-racist action. She identifies that the first step in an attempt of 
eradicating racism is its exposure (Wekker, 2016). This research project 
explicitly acknowledges that there is racism and xenophobia in Switzerland by 
exposing it in the news media and is therefore part of the first step in the 
attempt of creating a more equal society. This project starts off by discussing 
existing literature on discourses of ethnic minorities/immigrants, their 
relationship to the news media and immigration policy decisions, as well as 
exploring Switzerland’s history of anti-immigrant attitudes. It then moves on to 
focus on the methodology that was employed, namely critical discourse 
analysis which allowed to analyse the portrayal of foreign nationals, and how 
and why this was an appropriate methodology in line with the aims of this 
project, as well as justifying the inclusion of the material analysed. In findings 
and analysis, the prominent themes that grew out of the analysis are explored, 
these are the threat narrative, the EU as an inferior but oppressive force, and 
the use of linguistic tools. Their impact and relevance are discussed by relating 
them back to the existing literature previously reviewed. Finally, the 
conclusion ties together all the above chapters, reflects on the research 
process, and suggests future research directions. 
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Image 1: Swiss People’s Party campaign poster. Translation: Sicherheit schaffen = creating 
safety/security   
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Literature Review 
 

Discourse and the Media 

The tradition of applying the concept of discourse to questions of power and 
inequality was popularised by Michel Foucault (Hall, 1992). Discourse is part 
of the poststructuralist paradigm which asserts that reality is mediated by 
experience and language, and that meanings are thus instable and not fixed, 
varying across time and space. Meanings of certain words come into existence 
in relation to other words which in turn puts meanings in a hierarchical position 
to one another (Agger, 1991). Poststructuralists like Derrida believe that there 
are no true or false ideas and reject the idea of fixed binaries all together. 
Reality has no objective truth but is constructed through meanings (Bryson, 
1992). Foucault’s concept of discourse is particularly important here. Whoever 
has the power to frame a topic in a certain way creates a specific way of 
thinking and talking about that topic i.e., creates a specific discourse which in 
turn creates knowledge about that topic (Foucault, 1980). Discourse is 
therefore directly linked to power. The news media embody such power 
structures, seeing as they (re)produce certain narratives that benefit the 
powerful to the detriment of the powerless (van Dijk, 2000). There is thus an 
important language – knowledge – power nexus (Rau et al, 2018) embedded 
in the news media.  

The news media has become increasingly important in modern information 
societies as they represent an important source of knowledge, attitudes, and 
ideologies for individuals (van Dijk, 2000; Oliver et al, 2007). Ideologies have 
a discursive dimension and are (re)produced through text and talk. They 
feature fundamental norms and values and function to (re)produce social 
groups and group relations in society (van Dijk, 2009). In modern information 
societies, the public has become increasingly more dependent on the news 
media for political knowledge (Jenssen, 2012). Van Dijk (2009) argues that 
‘ideologies control more specific attitudes of groups (for instance, a racist 
ideology may control racist attitudes about immigration, integration, [and] 
legislation […])’ (p193). Personal opinions on politics can subsequently be 
seen as being influenced by ideologies embedded within the news media 
(van Dijk, 2009). The news media thus represents a sphere where the 
discursive re(production) of ideologies takes place.  

The news media do not report on news events in an objective manner (van 
Dijk, 2000). How a news event is reported on, how it is framed, depends on 
the political and ideological orientation of the news outlet, which in turn 
determines their news values (Bednarek and Caple, 2014). Previous research 
has subsequently concluded that there is a bias in Western news media 
towards ethnic minorities/immigrants/foreign nationals, seeing as these 
groups are portrayed in a negative, stereotypical way, especially in tabloid 
newspapers (van Dijk, 2000; Schemer, 2012). According to Cottle (2000), 
there are many different reasons for this bias ranging from ‘personal [racist] 
views of proprietors, senior editors and ordinary journalists’ (p18), through to 



Charly Walters: Anti-Immigration Discourses in Switzerland 

167 
 

competition and marketplace pressures, to the routinisation and privileging of 
white institutional voices and viewpoints, among other reasons. 

These reasons need to be understood within Edward Said’s (1978) concept of 
orientalism. Orientalism postulates that the West has the power to construct 
how the Orient is thought and talked about. This creates a binary between 
Occident/Orient and places the Occident in a hierarchical position above the 
Orient. The civilised Occident stands in opposition to the uncivilised Orient. 
This way of framing the Orient has the power to influence public discourse of 
ethnic minorities and thus individual’s views thereof (Said, 1978), which in turn 
can influence the reporting on ethnic minorities by the news media. This fits 
into van Dijk’s (2000) argument that there has been a shift from old direct 
racism like slavery and segregation to a new discursive racism that is more 
implicit and subtle and is expressed in various forms of text and talk. 

  

Discourses of Ethnic Minorities/Immigrants 

According to social identity theory and self-categorisation theory, the negative 
portrayal of ethnic minorities in the news media can activate a categorisation 
process in the audience where they begin to detach themselves from ethnic 
minorities and see themselves in a positive way (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). They 
create binary categories of insider/outsider where they see themselves as part 
of a good ingroup that stands in opposition to a bad outgroup (ibid.; 
Ackermann and Freitag, 2015; Trepte and Loy, 2017). This results in the 
othering of the outgroup (ethnic minorities) (Cottle, 2000; van Dijk, 2000; 
Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006; Brons, 2015; Cheng, 2015; Greven, 2016). 
Previous research has concluded that the frequent exposure to negative 
portrayals of ethnic minorities and immigrants has the power to activate 
negative, stereotypical attitudes in the audience, whereas the positive 
portrayal can reduce stereotypical attitudes (Oliver et al, 2007; 
Ramasubramanian and Oliver, 2007; Schemer, 2012; Eberl et al, 2018). 
Schemer (2012) however points out that the activation of a stereotypical 
attitude can be moderated by political knowledge, meaning that a 
stereotypical reaction to negative portrayals of immigrants can be better 
controlled if a person has more knowledge about racially charged political 
issues than if not. This is in line with the argument that the audience are not 
passive recipients of information but decode information in accordance with 
their personal background, which can also result in the decoded message not 
matching the initial encoded message (Hall, 1999).  

The disproportionate negative portrayal of specifically ethnic minority 
immigrants in the news media can affect public opinion and social conduct 
(van Dijk, 2000; Brader et al, 2008; Schemer, 2012; Eberl et al, 2018). 
Immigrants are portrayed in a conflict-centred way in connection with crime 
and violence (Cottle, 2000; Dixon, 2008; Eberl et al, 2018; Farris and 
Mohamed, 2018), as illegal, undocumented, and unauthorised (Merolla et al, 
2013), and as an economic burden (Brader et al, 2008). This threat narrative 
contributes to the reinforcement of a hostile attitude towards immigrants, 



Charly Walters: Anti-Immigration Discourses in Switzerland 

168 
 

which can in turn contribute to the growth of support for punitive immigration 
policies (Brader et al, 2008; Schemer, 2012; Farris and Mohamed, 2018), 
policies that can have a real-life impact on immigrants. The negative portrayal 
of immigrants is also more likely to occur in connection with political 
campaigns that directly deal with immigration policy (Schemer, 2012; Merolla 
et al, 2013). Culture can thus be manipulated for oppressive purposes:  

Categorising and labelling people has always been about the exercise 
of power and the withholding of privileges and resources from those 
categorized as inferior and not about accuracy and reality (Cheng, 
2015, p568). 

By employing a racist discourse, the news media categorise ethnic 
minorities/immigrants as inferior, positioning them as the outgroup in 
opposition to the dominant ingroup which creates divisive categories of us 
and them. 

