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Introduction 

 

Introduction 

This thesis provides a comparison of the Dutch representation of poverty in the late 19
th

 

century and the early 21
st
 century. Why would I want to start such a study? The sources of 

inspirations are manifold, but the main reason for this choice of topic can be found in ―The 

Pauper‘s Paradise‖ written by Suzanne Jansen (Jansen op. 2008) and in the 2012 Dutch 

national election campaigns. The first is the account of a journalist who discovered that her 

family had a long history of poverty and took a biographical and historical journey through 

their lives, and the way they were treated by charities and government. I was struck by how 

the poor were represented in the 19
th

 century in a context of moral indecency and to what 

extent they were held responsible for their own circumstances. Since this was a journalistic 

account, I wanted to create an academic account of my own.  

 The second source of inspiration, the 2012 Dutch elections, put my thoughts 

back to the representation of poverty. In these elections the socialist party (SP) defined its 

campaign with the slogan ―poverty doesn‘t work‖ (armoede werkt niet). In doing so they 

claimed that poverty was a serious problem in current Dutch society. Their main adversary, 

the liberal VVD, responded to this claim that there was no such thing as ‗real‘ poverty in the 

Netherlands. As I followed the campaign I was struck by the lack of elaboration on the 

meaning of poverty in their campaigns. I could not find what representation of poverty they 

adhered to because they did not explain it. This made me wonder, what is the early 21
st
 

century Dutch representation of poverty that the politicians try to use to their advantage.

 These two factors together made me want to examine the representation of 

poverty in the Netherlands in these two periods in order to answer two questions. The first 

question is: how was poverty represented in the Netherlands in the late 19
th

 and early 21
st
 

century? The second question aims to put the answer to the first in a broader context in the 

following way: how do these two periods compare in the context of previous research on 

Dutch welfare culture? The last question is inspired by the appearance of poverty as a central 

theme in Dutch elections. This shows that representation of poverty matters beyond the 

different ways it describes the poor, since the politics of social policy and welfare 

development interact with these cultural representations of poverty. Thus, this thesis is the 

result of my journey to learn more about Dutch representation of poverty and the evolution of 
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Dutch welfare culture.     

 In order to take you along on this journey, I start out here with an introduction to 

the general framework and emphasis of my thesis, which consists of welfare state 

development and welfare culture. After that I explain more about the key terms I use; 

representation, discourse and poverty. Then I outline the methods I used to analyse the 

representations of poverty and what limitations come with the choices I made to demarcate 

the scope of my study. Then I provide an overview what is to come in the following chapters 

and how I intend to clarify Dutch poverty representation and welfare culture within them.  

An Introduction to Representations of Poverty and Welfare Culture 

Buried beneath the surface of attitudes about the welfare state lie centuries of experience and imagery. 

How to deal with the poor has always been a central policy issue for the state, and before the state for 

the church and feudal authorities. (...) As feudalism gave way to capitalism the problems of economic 

management and political order were solved in new ways, creating new institutions and new 

ideologies that have continued to frame explanations of poverty through a succeeding shift in 

economical and social structure.(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 6) 

This quote of Golding and Middleton sums up how our current representations of poverty 

have a long history. Throughout this history social structure has changed and the 

representation of poverty has usually changed with it, but we should be careful to map what 

came before in order to understand the influence of ―the centuries of experience and imagery‖ 

that came before. This historical context matters because the evolution that social institutions 

went through did not arise on neutral ground, but within a certain ideological landscape. Part 

of this thesis is to map the ideological landscape of current poverty representation by 

analyzing the 19
th

 century representation of poverty.    