  

Anti-immigrant Attitudes in European Societies: Group Threat 
Theory  
The increasing number of immigrants in European societies goes hand in 
hand with an increase in anti-immigrant attitudes (Gorodzeisky and 
Semyonov, 2015) and a rise in right-wing populism (Greven, 2016; Czaika and 
Di Lillo, 2018). An overwhelming factor that influences anti-immigrant 
attitudes in European societies relates to group threat theory. Group threat 
theory originated from Blumer’s (1958) analysis of ‘race prejudice as a sense 
of group position’ (p3). Blumer (1958) analysed race prejudice as an ingroup 
position and related it to feelings of superiority, difference, entitlement to 
certain resources, and to fear over the outgroup’s claim to resources. In this 
analysis immigrants are considered to be the outgroup that present various 
threats to the ingroup, namely a threat to economic and social resources which 
is grouped under fear of competition (Schneider, 2008; Giugni and Morariu, 
2010; Ackermann and Freitag, 2015; Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 2015; 
Czaika and Di Lillo, 2018; Valente et al, 2021), a threat to the homogeneity of 
society and culture (Ackermann and Freitag, 2015; Gorodzeisky and 
Semyonov, 2015), including a threat to religion (Ackermann and Freitag, 
2015), and thus a threat to shared values, customs and traditions (Czaika and 
Di Lillo, 2018), and also as a threat to security, seeing as immigrants are often 
discursively connected to crime, violence and terrorism (Ackermann and 
Freitag, 2015; Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017; Valente et al, 
2021).  

It is important to note that the outgroup might not pose an actual threat but 
that the threat is only perceived by the ingroup (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 
2015). How much threat is perceived has been linked to the size of the 
outgroup population. The larger the size of the outgroup population, the 
more threat is perceived by the ingroup (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 2015; 
Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017; Czaika and Di Lillo, 2018). 
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Charitopoulou and García-Manglano (2017) also argued that ‘perceived 
ethnic threat [acts] as an individual-level moderator of the relationship 
between migrant population size and support for [populist radical right] 
parties’ (p853). 

 

The Politics of Immigration in Switzerland  

Switzerland is one of the leading anti-immigration countries in Europe 
(Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017; BfS, 2021). Swiss legislation is 
based on the concept of foreign nationals rather than on the concept of 
immigrants (Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006, p1695) and it consequently has a 
very high percentage of foreign nationals, with 22% in 2009-2010 around the 
time of the deportation initiative (Buehrer, 2017; BfS, 2021), compared to its 
neighbouring countries and the EU. In 2010 the EU’s population consisted of 
6.4% foreign nationals, Italy’s of 7%, France’s of 5.8%, Austria’s of 10.5% 
(Vasileva, 2011), and Germany’s of 8.8% (Koptyug, 2021). This makes 
immigration an important issue for the Swiss population (Schneider, 2008; 
Hutter, 2019). From 1994 to 2018 there were 18 popular votes around 
immigration alone, 14 of these were restrictive in nature (Hutter, 2019). The 
high rate of foreign nationals needs to be understood in the context of 
citizenship laws that are based on blood-descent rather than on country of 
birth, and in the context of restrictive naturalisation practices (Riaño and Wastl-
Walter, 2006). In this research project, I will however continue to use anti-
immigrant attitudes as opposed to anti-foreign-national attitudes.  

In Switzerland, negative attitudes towards immigrants vary depending on the 
type of immigrant. Czaika and Di Lillo (2018) conducted an analysis of seven 
rounds of the European Social Survey from 2002 to 2014 and found that 
17.91% of Swiss respondents had negative attitudes towards immigrants of 
the same race or ethnicity, 37.67% had negative attitudes towards immigrants 
of different race or ethnicity, and 39.59% had negative attitudes towards 
immigrants from poorer countries outside of Europe (p2458). They also noted 
a trend that Swiss respondents have become increasingly more hostile 
towards immigrants of different race or ethnicity and towards immigrants from 
poorer countries outside of Europe (Czaika and Di Lillo, 2018). In general, the 
Swiss population is especially hostile toward Black people (Falk, 2012) and 
Muslims because they associate Muslims with Islamic fundamentalism and 
terrorism (Helbling, 2008; Cheng, 2015). Switzerland has also seen a 15% 
increase of immigration opponents in 2014 compared to 2002, whereas other 
European countries saw an increase between 3 and 9% (Czaika and Di Lillo, 
2018).  

Green et al (2010) concluded that whilst increased contact with immigrants 
from closer and culturally similar countries reduced anti-immigrant attitudes 
in Switzerland, increased contact with immigrants from further, poorer, and 
culturally different countries in fact increased the perceived level of threat, 
which fostered increased support for exclusion. This is in line with group threat 
theory. Ackermann and Freitag’s (2015) findings of anti-immigrant attitudes in 
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the context of the popular initiative against mass immigration in 2014 are also 
in alignment with group threat theory, in that immigrants were perceived as a 
social, economic, cultural, and security threat. Individuals were more likely to 
oppose immigration if they felt threatened by the ethnic heterogeneity in 
cultural and socio-economic categories. Charitopoulou and García-Manglano 
(2017) further discovered that group threat theory mainly operates at the 
macro level across countries. In their analysis of the relationship between the 
immigrant population size and electoral support for the populist radical right 
in Switzerland they concluded that the relationship between the support for 
the Swiss People’s Party and immigrant population size was nonlinear. 
Support for the Swiss People’s Party was more likely in municipalities with a 
moderate number of immigrants compared to municipalities with a smaller or 
higher number of immigrants. This is to be understood in the context of 
Appadurai’s (2006, cited in Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017) 
theory of fear of small numbers which argues that a majority acts more hostile 
towards a small minority due to the desire to remain pure. It is further 
important to note that anti-immigrant sentiments are not the same across 
different regions of Switzerland. Green et al (2010) indicate that German- and 
Italian-speaking regions have stronger anti-immigrant sentiments than 
French-speaking regions. Buehrer (2017) validates this by observing that 
support for the Swiss People’s Party is 10% lower in Western, French-speaking 
Switzerland than in the German-speaking regions.  

The rise of populist radical right parties in Switzerland that cumulated in the 
rise of the Swiss People’s Party was made possible through a discourse of over-
foreignisation (Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006; Buehrer, 2017; Hutter, 2019). 
The discourse of over-foreignisation transmits the message that an excessive 
number of immigrants pose a threat to Swiss national identity. The discourse 
of over-foreignisation was mobilised in countless popular votes around 
immigration starting from the 1960s until the present day. After the second 
world war many foreign nationals, especially from neighbouring Italy and 
Germany, migrated to Switzerland as guest workers (D’Amato, 2008). As a 
response to the rising number of guest workers, right-wing parties in 
Switzerland launched the national action against the over-foreignisation of the 
nation and homeland4 in the 1960s (Hutter, 2019). The Swiss People’s Party 
also used a discourse of over-foreignisation in their campaign slogan in 2004 
by arguing ‘that mass naturalisations would lead to an Islamification of the 
country’ (Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006, p1706) in order ‘to persuade the Swiss 
population to vote against the relaxation of conditions for naturalisation of 
foreigners’ (ibid, p1693). It is also important to highlight that immigration 
becomes politicised in times of crisis (Bitschnau et al, 2021). Buehrer (2017) 
indicates that issues of migration, asylum seekers and criminality 
overshadowed the 2007-2008 financial crisis in Switzerland which 
strengthened the discourse of over-foreignisation. 

 
4 Translation: Nationale Aktion gegen die Überfremdung von Volk und Heimat = national 
action against the over-foreignisation of the nation and homeland. 
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The discourse of over-foreignisation touches upon the very core of Swiss 
national identity. Switzerland is a very diverse country with four national 
languages and two national religions (BfS, 2020). Billig (1995) asserts that 
nationalism is created through repetitive every-day symbols. This is especially 
important in a nation where unifying factors of religion and language are only 
present regionally and not nationally, making Switzerland an exception5 
(Kaufmann, 2011). Important unifying symbols and myths for Swiss nationalism 
are the Alps (Zimmer, 1998; Leuenberger, 2010; Kaufmann, 2011), which also 
encompass country farm life6, with the every-day symbols of the mountains, 
the cultural figure Heidi, cows, the national flower edelweiss, and the Swiss 
flag (Kaufmann, 2011). The Swiss also value solidarity, honesty, respect, law-
abidingness, and critical and deliberative principles (Denters et al, 2007) in 
relation to the system of direct democracy (Leuenberger, 2010). The notions 
of independence, autonomy, and freedom in relation to the myth and history 
of the Confederation are also very important in creating a unified national 
identity (Kaufmann, 2011).  

The Swiss Confederation was founded in 1291 through an alliance of different 
groups to fight a common enemy, the Habsburg family. Swiss national identity 
was therefore constructed on the basis of keeping out foreign influence. 
Excluding foreigners therefore plays an important role in upholding Swiss 
national identity (Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006). This is also part of the reason 
why the Swiss People’s Party’s campaigns against joining the EEA in 1992 
(Hutter, 2019) and against joining the EU in 2001 were successful (Ackermann 
and Freitag, 2015; Hutter, 2019). The Swiss People’s Party’s agenda has 
recently shifted from the EU posing a threat to Swiss national identity, 
sovereignty, and autonomy to the threat posed by immigration (Hutter, 2019). 
The discourse of over-foreignisation is powerful because it touches on the 
idealised and romanticised creation of the Swiss Confederation and obscures 
the fact that the Swiss economy would not function without immigrants who 
are overwhelmingly employed in hospitality, caring, culinary, cleaning, and 
maintenance positions (Golder, 2018).  

Applying a postcolonial perspective to the politics of immigration in 
Switzerland has the power to uncover hidden colonial relations that influence 
the contemporary politics of immigration in Switzerland. A part of 
Switzerland’s history which is largely ignored is that although Switzerland did 
not own any colonies themselves, they benefitted economically from colonial 
relations (Falk, 2012). Switzerland however conceptualises itself as outside of 
colonialism (Michel, 2015). In particular, the contemporary relationship to 
Nigeria remains ignored. Nigeria is one of the most important oil suppliers for 
Switzerland, and it was the Swiss bank Crédit Suisse that traded Nigerian 
dictator Abacha’s oil money. The profit of the Nigerian oil industry is 
disproportionately distributed which leaves over 80% of the Nigerian 
population in poverty. The fact that Switzerland has a direct hand in 

 
5 Translation: Sonderfall = exception. 
6 Translation: Bäuerliches Landleben = country farm life. 
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supporting the Nigerian oil industry and therefore the unequal distribution of 
its profits, which has been seen as pushing Nigerians to migrate, remains 
ignored (ibid.). This can be understood in Patel’s (2021) framework of we are 
here because you were there. Instead, male Nigerian migrants are seen as the 
example of unwanted economic refugees. Alard du Bois-Rymond was the 
head of the Federal Office for Migration in 2010 and commented that Nigerian 
migrants only came to Switzerland to perform illegal deals, mainly related to 
narcotics (Falk, 2012). This portrayal of Nigerian migrants as criminals had an 
influence on the reporting of migrants in the media. Du Bois-Reymond also 
referred to Switzerland as harbouring the second biggest colony of Nigerians 
in Europe. The use of the term colony can be connected to the general fear of 
reverse colonization. Contemporary accounts of movements of migration are 
perceived as colonizing in the same way as European colonisers were 
perceived as colonizing by Indigenous communities all over the world. 
Migrants are also required to integrate into Swiss society, but they struggle to 
do so because they often lack educational and professional knowledge due 
to the lack of opportunities that exist in former colonised countries. This 
illustrates the denial of a colonial past and ignores the contemporary 
relationship between Switzerland and Nigeria (ibid.). 

Another dehumanizing and discriminatory discourse that originated in 
colonial relations that circulates in Switzerland is the oversexualization of Black 
bodies, namely the male as predator and the female as prostitute. This has 
been seen to influence acts of every-day racism in Switzerland (Falk, 2012).  

The dominant discourse in Switzerland however is that there is no racism in 
the country. There is an absence of race which creates a so-called raceless 
racism (Cretton, 2018). The sheep poster created by the Swiss People’s Party 
sparked public controversy in 2007. The sheep poster constructed images of 
legitimate Swissness and difference (Michel, 2015), with Swiss national identity 
being constructed as white (Cretton, 2018). Michel (2015) found that the 
poster embodied a raceless racism, seeing as the majority of Swiss citizens 
and Swiss authorities argued that the poster had nothing to do with race. The 
sheep poster thus embodies invisible racialisation and discourses of 
belonging and difference across spatial borders, implying that borders are 
racially coded. This can be linked to the denial of a colonial past which 
facilitates the (re)production of a raceless racism, which in turn erases the 
suffering of individual’s bodies and names that ‘are visibly marked by the long 
history of the construction of race as a category of difference’ (Michel, 2015, 
p411).  

As demonstrated, previous literature shows that ethnic 
minorities/immigrants/foreign nationals are overwhelmingly portrayed as a 
threat which creates categories of insider/outsider and us and them. The news 
media are part of the category of the powerful that (re)produce racist and 
xenophobic discourses yet there is a gap in the literature as to how foreign 
nationals are portrayed in the Swiss news media. In order to generate a more 
in-depth analysis in the particular context of Switzerland’s direct democracy 
and cultural heterogeneity, more academic attention needs to be paid to 
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Swiss news media. Switzerland is a particularly interesting case because right-
wing populist parties have employed the same discourse for many decades to 
mobilise people to vote in favour of restrictive immigration practices. 

Image 2: Swiss People’s Party campaign poster.  
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Methodology 
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) falls under the umbrella of discourse analysis 
and was mainly established by Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, and Teun van 
Dijk in the mid 1960s to early 1970s (Siegel, 2018; Rau et al, 2018). It was born 
out of the critical constructionist turn, as a critique of positivism, when scholars 
started to recognise speech and language as structuring social power (Rau et 
al, 2018). CDA thus belongs to the contemporary social theory of 
poststructuralism (Rau et al, 2018). It is interpretive by contesting positivisms 
claim to objective truth through the recognition of knowledge and truth as 
subjectively constructed through language (Mills, 2004; Rau et al, 2018). Rau 
et al (2018) further argue that the ‘rules of discourse are normative: they 
sanction or prohibit ways of thinking and being-in-the-world and thereby 
establish and entrench social norms, [and so] rules of discourse construct 
social reality’ (p302). The construction of social reality is therefore shaped by 
power relations. Fairclough (2001) states that the core aim of CDA is to 
uncover structures of oppression and exploitation and thus to uncover 
unequal power relations in society. CDA has consequently been employed to 
address a broad scope of issues including racism, media representations, 
language in relation to education, gender and sexism, the restructuring of 
capitalism and neo-liberalism, and bureaucracy (Fairclough, 2001). The 
researcher conducting CDA adopts an explicit socio-political position (van 
Dijk, 1993; Wodak, 2001) and becomes an advocate for social change by 
raising awareness for issues that marginalised groups face (Siegel, 2018). The 
researcher can therefore choose to adopt a decolonial position through 
emancipatory action (Rau et al, 2018), as I did in this project.  

CDA is a highly appropriate methodology in line with the aims and relevance 
of this project, as it aims to expose the presence of a new implicit and raceless 
racism and xenophobia in Switzerland, and thus advocates for marginalised 
groups in society, in relation to restrictive immigration policies. CDA allows us 
to uncover hidden meanings in language (Taylor, 2013) and thus enables us 
to analyse how foreign nationals were portrayed in Swiss tabloid print 
newspapers. Discourse analysis in general has however been widely criticised 
for its relativism (Hall, 1992), for being merely interpretive and thus lacking 
practical application (Taylor, 2013). By being reflexive of the researcher’s own 
position in regard to the research project (Wodak, 2001; Rau et al, 2018), these 
criticisms can be mediated, and the project can still have a real-life impact. It 
is also important to not reproduce a xenophobic or racist discourse and 
therefore this research project will refer to foreign nationals as for instance 
Greek nationals and not as “Greeks” as some newspaper articles do. It is also 
important to be consistent in word choice as different words can be used to 
describe a foreign national. I employed the terms immigrant and ethnic 
minorities when referring to previous literature around immigration but almost 
exclusively employed the term foreign national for the analysis in order to be 
able to accurately situate the findings in the Swiss context. 