 What do I mean when I say ideological landscape?  By that I mean what ideas 

and representations of poverty existed at the time social policies were formed or changed. In 

order to grasp how this ideological landscape relates to welfare policy, I will be using the 

‗concept of welfare culture‘ as it was set out by van Oorschot (2008):  

 

The concept of 'welfare culture' on which our approach in this volume is based, relates to the relevant 

collective meanings in a given society surrounding the welfare state, and to the way the welfare state is 

embedded in society. The welfare culture comprises doctrines, values, and ideals in relation to the 

welfare state and thus defines the ideational environment to which relevant social actors, the 

institutions of the welfare state and concrete policy measures refer. (van Oorschot et al. 2008, p. 11) 
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My argument is that the representation of poverty is an important part of welfare culture, as 

Larsen and Dejgaard (2013) do in their study of British, Swedish and Danish welfare culture. 

They argue that there is ―an institutional welfare regime logic behind the way the poor and 

welfare recipients are depicted in the mass media‖ (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 287). The 

institutions referred to here are those of Esping-Andersen (1990). He set up a typology of 

welfare states, which discriminates between three different types of welfare regimes: the 

liberal regime, the conservative regime, and the social-democratic regimes. As van Oorschot 

noted, ―it is important to note that it (Esping-Andersen‘s typology) basically assumes that 

each type has a different ideological or cultural base,‖ (van Oorschot et al. 2008, p. 8). For 

instance the liberal welfare state values personal responsibilities and freedom, whilst the 

conservative regime values hierarchical group relations, and communal and family bonds in 

order to fit its understanding of society as an organic whole. In contrast the social-democratic 

regime values social equality, participation and mutual responsibility (van Oorschot et al. 

2008, pp. 8–9) .     

 The key here is that these bigger traditions of welfare regimes carry within 

themselves a certain manner of representing poverty. Each of them has a different explanation 

of what poverty is, how people become poor, and if poverty reflects negatively on a person‘s 

character or not. Are the poor to blame for their dire situation, or are they also (partially) to 

blame for their dire circumstances?  I will deal with theories on these issues extensively in my 

theory chapter and literature review. For now the main issue is that the role of representations 

of poverty differ within welfare cultures and that they are related to different welfare 

regimes.. As Golding and Middleton (1982) already pointed out, the way society understands 

poverty plays a role in its legitimization of how it deals with the poor.  

 Larsen and Dejgaard (2013) have made a model of this relation between welfare 

regimes, cultural representation, and public opinion towards welfare policies. According to 

them the regimes generate particular representations of poverty in mass media. These images 

that portray poverty in turn influence public opinion. Through these stages welfare regimes 

help legitimise their own policy in public opinion through the representation of poverty in 

mass media. (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 288) They found that little research has been done so 

far to study this relationship and call for more research on this topic. The few studies that they 

did find tend to focus on the U.S and Britain, but for now most of continental Europe remains 

unchartered territory. (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 289).  
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 My examination of Dutch representation of poverty is intended as a step towards 

filling these gaps in our current understanding. This institutional argument is an important 

rationale for my choice of time periods; in the late 19
th

 century and the early 21
st
 century: 

during the first period the Netherlands did not have a welfare state to influence its poverty 

representation, whilst during the latter the welfare state had been established. This means that 

in the 21
st
 century the welfare state had been in a position to influence representation for over 

60 years. During my study of Dutch poverty representation, it is important to keep in mind 

that welfare culture and representation of poverty are not necessarily ordered nor logically 

consistent. With the constant change and conflict over the ‗right‘ representation of poverty 

and the struggle for understanding and legitimation, several perspectives on poverty can exist 

alongside each other within one welfare culture. (van Oorschot et al. 2008, p. 11) 

Religion, Liberalism and Dutch Representations of Poverty 

During my analysis of the 19
th

 century material and my background research for this thesis, I 

was again struck by the level of morality related arguments in their representation of poverty. 