The two Swiss tabloid print newspapers that were selected for this project 
were 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend because of their large and diverse 
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readership. 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend are free national newspapers that 
are printed on weekdays. They are distributed/can be picked up in and around 
train stations, 20 Minuten in the morning and Blick am Abend in the evening. 
They can thus be found on numerous forms of public transport. Switzerland 
has vast and very good national and regional public transport networks which 
people of all ages and backgrounds make use of on a daily basis (BfS, 2019). 
20 Minuten has been the most read free national newspaper since 2004, and 
Blick am Abend was the second most read free national newspaper (Blick, 
2013), but its printed version was discontinued in 2018 (Blick, 2018).  

The print versions of the newspapers were accessed and scanned in the Swiss 
National Library which meant that there were no ethical issues to consider as 
this project had no participants and analysed secondary data (British Society 
of Criminology, 2015; British Sociological Association, 2017). The time frame 
of analysis was set to two months leading up to the popular vote on the 
deportation initiative for two reasons. First, because the closer the popular 
vote, the more important it becomes to the public, and second, the Swiss 
Broadcasting Corporation conducts a preliminary survey six weeks prior to 
popular votes to showcase the trends for each initiative (Swissinfo, 2010), 
which means that the public would already be slightly familiar with the 
subjects being voted on. The time frame of analysis was therefore set to the 
28th of September until the 26th of November 2010 (the Friday before the 
popular vote that took place on the following Sunday). Headline articles were 
chosen as the object of analysis because they aim to attract attention and can 
thus have powerful framing effects (Andrew, 2007).  

The project started out with 436 headline articles which were narrowed down 
to 292 because the categories of sport, TV guide, and local news were not 
relevant to this project. Sport reporting employs its own specific vocabulary 
and warrants separate investigation in the future. Local news was removed 
from the scope of analysis because newspapers from all regions were 
unavailable and because the aim of this project was to analyse the portrayal of 
foreign nationals in the whole German-speaking region. The focus has been 
put on the German-speaking region, as it represented 65.5% of the Swiss 
population in 2010 (BfS, 2020), and because every majority German-speaking 
canton except for Basel-City accepted the deportation initiative, whereas the 
majority French-speaking cantons rejected it (BfS, no date). The one majority 
Italian-speaking canton also accepted the deportation initiative (ibid.), but it 
could not be analysed because there was no access to the Italian versions of 
the newspapers.  

In total, 67 headline articles were analysed which either explicitly or implicitly 
reported on foreign nationals (Appendix 5). The resulting analysis was coded 
by employing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide to thematic analysis that 
allowed for the finding of the main themes. The themes were highlighted in 
different colours and a code was established as to what theme each colour 
represented. Smaller themes were then grouped together to create a 
broader, interconnected themes (Appendix 3). The main theme that was 
found was that the articles created categories of us and them, resulting in the 
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othering of foreign nationals. The articles accomplished this through three 
main channels: the threat narrative, the European Union, and linguistic tools.  
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Findings and Analysis 
This chapter focuses on the findings of the critical discourse analysis 
conducted on the 67 headline news articles in 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend. 
When analysing the text in newspaper articles it is important to consider the 
layout and design of the newspapers, this for instance includes font size and 
placement of the articles. In 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend the title of 
headline articles was in a larger, bold font. Blick am Abend placed almost all 
headline articles in the middle of a double page, so that they took up roughly 
half of both pages (Appendix 4.4). Blick am Abend also designated the 
importance of news stories according to their organisational ethos by putting 
arrows above news stories indicating “top news: 1, top news: 2”, etc (Appendix 
4.4). The use of images is also highly influential. Images are not selected at 
random but paint a specific picture of the news story and suggest a certain 
interpretation of it. They are also often used for emotive reasons (O’Neill, 
2013). Blick am Abend further tended to add grey boxes next to its headline 
articles where an expert was consulted on the topic of the headline article 
(Appendix 4.4). It is also interesting to note what news stories are grouped 
together on one page and what other news stories are placed next to headline 
articles to attract readers’ attention to these news stories. These are all 
strategies to attract readers’ attention, to frame a news story in a specific way, 
and to add credibility to the news stories. These aspects were not analysed in 
more detail as this was beyond the scope of the project, but it is nevertheless 
important to keep in mind that text alone does not frame a news story. The 
overarching theme that grew out of the analysis of the text was the distinction 
between us and them. All of the following themes can be grouped under this 
main theme. 

 

The Threat Narrative 

The main theme was the threat narrative which fostered the creation of 
categories of us and them. Foreign nationals were portrayed as a threat to 
Swiss morality, to values, culture and religion, as a threat to security by being 
brought into connection with crime and terrorism, and as a threat to freedom. 

Foreign Nationals as a Threat to Swiss Homogeneity 

The first subtheme of the threat narrative that emerged was that foreign 
nationals did not align with Swiss cultural and religious values nor with Swiss 
ideas of morality, which implied that foreign nationals subsequently posed a 
threat to Swiss homogeneity. An article in Blick am Abend which discussed the 
removal of crucifixes in classrooms demonstrated that ‘the respect for 
historically developed cultures is a central concern in Switzerland. […] The 
crucifix cannot be banned in areas where it is part of culture and tradition’7 

 
7 Translation: Ein zentrales Anliegen in der Schweiz ist der Respekt vor der historisch 
gewachsenen Kultur. [...] In Gegenden, wo das Kruzifix Bestandteil von Kultur und Tradition 
ist, darf man es unter keinen Umständen verbieten = The respect for historically developed 
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(Blick am Abend, 2010e, p3). This quote connects the crucifix to culture and 
tradition and implies that if a religion did not historically develop in 
Switzerland, then it is foreign and is positioned below the ‘dominant Christian 
culture’8 (ibid.). Christianity in this case is not merely a religion but is a big part 
of Swiss cultural life and informs Swiss ideas of morality. There was a general 
fear that the removal of crucifixes in classrooms would destroy Christian 
culture. The mention of ‘increasing Islamification’9 (ibid.) finally portrayed 
Islam as the threat to Swiss cultural and religious values and thus to morality. 
There was no mention of nationality, but the article implicitly designated all 
people that follow Islam as outsiders, as the other who poses a threat to Swiss 
values. According to Tajfel and Turner (1986) this can create a categorisation 
process where the reader conceptualises themselves as part of the Christian 
ingroup and positions people following Islam as the outgroup, perceiving 
them in a negative way. However, if the reader is a follower of Islam this might 
result in the othering of people who follow Christianity. Either way, it creates 
the divisive categories of us and them. 

Ricardo Lumengo, a member of the National Council of Switzerland, was 
found guilty of voter fraud, as 20 Minuten reported, which is antidemocratic 
and goes against Switzerland’s democratic values (Leuenberger, 2010). ‘His 
fellow party members demand the resignation of the first Black member of the 
National Council of Switzerland’10 (Moresi, 2010, p4). The article mentioned 
that Lumengo was Black and that he was a former asylum seeker from Angola. 
A member of the Swiss People’s Party argued that ‘this shows how familiar 
Lumengo is with democracy and with the customs of our country’11 (Moresi, 
2010, p4). The article connected asylum seekers with antidemocratic values 
and thus with anti-Swiss values because they do not align with Swiss values of 
honesty in general and especially in regard to its direct democracy (Denters 
et al, 2007; Leuenberger, 2010). The explicit mention of Lumengo’s race and 
country of origin, as well as the mention of “our” country creates categories of 
us and them, resulting in the othering of Black people, asylum seekers, and 
Angolan nationals specifically. It can be argued that being a member of a 
political party and being a member of the National Council of Switzerland 
would categorise Lumengo as being very much integrated into Swiss society. 
The article subsequently shows that no matter how integrated a foreign 

 

cultures is a central concern in Switzerland. […] The crucifix cannot be banned in areas where 
it is part of culture and tradition. 
8 Translation: Christliche Leitkultur = dominant Christian culture. 
9 Translation: Zunehmende Islamisierung = increasing Islamification. 
10 Translation: Selbst seine Parteigenossen fordern nun den Rücktritt des ersten 
dunkelhäutigen Nationalrates der Schweiz = His fellow party members demand the 
resignation of the first Black member of the National Council of Switzerland. 
11 Translation: Das zeigt doch, wie wenig vertraut Lumengo mit der Demokratie und den 
Gepflogenheiten unseres Landes ist = this shows how familiar Lumengo is with democracy 
and with the customs of our country. 
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national and naturalised Swiss national is, they will always be conceived as the 
other and positioned below citizens of blood descent. 