That means that from the perspective of the 19
th

 century material it would make sense to 

include a religious background in the analysis. My findings were substantiated by the works 

of Kahl (2005) and Manow (2004), who both argue that the influence of religious 

representations of poverty can still be felt in the way modern welfare states operate. Kahl‘s 

argumentation reminds of Golding and Middleton‘s (1982) emphasis on the history of social 

policy development, when he says: 

Religion is one of the deepest layers of social reality, and it can influence reality very differently. The 

literature has identified many indictors to measure the ‗‗religious factor‘‘, including Christian party 

strength, the power of churches and/or religious movements as direct actors, or the professed beliefs of 

individuals. Denominational social doctrines are less easy to trace but have for centuries shaped both 

perspectives on poverty and the institutions of poor relief, even when they became part of state 

poverty policy. In this vein, loss of secular power by the church does not equal loss of spiritual power 

(Kahl 2005, p. 122). 

So in my study on Dutch welfare culture, religion is one of the main guiding threads as I 

examine the development of the representation of poverty. I will address the exact nature and 

expressions of Christian doctrine in the Dutch context in my historical background chapter.. 

Another guiding thread in the interpretation of my material is the representation of poverty 

within liberalism. This makes sense because both the late 19
th

 and the early 21
st
 century Dutch 
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political climate are influenced by liberal thought, even if it is by rather different variants of 

this tradition: social liberalism and neo-liberalism (Dudink 1997) and (O'Connor, Robinson 

2008). This does not mean that I regard the Netherlands as an example of a liberal welfare 

regime.      

  When it comes to the categorisation of the Dutch welfare state in Esping-

Andersen‘s typology we will discover in the literature review that it is difficult to place 

(Goodin, Smitsman 2000), and some parts of the historical background are meant to explain 

why this is the case. I also distance myself from the idea that it is liberalism alone which is 

key to understanding Dutch representation of poverty. It is my choice of time periods that 

makes liberalism a suitable frame for comparison, not the character of Dutch representations 

of poverty outside of these periods. For instance, Goodin‘s (2000) study indicates that Dutch 

welfare is also heavily influenced by social-democratic perspectives on welfare, especially in 

the period between 1945 and the 1970‘s (Goodin, Smitsman Anneloes 2000). 

Important Terms 

Now that we know the general context and focus of this study, it is time to explain some key 

terms before we move on to further analysis. The terms I want to explain here are: 

representation of poverty, discourse and poverty. By representation I mean the way the poor 

as human beings and poverty as a phenomenon. I am aware of the fact that these are different 

parts of the way destitution and its victims are conceptualised, but for the purposes of this 

study it is more interesting what picture they present together than to focus on any theoretical 

differences between them. In my trial-reading of the source material I also found that it was in 

fact hard and sometimes impossible to distinguish between the two, which means that I would 

not have been able to implement such differentiation between poor and poverty. 

 Discourse has a long and hotly debated history of theoretical discussion, with 

many different variants that focus on linguistic structure, social interactions, or social reality. I 

use Paltridge‘s (2012) definition of discourse as the social construction of reality, ―which sees 

texts as communicative units which are embedded in social and cultural practices‖ (Paltridge 

2012, p. 7). This means that language as a tool to understand the world actually influences the 

social reality we live in and vice versa. This interactional understanding of discourse is key, 

since my concern with the legitimation of social policy means that I also presuppose that there 

is an interaction between the discourse of poverty representation and the ‗social reality‘ that 

these policies are built on.     

 Since both my representation and my use of discourse focus on the way 
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language is used to form an image of poor and poverty, I regularly use the terms 

interchangibly, because in many ways they are. The only difference is when I use discourse, I 

intend to emphasise the construction of reality through language stronger than when I use 

representation. This is a consequence of representation being ‗a way of speaking of poor‘ 

which I can then pick up and try and place in the creation of social reality, rather than 

denoting this process of creating social reality itself.   

 The last term I want to reflect on is poverty. Since my endeavour is to find out 

what poverty means in the representations of my material, I have not chosen a definition of 

poverty. Whatever the texts call poor is poverty to me. However, it is helpful to note that there 

are absolute and relative definitions of welfare, and that current scholars agree that, in most 

social contexts, poverty is relative. (Room 1995) An absolute definition of poverty means that 

one has absolute measures of poverty, for instance having access to 2000 kcal of food a day, 

having two changes of clothing etc. International aid organisations use these definitions to 

measure poverty. In contrast relative poverty defines poverty as having significantly less than 

the average material standards of society, for instance earning under 50 % of the median 

income. This means that the poverty line is not connected to a concrete access to goods, but 

rather to relative standard determined by the environment. This is an important distinction for 

the comparison between the 19
th

 and the 21
st
 century. Due to technological and economical 

developments, those who today are described as poor would be rich by 19
th

 century standards. 

(Room 1995) 

On Method and Methodology 

In this part I will explain how my research was set up and what methodological choices I have 

made. In terms of methodology I use both quantitative and qualitative methods. For the first I 

count the frequency of poverty related terms by means of a codebook and use these to 

calculate the frequency of different representations of poverty. For the second I use Glaser 

and Strauss‘ (1999) strategies for grounded theory. This means that I started reading the 

material on a qualitative level without a set perspective or theory in mind and gradually 

selected the themes I found there and connected them to existing theory {Glaser 1999 #87}.

 I have chosen to combine these different methods because I feel that both have 

limitations and that using both at the same time helps to cover the gaps of one method with 

the data found in another. The main focus of my study lies on the qualitative reading of the 

material, since a cultural study like mine benefits more from the question what words mean, 

than from how often they occur. Nonetheless, the frequency of poverty related remarks is also 
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an important indication of their meaning and relative importance within the poverty discourse. 

That is why I feel that a qualitative reading of a text is not complete without a quantitative 

aspect.      

 The methodological limitation of using both at the same time, is that a 

quantitative approach needs a largely pre-determined codebook, whilst the aim of grounded 

theory is to limit pre-conceived notions of what is important to prevent ‗tunnel vision‘ during 

the interpretation. Although I am guilty of making a codebook based on terms in previous 

research of representations of poverty (see codebook in Appendix 1), the fact that I am aware 

of what terms might be influencing my interpretation of the data and my aim to look beyond 

those definitions means that I have been able to find new themes in the material.  

Method   

The codes I use are based on the concepts and terms previous studies on representations of 

poverty used. I have looked at the studies of Morris (1994), Golding and Middleton (1982), 

Paugam (2005) and Pickering (2001) in order to create my own codebook. The codes on 

family values, work-ethic and proper behaviour have been taken from Golding and 

Middleton‘s study on representation of poverty in the 1970‘s British newspapers. For the 

codes on deviant behaviour I have drawn from Morris‘s study in the representation of 

underclasses, whilst I used Pickering‘s conceptualisation of ‗othering‘ to formulate the codes 

on rationality and money handling skills. Paugam‘s focus on exclusion here is reflected in my 

codebook as well, as I formulated codes for exclusion. I will describe their research more 

extensively in my literature review.     

 I selected three books on poverty from the late 19
th

 century, dated 1887 to 1895 

for my analysis of the 19
th

 century. In total they make up for 190 pages of 19
th

 century 

material. For more information on the themes and authors of the selected books I refer to the 

19
th

 century chapter, were I included an extended description of the books. For the 21
st
 

century I analysed  61 selected newspaper articles from 2012. These articles were taken from 

three major Dutch newspapers: De Telegraaf, NRC and Trouw. The first of these is a tabloid, 

whilst the others are broadsheets in order to create a representative sample of Dutch poverty 

discourse. (Media Monitor 2013), I have selected around 20 articles from each of these 

newspapers using the LexusNexis digital newspaper database. I used its search function to 

identify the articles that mentioned ‗poverty‘ (armoede) and from that sample I manually 

selected the 61 articles which focused the most on poverty.  

 At first the comparison between books and newspapers might seem odd, since 
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they are different mediums. This reflects the media-landscape of the time, since the 

Netherlands did not have nation-wide daily newspapers in the late 19
th

 century. Instead books 

of leaflets were a more common means of public discussion. In the 21
st
 century newspapers 

took over this role and that is why I have chosen to analyse newspapers in the 21
st
 century: 

both were the common means of discussing poverty in their age.  