Foreign Nationals as a Threat to Security 

By far the most common subtheme of the threat narrative was the discourse 
that foreign nationals were a threat to national security, by being connected 
to crime, terrorism, and issues of freedom.  

An article in Blick am Abend laid out the Swiss People’s Party’s slogan for the 
Federal Elections in 2011 which was ‘Swiss people vote Swiss People’s Party’12 
(Blick am Abend, 2010f, p5). The Swiss People’s Party argued with this slogan 
that the Federal Elections were not about political parties but about being in 
favour or in opposition to Switzerland. Members of the Swiss People’s Party 
further stated ‘defend threatened freedom […] slow down immigration. […] 
The Swiss People’s Party is the only party advocating for Switzerland. Those 
who want a secure, free, independent, and confident Switzerland vote Swiss 
People’s party’13 (Blick am Abend, 2010f, p5). The Swiss People’s Party 
explicitly conceptualised immigrants and thus foreign nationals as a threat to 
security, to freedom, and to Swiss independence. This is a very powerful 
discourse, as it builds on the very core of Swiss national identity: 
independence, freedom, and sovereignty which emerged through the 
founding of the Confederacy in 1291 (Riaño and Wastl-Walter, 2006). Here, 
foreign nationals were portrayed as a threat to security but also as a threat to 
Swiss national identity because they supposedly threaten core national values 
of independence, freedom, and sovereignty. The general tone of the article 
was however ridiculing. The article ridiculed the Swiss People’s Party’s 
campaign slogan and portrayed the Swiss People’s Party as radical (Blick am 
Abend, 2010f). This could diminish the power of the Swiss People’s Party’s 
campaign slogan and lead the reader’s categorisation process between 
insider/outsider, us and them (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) to be mitigated. 

Foreign nationals were explicitly and implicitly linked to crime in 19 articles 
which substantiated previous research conceptualising the portrayal of 
immigrants and ethnic minorities as a threat through being connected to 
criminality (Cottle, 2000; Dixon, 2008; Ackermann and Freitag, 2015; 
Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 2017; Eberl et al, 2018; Farris and 
Mohamed, 2018; Valente et al, 2021). Both 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend 
explicitly connected foreign nationals with criminality by stating the nationality 
of the offender. For instance, an article published in 20 Minuten explicitly 
connected foreign nationals with criminality by writing that ‘the Greek was 
found guilty of premeditated homicide [and that] the Turk and the Croatian 

 
12 Translation: Schweizer wählen SVP = Swiss people vote Swiss People’s Party. 
13 Translation: Bedrohte Freiheit verteidigen [...] Zuwanderung bremsen. [...] Die SVP ist noch 
die einzige Partei, die für die Schweiz einsteht. Wer eine sichere, freie, unabhängige und 
selbstbewusste Schweiz will, wählt SVP = The Swiss People’s Party is the only party advocating 
for Switzerland. Those who want a secure, free, independent, and confident Switzerland vote 
Swiss People’s party. 
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looked relieved’14 (ANN/NM, 2010, p2) when they found out they were only 
sentenced to ten months in prison. They were both however arrested again 
later for speeding, which was also the initial offence (ibid.). Not only does this 
article explicitly connect Greek, Turkish, and Croatian nationals with 
criminality, but the discourse of “foreign national as criminal” was 
substantiated by stating that the Turkish and Croatian national were repeat 
offenders.  

Another example where foreign nationals were linked to criminality could be 
found in the difference in reporting between two very similar incidents in 20 
Minuten. On the same day, two Swiss hospitals were attacked15. The account 
of the first attack stated that ‘an armed man invaded the clinic in Hirslanden in 
Zurich, possibly in search of drugs’16 (Menzato, 2010b, p1). The account of the 
second attack however described that ‘a rejected Nigerian asylum seeker took 
his two-month-old baby hostage in the children’s department’17 (Menzato, 
2010b, p7). In the first account it was a man who attacked the hospital but in 
the second it was a rejected Nigerian asylum seeker. There was not only an 
explicit mention of the offender’s nationality in the second account, but also 
of his immigration status. This served the purpose of linking not only Nigerian 
nationals to criminality but also asylum seekers. Stating that he was Nigerian 
needs to be understood through a postcolonial lens where Switzerland 
conceptualises itself as outside of colonialism (Michel, 2015) whilst having 
economically benefitted from it. There is a certain fear surrounding Nigerian 
migrants, especially young Nigerian men who are portrayed as the example 
of an unwanted economic migrant in Switzerland (Falk, 2012). There has also 
been a fear of reverse colonisation, but the fact that Switzerland is actively 
contributing to the production of Nigerian migrants by purchasing Nigerian 
oil remains ignored (ibid.). Mentioning that the man was Nigerian works to 
substantiate the discourse of unwanted Nigerian migrants and to obscure the 
reasons for which they migrate.  

Lastly, an article in 20 Minuten was titled ‘Swiss men are being blackmailed 
after internet sex’18 (Rast, 2010, p2). It went on to argue that ‘young women 
from the Ivory Coast made men masturbate in front of a Webcam. This was 

 
14 Translation: Der Grieche wurde der vorsätzlichen Tötung für schuldig befunden. [...] Dem 
Türken und dem Kroaten sah man bei der Urteilseröffnung die Erleichterung an = the Greek 
was found guilty of premeditated homicide [and that] the Turk and the Croatian looked 
relieved. 
15 Translation: überfallen = attacked. 
16 Translation: Ein mit einer Faustwaffe bewaffneter Mann drang in die Klinik Hirslanden in 
Zürich ein. Womöglich war er auf der Suche nach Drogen = an armed man invaded the clinic 
in Hirslanden in Zurich, possibly in search of drugs. 
17 Translation: Ein abgewiesener nigerianischer Asylbewerber brachte in der Kinderabteilung 
sein zwei Monate altes Baby in seine Gewalt = a rejected Nigerian asylum seeker took his two-
month-old baby hostage in the children’s department. 
18 Translation: Schweizer Männer werden nach Internet-Sex erpresst = Swiss men are being 
blackmailed after internet sex. 
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recorded by the women. Afterwards, other men from the Ivory Coast would 
threaten to send the video to the men’s family if they did not transfer 1000 
Euros’19 (ibid.). This article links men and women from the Ivory Coast to 
criminality and portrays them in a negative stereotypical way: women as 
prostitutes and men as predators. This is part of the oversexualization of Black 
bodies that originated in colonial relations, as demonstrated by Falk (2012). 
The oversexualisation of Black bodies has been seen to influence acts of 
everyday racism (Falk, 2012). This article is an example of such everyday 
racism.  