 I have only selected articles that mention poverty in order to limit the size of the 

sample to a workable amount for this project. Previous studies have included the 

representation of welfare recipients in their studies of poverty representation, but 

unfortunately the inclusion of that category was not a realistic aim for my project. In addition 

the 19
th

 century material did not have welfare recipients due to a lack of welfare, so the 

representation of poverty is defined by the word poverty in both cases, which makes for a 

more representative sample.     

 In the selected material I have applied the qualitative reading method based on 

Glaser and Strauss‘ grounded theory as described above and I have used a codebook. The 

terms in the codebook are based on Feagin‘s (1975) typology of poverty explanations. He 

identifies three different types of poverty representations: individualistic, structural, and 

fatalisitic. The first represents poverty as a consequence of individual failing and 

responsibility, whilst the second identifies society‘s structure as the cause of poverty, which 

means that poor people have not failed but that they did not have equal opportunities. The 

third sees poverty as a consequence of bad luck, such as a flood or sudden sickness. This 

representation also seeks the explanation outside the individual‘s sphere of control. I describe 

these different types of poverty representation and the origin of Feagin‘s typology more 

extensively in my theory chapter.    

 Feagin‘s typology enables me to measure the representation of poverty. These 

representations are related to Esping-Andersen‘s typology of welfare regimes because both 

express the explanations of poverty. In the case of liberalism this means that it relates to an 

individualistic representation of poverty, because liberalism values individual freedom and 

responsibility and chooses to limit welfare benefits in order to provide financial incentive for 

people to work more. In the case of the social-democratic welfare regime, it is not the 

individualistic, but the structural representation of poverty that fits its rationale: its 

redistribution is aimed at avoiding poverty by creating equal chances for everybody. In the 

case of the conservative welfare regime it is harder to say which representation of poverty 

would fit, since its ideological emphasis is on a legitimate hierarchy rather than on equal 

opportunity or on individual responsibility. It‘s relatively limited generosity in comparison to 
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the social-democratic regime would lead us to expect that it leans more towards 

individualistic representations of poverty than it does to structural or fatalistic varieties; but 

more research is needed to determine its relation to representations of poverty. 

The Next Chapters 

In the following chapter I present an overview of theories on representation. I will examine 

the concepts stereotype, ‗othering‘, and stigma as an explanation of what tensions and 

processes are important in qualitative analysis. In the third chapter I present a literature review 

of the fields related to this new interdisciplinary field of study and elaborate on the theories of 

Esping-Andersen, Manow, Kahl, and Larsen and Dejgaard. In the fourth chapter I present the 

historical background of Dutch poor relief and welfare policy. The fifth and sixth chapter are 

devoted to the analysis of the 19
th

 and 21
st
 century source material. The final chapter then 

compares the results of these chapters in order to answer the question what the differences and 

similarities there are between these different periods of poverty representation in Dutch 

history.   
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Chapter  1 – Theory 

 

Stereotype 

Stereotyping is regularly confronted with the fact that its neat order does not reflect reality: There are 

then two options, to stick to the comfort of a simple stereotype, or to allow for a broader and more 

particularised description of a sub-group (...). This is the dilemma of stereotyping: its fixed 

understanding of the world is bound to be challenged, and as it refutes those challenges it stops being a 

useful tool to understand reality. Stereotypes create the illusion of being precise representations of 

certain groups, even though they tend to be very imprecise. (Pickering 2001, pp. 3–4)  

The concept of the stereotype, described above by Michael Pickering, is an important concept 

in cultural studies. It has its origin in communication studies and then made its way into other 

areas like cultural history, psychology, and social anthropology. Stereotypes also played an 

important role in social movements, for instance for feminism, anti-racism, and gay rights 

activism. The diversity of its use points out both the versatility and the challenges of 

stereotype as a concept. It is versatile because it helps to uncover prejudices and mindsets, but 

in doing so the question of what defines a stereotype is usually left unanswered. For Pickering 

the central dilemma of stereotyping is that it presents itself as a precise understanding of the 

world and a useful compass to navigate through it, whilst in fact being imprecise and forcing 

the world to adhere to its assumptions through a complex process of legitimisation and power 

(Pickering 2001, p. 1).     

 A central question when conceptualising the use of stereotype is whether or not 

it is possible for humans to understand the world without the help of stereotypes. Opinions 

differ on this matter. Many scholars say that humans need stereotypes to understand the 

world, for instance Gilman, Gillespie and Kolakowski. Pickering disagrees with this view and 

argues that humans need categories, but not stereotypes in order to understand the world: 

―While we need to understand stereorypes as elements of broad cultural practices and 

processes, carrying with them quite definite ideological views and values, they are not 

necessarily integral to our perceptual and cognitive organisation of the social worlds we live 

in.―(Pickering 2001, p. 3)     

 He defines a category as an attempt to generalise a group through certain 

characteristics for easier future reference. Whilst stereotypes also generalize in this manner, 

they are different because they are resistant to change when confronted with information that 



14 
 

contradicts the image they constructed. On the contrary categories are perceptible to change 

when challenged by new information (Pickering 2001, p. 2). He writes: 

(T)he crucial difference (is) that stereotyping attempts to deny any flexible thinking with categories. It 

denies this in the interest of the structures of power which it upholds. It attempts to maintain these 

structures as they are, or to realign them in the face of a perceived threat. The comfort of inflexibility 

which stereotypes provide reinforces the conviction that existing relations of power are necessary and 

fixed. (...)The evaluative ordering which stereotyping produces always occurs at a cost to those who 

are stereotyped, for they are then fixed into a marginal position or subordinate status and judged 

accordingly, regardless of the inaccuracies that are involved in the stereotypical description given of 

them. (...)It attempts to establish an attributed characteristic as natural and given in ways inseparable 

from the relations of power and domination through which it operates‖ (Pickering 2001, pp. 3–5)  

So Pickering regards stereotype as an inflexible kind of category. (Pickering 2001, p. 2) and 

connects this flexibility to the interests and maintenance of power and control like Foucault 

does when he discusses discourse (Foucault 1994). This means that we have to keep the 

interests of power in mind when we deal with stereotypes, as well as the recognition of it 

being an inflexible kind of category whose purpose is to help organize our social world. This 

distinction between flexible categories and inflexible stereotypes has an important use in 

theory:  

Without an adequate identification of these properties we will not be able to get a critical purchase on 

the ways in which evaluations of stereotyping and categorisation have been deployed as a rhetorical 

strategy: as for instance when distinctions are made between apparently clear cut rational/irrational 

split. This severs to distance those who (rationally) study stereotypes from those who (irrationally) 

engage in it (Pickering 2001, p. 2). 

This is an important passage because the distinction flexible/inflexible is a way to warn 

scholars for the inclination to judge those who prejudice and conveniently distance 

themselves from it by claiming that they are the rational observers and those who prejudice 

the irrational subjects. (Pickering 2001 #46: 2}. Since stereotyping is a form of category and a 

means in the process of developing power structures (in which scholars take part even if they 

would rather not) it is important that we conceptualise concept in such a manner that we do 

not distance ourselves to easily from the minds of those we study. That is why I have chosen 

Pickering‘s distinction between stereotype and category as a leading conceptual framework in 

this study. It was also helpful to distinguish between the way poor are envisaged in the late 

19
th

 and in the early 21
st
 century, as we shall later find out in the results. 
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 The stereotype as a concept fits into the modern world, since mismatches 

between categories and empirical input are a characteristic of modernity. This does not mean 

that such mismatches did not occur earlier in human history, but that their likelihood has 

increased with the arrival of industrialisation, urbanisation, colonialism and large-scale 

migration which all contributed to increase encounters with new peoples and their cultures 