Foreign nationals were however also implicitly connected to criminality, when 
their nationality was not mentioned, by describing an offender’s language 
traits or ethnicity. An article in Blick am Abend about a bank robber 
highlighted a statement made by the bank teller: ‘then, in broken English, the 
clear demand to hand over the money’20 (Blick am Abend, 2010b, p4). By 
mentioning that the bank robber spoke broken English, the bank teller 
implied that he was a foreign national, seeing as English is not one of the Swiss 
national languages (EDA, 2021). This statement made by the bank teller is 
paradoxical because broken English and clear are antithetical. This article was 
especially interesting because it ridiculed the bank robber who walked right 
back out of the bank when the bank teller refused to hand over the money 
(Blick am Abend, 2010b), yet at the same time it connects foreign nationals to 
criminality which serves the purpose of portraying foreign nationals as a threat 
to security. Even though the article does not directly conceptualise foreign 
nationals as a threat to security because the bank robber was being ridiculed, 
it still has the effect of creating categories of us and them. This article was an 
outlier as it demonstrated that foreign nationals were not linked to criminality 
in a uniform way. All the other articles that mentioned foreign nationals in 
connection with criminality portrayed them as a legitimate threat to security.  

There were three ways in which foreign nationals were connected to terrorism, 
firstly, by connecting them with Islamic extremism, secondly, by making an 
analogy between French protesters and terrorists, and thirdly, by implying that 
Greek nationals were anticapitalistic terrorists. French protesters were 
compared to terrorists in an article in 20 Minuten by writing that the then home 
secretary Brice Hortefeux ‘threatened to make use of the GIGN, a special unit 

 
19 Translation: Junge Frauen aus der Elfenbeinküste bringen Männer dazu, vor der Webcam 
zu onanieren. Die zeichnen die Frauen auf. Danach drohen Hintermänner das Video der 
Familie zu senden, wenn ihnen nicht 1000 Euro überwiesen werden. = young women from 
the Ivory Coast made men masturbate in front of a Webcam. This was recorded by the women. 
Afterwards, other men would threaten to send the video to the men’s family if they did not 
transfer 1000 Euros. 
20 Translation: Dann, in gebrochenem Englisch, die unmissverständliche Aufforderung, sie 
solle das Geld rausrücken = then, in broken English, the clear demand to hand over the 
money. 
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that was otherwise responsible for combatting terrorism’21 (20 Minuten, 
2010a, p11). The home secretary went on to say that ‘we will not let these 
crooks get away unpunished’22 (ibid.). Threatening to make use of a special 
unit that is normally responsible for combatting terrorism compared French 
protesters to terrorists. By saying that the protesters were crooks and that they 
would not get away unpunished implies that they were criminals deserving of 
punishment.  

There was also a notable difference in reporting in Blick am Abend and 20 
Minuten of the same news story where a parcel bomb was found at the Swiss 
embassy in Greece. 20 Minuten never explicitly mentioned that the offenders 
were Greek nationals, but it was implied by stating that this was not an isolated 
incident and that the police intercepted parcel bombs to other embassies in 
Greece including the German embassy (DP, 2010). Blick am Abend however 
wrote that ‘the police arrested two suspects. They are supposedly members 
of a Greek suborganisation’23 (Blick am Abend, 2010h, p3). Blick am Abend 
still does not explicitly say that the two suspects who were arrested were Greek 
nationals, but it strongly comes across that they were. However, in both Blick 
am Abend and 20 Minuten the parcel bomb was said to be an ‘attack’24 (ibid.; 
DP, 2010, p7). It is crucial to acknowledge that the German word used to 
designate the parcel bomb as an attack is almost exclusively used to describe 
terrorist attacks. The Greek suborganisation was supposedly an anarchic 
organisation and the attack anticapitalistic in nature (Blick am Abend, 2010h). 
This could lead the reader to conceive Greek nationals as anticapitalistic 
terrorists.  

There were three articles in 20 Minuten that appeared on consecutive working 
days that discussed Germany and the threat of a terror attack. One stated that 
‘the government is expecting an attack from violent Islamists at the end of 
November’25 (20 Minuten, 2010d, p11). This article also mentioned the 
armament of the police, preparation of special units for combatting terrorism, 
and increased checks and patrols at train stations and airports (ibid.). The 
second article’s subject matter was the finding of a bomb on a flight from 
Namibia to Munich and that consequently ‘Germany [is] on the hunt for 

 
21 Translation: Innenminister Brice Hortefeux ‘Er drohte gestern, notfalls die Spezialeinheit 
GIGN einzusetzen, die sonst für Terrorismusbekämpfung zuständig ist = threatened to make 
use of the GIGN, a special unit that was otherwise responsible for combatting terrorism. 
22 Translation: Wir werden die Ganoven nicht ungestraft davonkommen lassen = we will not let 
these crooks get away unpunished. 
23 Translation: Die Polizei nahm zwei Verdächtige fest. Sie sollen Mitglieder einer griechischen 
Unterorganisation sein = the police arrested two suspects. They are supposedly members of 
a Greek suborganisation. 
24 Translation: Anschlag = attack. 
25 Translation: Die Bundesregierung rechnet auf Ende November mit einem Anschlag 
gewaltbereiter Islamisten = the government is expecting an attack from violent Islamists at the 
end of November. 
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terrorists’26 (20 Minuten, 2010e, p2). Saying that Germany is on the hunt for 
terrorists portrayed so-called terrorists as wild, incalculable animals in need of 
control. However, it was then later clarified that the bomb was in fact not real 
and that it was just an exercise to test that sufficient attention was paid to 
luggage inspections (ibid.). The fact that this was an exercise implies that 
everyone always needs to stay alert and be prepared for a possible terrorist 
attack. This article ended by repeating that ‘Germany is expecting an attack by 
the end of November according to intelligent agencies. According to the 
Swiss government and Swiss experts, the threat of a terror attack in 
Switzerland is low’27 (20 Minuten, 2010e, p2). The focus on Germany as one of 
Switzerland’s neighbouring countries showed how close the supposed terror 
threat was to Switzerland. Saying that the threat of a terror attack was low in 
Switzerland still implied that Switzerland needed to stay alert and be 
prepared. The third article was titled ‘Germany: new terror threat’28 (20 
Minuten, 2010f, p2). It discussed how Germany feared a terror attack and that 
apparently, ‘terrorists would travel to the country today’29 (20 Minuten, 2010f, 
p11). It stated that a Shiite – Indian group connected to Al Qaeda that was 
trained in Waziristan in Pakistan was able to smuggle detonators from Turkey 
and is currently finding accommodation in different places with different 
people in Germany (20 Minuten, 2010f). This article connected people of 
Shiite faith and thus Islam more broadly, especially in India, Waziristan, and 
Pakistan as a whole, as well as in Turkey with terrorist activity. It also connected 
people living in Germany to terrorist activity by claiming that they were 
harbouring terrorists. These three consecutive news stories create an 
environment of constant fear, suspicion, and mistrust which has the potential 
to create a moral panic.  

An article in Blick am Abend that also discussed terrorism in connection with 
Pakistan was titled ‘Europe is safe – for now: Western intelligence agencies 
prevented a series of attacks in France, Germany and England. […] (Blick am 
Abend, 2010a, p1). The article went on to argue that the terror plans were 
born in Pakistan, were approved by Osama bin Laden, and were brought to 
light when a ‘German terrorist was arrested and admitted that there was a 
group of men – all with European passports – being trained in terror camps in 
Pakistan’ (Blick am Abend, 2010a, p11). Pakistan was portrayed as a breeding 
ground for terrorists. Mentioning that the plans were approved by bin Laden 
emphasises and substantiates the severity of the threat. Indicating that the 

 
26 Translation: Deutschland macht Jagd auf Terroristen = Germany [is] on the hunt for 
terrorists. 
27 Translation: Deutschland rechnet laut Geheimdienst-Informationen bis Ende November mit 
einem Anschlag. Laut Schweizer Behörden und Experten ist die Gefahr eines Terroranschlags 
hierzulande derzeit nicht erhöht = Germany is expecting an attack by the end of November 
according to intelligent agencies. According to the Swiss government and Swiss experts, the 
threat of a terror attack in Switzerland is low. 
28 Translation: Deutschland: Neue Terrorwarnung = Germany: new terror threat. 
29 Translation: Heute würden Terroristen ins Land reisen = terrorists would travel to the country 
today. 
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group of men in so-called terror camps in Pakistan held European passports 
worked to reinforce the environment of constant fear, suspicion, and mistrust 
while also implying that the “enemy” could be everywhere.  