(Pickering 2001, pp. 7–8). Industrialisation and urbanisation are important because they 

created new social relations and increased interaction between sub-groups and therefore sub-

cultures. It is therefore important not to limit stereotypes to those who are foreign in a national 

sense, as feminists and gay-rights activists have shown. Because of the fertile ground that 

modernity provides for stereotypes, one would expect to find them in the early 21
st
 century 

rather than the late 19
th

, since modernity marched on further since the 19
th

 century to increase 

interaction between different social groups and their sub-cultures.  

 Lippmann was the first to introduce the stereotype in its modern form into the 

social sciences and identified ―media stereotyping as a modern political problem.‖  (Pickering 

2001, pp. 16–17) . He pointed out two sides to the process of stereotyping. Firstly it entailed a 

loss of true knowledge of one‘s environment due to social life being lived on an ever larger 

scale, which means that we experience our world increasingly through media rather than 

through first-hand interaction with certain people or social groups. Secondly it entailed the 

gaining of a sense of understanding of the ―blooming and buzzing life out there‖ (Pickering 

2001, p. 18). This duality constitutes a political problem, because ―whilst democracy demands 

us to make rational judgements about a range of issues affecting our life, our knowledge of 

the world is closely related to our stereotypical map of the world that media representations 

tend to enhance rather than erode‖ (Pickering 2001, p. 18). In Lippmann's view, media 

representations are inadequate and manipulated not because of ―any malevolent plan‖, but 

because they have sound commercial reasons for  following ―the line of least resistance‖, 

when it comes to already existing worldviews amongst their readership. For instance when 

they represent foreigners in a stereotypical manner (Lippmann 1915, p. 57). 

 One of the problems with Lippmann‘s theory of stereotyping is that it depends 

too strongly on a behaviourist stimulus response paradigm. This means he assumes that a 

specific media input will have a predictable outcome and that we should not focus on how 

subjects interact with media content or that they might decide that its content is dubious and 

not act on it. This tended to be the approach within sociology and media studies, whilst 

psychologist tended to focus on the cognitive side of stereotyping and tried to find out what 

happens 'in the black box' of the human mind. In doing so they assume that not everything is 
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dimly repeated. Both approaches show the contradictory sides of stereotypes in themselves 

and the tradition of research. A few attempts have been made to combine the two (Pickering 

2001, pp. 22–23) and I intend to keep in mind both as I study representations of poverty.

  Another important remark made by Pickering, is that both cultural studies and 

social psychology have neglected the historical dimension of stereotypes. He calls for a study 

of stereotype that includes a historical dimension because he believes that ―many stereotypes 

owe their resilience to historical accretions and sedimentations of meaning and value they 

carry as elements within the cultural repertory available to people in their multiple relations 

with others‖ (Pickering 2001, p. 8). That resilience shows itself through the fact that 

stereotypes reoccur over bigger periods of time. This means that they can lie dormant in 

periods where they do not have social relevance only to come back with full strength when 

the social situation changes and ones again makes them relevant (Pickering 2001, p. 8). I am 

not sure if stereotypes do function in such a way, but I think it is an interesting dimension, 

since the existence or come-back of late 19
th

 representations in an early 21
st
 century setting is 

the main point of my study and this adds a new theoretical perspective to it. 