This subtheme needs to be understood in the post 9/11 context of the war on 
terror (Holloway, 2008). The armament of the police, the use of special units 
for combatting terrorism, increased military patrols, drone strikes, and 
designating Pakistan as a breeding ground for terrorists, all work to reinforce 
and justify the war on terror because they reiterate categories of us and them, 
of the West and the rest, of the Orient versus the Occident like in Said’s (1978) 
concept of orientalism. It implies that they/the rest are a threat to us/the West 
and thus need to be and deserve to be warred upon. It however also blurs the 
boundaries between us and them by mentioning that European nationals 
were in terror camps in Pakistan. 

  

Linguistic Tools 

The use of specific linguistic tools, especially metaphors and diminutives, 
emerged as an important strategy of creating hierarchies of us and them in 
the context of what van Dijk (2000) termed a new discursive racism. Metaphors 
are a common tool used to portray immigrants and asylum seekers in a 
negative way (El Refaie, 2001). Two metaphors that were repeated in multiple 
articles were Black30 to designate something as bad/immoral, and the 
metaphor of war, emphasising conflict between the ingroup and the 
outgroup. The global South was also portrayed as “underdeveloped” and 
“uncivilized”, partially through the use of diminutives.  

Black as Bad/Immoral 

One article in Blick am Abend was titled ‘a Black day for Obama’31 (Blick am 
Abend, 2010i, p1) when the democratic party lost the majority over the seats 
in the 2010 US elections. Blick am Abend also published an article where a far-
right group posted a list of pictures of convicted foreign nationals on their 
website and designated these foreign national offenders as the ‘Blacklist’32 
(Blick am Abend, 2010j, p5). The word Black was also used in this context in 
two 20 Minuten articles. In one it was used to describe illegal income as ‘Black 
income’33 (Moinat, 2010, p1) and in the other it was used to designate fare 
evasion on public transport as ‘Black travel’34 (Menzato, 2010a, p1). The use of 
the word Black as a metaphor to designate something as bad/immoral is an 
implicit form of racism, in line with van Dijk’s (2000) conceptualisation of a new 
discursive racism. It can make the reader associate the word Black with 

 
30 Translation: Schwarz = Black. 
31 Translation: Ein schwarzer Tag für Obama = a Black day for Obama. 
32 Translation: Schwarze Liste = Blacklist. 
33 Translation: Schwarzgeld = Black income. 
34 Translation: Schwarzfahren = Black travel. 
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something bad/immoral and can consequently lead the reader to have 
negative attitudes towards Black people.  

War 

An article in 20 Minuten wrote about a poster that was hung up in the canton 
of Ticino (the only majority Italian-speaking canton) that stated ‘No to the 
invasion of cross-border commuters’35 and ‘No to the growing import of 
criminals’36 (Fumagalli, 2010, p9). Not only did this poster conceptualise cross-
border commuters as criminals, in the case of the canton of Ticino the cross-
border commuters are Italian nationals who live in Italy but work in Switzerland 
and commute across the border. It also instils fear by using the word invasion 
which is commonly used in a context of war. The fear of cross-border 
commuters invading the canton of Ticino stands in an antagonistic position to 
Switzerland’s history of guest workers from Italy who were vital in developing 
economic prosperity after the second world war (D’Amato, 2008). These cross-
border commuters are now being discriminated against when just a few 
decades earlier they were welcomed with open arms.  

Blick am Abend further referred to French nationals travelling to Geneva to fill 
up their vehicles with petrol, due to a petrol shortage in France, as occupiers. 
It stated that ’The French occupy Geneva’ (Blick am Abend, 2010d, p10). The 
term occupy is used in times of conflict which implies that there was conflict 
between France and Switzerland, where France was the “bad guy”. French 
nationals were portrayed as a threat to economic resources because the article 
went on to state that petrol supplies were also running low in Geneva (Blick 
am Abend, 2010d). 

The Global South as “Underdeveloped” and “Uncivilised” and the Use 
of Diminutives 

Countries in the global South such as Indonesia, Madagascar, Mauritius, and 
Chile were portrayed as “underdeveloped” and “uncivilised”. 20 Minuten 
described how evacuees returned to their homes after the volcano Merapi 
erupted in Indonesia because they feared their belongings were going to be 
looted and their crop fields destroyed (20 Minuten, 2010c). This portrayed 
Indonesian nationals as “uncivilised” and “underdeveloped”, as it implied that 
they still heavily rely on agriculture to sustain themselves. The fear of looters 
implied that there is a lack of solidarity and trust between members of a 
community thus rendering them “uncivilised”. Blick am Abend also covered 
the eruption of the volcano Merapi in Indonesia. They highlighted a comment 
made by an Indonesian national which stated that ‘you could think our Islands 

 
35 Translation: Nein zur Invasion der Grenzgänger = No to the invasion of cross-border 
commuters. 
36 Translation: Nein zum wachsenden Kriminalimport = No to the growing import of criminals. 
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are cursed’37 (Blick am Abend, 2010g, p12). This is followed by the argument 
that Indonesian Indigenous communities do not believe in science and expert 
predictions of volcanic eruptions, but instead believe in ghosts and think that 
there is an invisible kingdom in the crater of the volcano (Blick am Abend, 
2010g). That Indigenous communities believe in ghosts and not science is a 
stereotype and works to create categories of us and them, in addition to 
positioning, according to Said’s (1978) concept of orientalism, the West above 
the rest, as the West in this case determined how the global South was talked 
and thought about.  

The use of diminutives was present for instance when 20 Minuten reported 
that ‘a wave of cocaine parcels flood[ed] the country’38 and titled it ‘100 kilos 
of coke came with the banana-mail’39 (Schneider, 2010, p9). Using the term 
banana-mail referred to the term banana republic which is a diminutive used 
in the German language to describe countries characterised by corruption, 
instability, “underdevelopment”, and an absence of the rule of law. The parcels 
were sent from a South American country (Schneider, 2010) which linked 
South American countries not only to drug related activity and criminality but 
also to corruption, instability, “underdevelopment”, and an absence of the rule 
of law. This works to further substantiate categories of us and them, of the 
West and the rest, especially because the parcels were automatically 
conceptualised as an error and no person in Switzerland was suspected to 
have been a part of this drug smuggling operation. It can be speculated that 
this was because drug smuggling would go against Swiss values of law-
abidingness (Denters et al, 2007). 

 

The European Union 

The European Union was explicitly portrayed in a negative light by for instance 
categorising it as inferior to Switzerland, a non-EU country, especially 
financially. 20 Minuten reported that ‘Switzerland profited from the [financial] 
crisis. The investors clearly have a lot more trust in the Brand Switzerland than 
for instance in […] the European Union. Switzerland is an Oasis’40 (Hämmerli, 
2010, p15). This quote positioned Switzerland as a trustworthy country whilst 
at the same time implying that the EU was not trustworthy. It also used the term 

 
37 Translation: Man könnte glauben, unsere Inseln sind verflucht = you could think are islands 
are cursed. 
38 Translation: Eine Welle von Kokainpäckchen überschwemmt das Land = a wave of cocaine 
parcels flood[ed] the country. 
39 Translation: 100 Kilo Koks kamen mit der Bananen-Post = 100 kilos of coke came with the 
banana-mail. 
40 Translation: Die Schweiz hat von der Krise profitiert.» Denn die Anleger hätten heute 
deutlich mehr Vertrauen in die Marke Schweiz als etwa in [...] die Europäische Union. Die 
Schweiz ist eine Oase. = Switzerland profited from the [financial] crisis. The investors clearly 
have a lot more trust in the Brand Switzerland then for instance in the USA or the European 
Union. Switzerland is an Oasis. 
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oasis as a metaphor to represent Switzerland as a fertile country for investors 
and implied that Switzerland was the only financially trustworthy country 
surrounded by a desert of the untrustworthy EU. This was further substantiated 
by the argument that Switzerland’s banking success derived from the fact that 
it was an ‘exemplary constitutional democracy’41 (Hämmerli, 2010, p15), which 
again implied that the EU was not. Another article in Blick am Abend 
mentioned that ‘Switzerland could not have afforded to construct the Gotthard 
tunnel if it were a member of the EU’42 (Blick am Abend, 2010c, p2). The 
tunnel’s construction was completed later than planned but the potential 
negative perceptions of this delay were mitigated by highlighting that Italy 
and Germany did not have the financial means to build their part of the railway 
network that connected to the Gotthard tunnel (Blick am Abend, 2010c, p2), 
and thus portrayed these EU member states in a more negative light. Blick am 
Abend further reported that a new initiative was launched to ‘prohibit the 
Federal Council from talks with the EU regarding Switzerland’s potential EU 
membership for ten years’43 (Blick am Abend, 2010k, p3). The launchers of the 
initiative also stated that ‘with this initiative we are countering attempts of the 
EU to pressure [us into joining]’44 (ibid.). The launch of this initiative portrayed 
Switzerland in a positive light as resisting pressure from the EU, an oppressive 
force.  The EU being portrayed as financially inferior can be understood in the 
context of a post crisis society which intensifies questions of belonging 
(Bitschnau et al, 2021). In this case, Switzerland does not belong in the EU 
because it is financially superior, and the EU, including EU nationals, do not 
belong in Switzerland because of their financial inferiority.  

The EU was also implicitly portrayed in a negative way by reporting so-called 
bad news stories from EU member states, for instance by reporting on Italy’s 
garbage disposal problem (20 Minuten, 2010b). The negative portrayal of the 
EU could lead the Swiss national reading the article to subsequently oppose 
future immigration policies, seeing as historically Switzerland conceptualised 
the EU as a threat to sovereignty and autonomy and has now applied this same 
discourse to immigration posing this threat (Hutter, 2019). The explicit and 
implicit negative portrayals of the EU need to be understood in the context of 
ongoing talks between Switzerland and the EU, and how the Swiss population 
has historically been opposed to joining the EU (Ackermann and Freitag, 
2015; Hutter, 2019).  

 
41 Translation: Vorbildlicher Rechtsstaat = exemplary constitutional democracy. 
42 Translation: Als EU-Mitglied hätte sich die Schweiz diesen Tunnel so nicht leisten können = 
Switzerland could not have afforded to construct the Gotthard tunnel if it were a member of 
the EU. 
43 Translation: Der Bundesrat soll zehn Jahre nicht über einen EU-Beitritt sprechen dürfen = 
prohibit the Federal Council from talks with the EU regarding Switzerland’s potential EU 
membership for ten years. 
44 Translation: Mit der Intiative treten wir den Druckversuchen der EU entgegen = with this 
initiative we are countering attempts of the EU to pressure [us into joining]. 



Charly Walters: Anti-Immigration Discourses in Switzerland 

188 
 

What can be concluded from this analysis is that foreign nationals were almost 
exclusively portrayed through a racist and xenophobic discourse and that thus 
the discourse of over-foreignisation was also present in the analysed articles. 
The discourse of over-foreignisation was constructed through a threat 
narrative, especially in relation to Swiss values and security, through the EU as 
an inferior and oppressive force, and through specific linguistic tools like 
metaphors that emphasised conflict between foreign nationals and 
Switzerland. These three main themes did not operate independently but built 
on one another and reinforced each other to create the overarching discourse 
of over-foreignisation. For instance, the threat narrative was present in the 
discourse of the EU as an oppressive force. The consistent use of a racist and 
xenophobic discourse in the reporting on foreign nationals can arguably be 
highly influential on public opinion on foreign nationals and thus on popular 
votes on immigration policy, as the frequent exposure to negative, 
stereotypical discourses of foreign nationals can be powerful in activating 
negative stereotypical attitudes in the audience (Oliver et al, 2007; 
Ramasubramanian and Oliver, 2007; Schemer, 2012; Eberl et al, 2018). This is 
particularly significant in the Swiss context where almost one quarter of Swiss 
society are foreign nationals (Buehrer, 2017; BfS, 2021), seeing as the larger 
the size of the outgroup, the more threat is perceived by the ingroup 
(Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 2015; Charitopoulou and García-Manglano, 
2017; Czaika and Di Lillo, 2018). The large size of the outgroup combined with 
the prevalent and influential discourse of over-foreignisation could be argued 
to have a strong influence on public opinion of foreign nationals which could 
influence voting outcomes to be in favour of restrictive immigration policy, 
which in turn can have real-life, detrimental consequences for foreign 
nationals in Switzerland. 

  



Charly Walters: Anti-Immigration Discourses in Switzerland 

189 
 

Conclusion 
Despite the fact that Switzerland has one of the most powerful and successful 
populist radical right parties in Europe, there is not a lot of research on anti-
immigrant attitudes in Switzerland. By first discussing existing literature 
related to the influence of racist discourses and the politics of immigration in 
Switzerland, the analysis became more coherent and situated in the Swiss 
context. Conducting critical discourse analysis on two Swiss tabloid print 
newspapers has enabled me to reveal that the discourse of over-foreignisation 
,which was first used in the 1960s in Switzerland, was also embedded in the 
reporting on foreign nationals in these newspapers in 2010. The reporting on 
foreign nationals was divisive through the creation of categories of us and 
them, which was made possible by portraying foreign nationals as threat to 
Swiss homogeneity and security, by portraying the EU, EU member states, and 
EU nationals in a conflict centred way, and by employing specific linguistic 
tools to substantiate these categories of us and them. It can consequently be 
concluded that the correlation between the negative portrayal of foreign 
nationals and political votes on punitive immigration policies was present in 
the reporting of 20 Minuten and Blick am Abend in the two months leading up 
to the deportation initiative in 2010. It can also be hypothesised, given 20 
Minuten and Blick am Abend’s large and diverse readership, that the negative 
and divisive portrayal of foreign nationals could have had an influence on the 
outcome of the popular vote. This can however not be proven because there 
is only correlation, not causation, because readers’ interpretations of these 
articles may differ depending on their background and political knowledge 
(Hall, 1992; Schemer, 2012).  

This project was a starting point in exposing racist and xenophobic discourses 
in Switzerland, a country that claims to not be racist, which is imperative in the 
attempt of creating a more equal society, according to Wekker (2016). Critical 
discourse analysis is a qualitative methodology, and this analysis did not allow 
for generalisations, yet it paints a clear and alarming picture of how foreign 
nationals are thought and talked about in Switzerland, a country with a 
complex history of immigration and colonialism. Given critical discourse 
analysis status as a qualitative methodology, it is important to acknowledge 
that there are no right or wrong interpretations of the data, and that different 
researchers can interpret the data differently which can impact the reliability 
of the project. However, by being reflexive about my own position in regard 
to the project and by taking previous literature into account, the findings can 
be categorised as valid and reliable.  

I believe that this project is highly relevant today, even if the popular vote on 
the deportation initiative took place a decade ago. I believe it would be 
especially relevant in future research on the impact of Europe’s so-called 
refugee crisis in 2015/16 on the discourse of over-foreignisation in 
Switzerland, for instance. It also highlighted the importance of the correlation 
between the negative portrayal of foreign nationals and potential support for 
restrictive immigration policies. I suggest that future research explore the 
portrayal of foreign nationals not just in tabloid newspapers but comparatively 
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in tabloid and quality newspapers across the political spectrum and in all 
regions of Switzerland where possible, but also regionally. I also suggest that 
this be done in a larger time frame than two months before an initiative and 
for multiple initiatives in order to attempt to establish a pattern of reporting 
across time. I further believe that it would be highly impactful to conduct semi-
structured in-depth interviews with the readership of the newspapers to 
understand their voting decisions and their background, to further assess the 
role that the discourse of over-foreignisation embedded in the news media 
plays in influencing public opinion. Lastly, I suggest that not only print 
newspapers be analysed, but also online newspapers and TV news.  
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