On ‘Othering’ and Stigma 

Another of aspect stereotyping that I want to draw attention to in my discussion of its use is 

the relations and differences between stereotyping and ‗othering‘. The concept of ‗othering‘ 

originates from post-colonial studies and has become popular as a term within social sciences 

in the past decades. In many ways it replaces the older concept of stereotype, but it also adds 

new dimensions (Pickering 2001, pp. 47–49). ‗Othering‘ can be best understood as a 

particular form of stereotyping. It is like stereotyping because it defines cultural groups in 

reductive terms and is a strategy to create and control such boundaries. The focus it adds to 

stereotyping as such is that ‗othering‘ constitutes a denial of history (Pickering 2001, pp. 47–

49):  this means that a group is only defined by its current status and situation, which leaves 

out any history of civilisation, or in fact any prospect on change or improvement in the future 

(Barthes 1973). This was especially common in the representation of native peoples by 

colonialists. Their descriptions invented the stereotype of the happy-go-lucky negro: a man 

that could easily toil without distress and that was unfit and unwilling to be responsible and 

rule. A description that defined black people so as to be perfect for the current social position 

of slavery that they were in. (Pickering 2001, p. 13)    

 The question of responsibility is also relevant in the case of the representation of 

the poor, since their accountability for their situation is a way to distance them from normal 
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society and identify the poor as the problem. In that case society would not need to change. It 

is important to keep in mind that such distancing might also qualify as ‗othering‘, since 

‗othering‘ is not necessarily about racial or national borders, as the examples of ‗othering‘ in 

feminist theories and gay rights activism have shown. ‗Othering‘ is a matter of singling out a 

group as a different, and usually inferior, kind of human. So it is a matter of belonging that 

can take on many demarcation marks, be it gender, race, sexuality or, as I suspect, wealth.

 Morris (1994) argues that the poor were categorised as ‗the dangerous classes‘ 

in Victorian England and such an idea of the poor as a dangerous class even persists today. 

The mainstream society benefits from such a categorisation because it helps to perceive itself 

as right and free of problems: there is no problem in society that creates poverty, but the poor 

themselves are the problem and society is fine the way it is. Even though Morris does not use 

the concept of ‗othering‘, her wording points out that her analysis of the Victorian discourse 

fits well: ―The emphasis was on moral failure, and sometimes poor socialisation, but often 

with the implicit suggestion of a different breed of person.‖This different person might well 

be called an ‗other‘ as Morris even adds that the idea of the poor as a different breed of person 

took on a biological dimension in the eugenetics movement of the early 1900‘s, which tried to 

map the physical characteristics of the poor (Morris 1994, p. 2).  

 Besides stereotyping and ‗othering‘, there is also the concept of stigma. It is 

related to the previous two concepts because it also functions as a way to differentiate 

between an insider and an outsider group (Waxman 1983, p. 69). An important difference is 

that stigma refers to attributes rather than to an entire discourse. A stigma can be part of a 

discourse but they do not make up the discourse itself. Stigmas do of course depend on the 

social relations agreed upon within society and its discourses, it is the social context that is 

key in understanding stigmas (Waxman 1983, p. 70). Goffman describes the stigma as 

follows: 

While the stranger is present before us, evidence can arise of his possessing an attribute that makes 

him different from others in the category of persons available for him to be, and of a less desirable 

kind- in the extreme, a person who is quite thoroughly bad, or dangerous, or weak. He is thus reduced 

in our minds from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one. Such an attribute is a stigma 

(Goffman 1963, pp. 2–3)  

Waxman (1983) describes the development of stigma in the U.S and concludes that there has 

been a cyclical movement from a group stigma to an individual stigma and then back to a 

group stigma again. It turned into an individual stigma because of developments in social 
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welfare legislation and the professionalisation of social work and became a group stigma 

again when sociologists started to take an interest in the poor as a group, and subsequently 

formed theories on cultures of poverty. Waxman suggests that ―the stigma of poverty is a 

special type of stigma which attributes to the poor a status of being ‗less than 

human‖(Waxman 1983, p. 70). This is again very similar to ‗othering‘ and proves that 

‗othering‘ can be a useful concept to help understand the position of the poor within Western 

societies at particular points in history. 

Feagin’s typology 

Now that I have provided the theoretical background of the major concepts within my study, 

it is to time present the main typology that I have used. I have chosen Feagin‘s typology 

(1975) because it clearly separates three different causes of poverty: individual blame through 

individual actions, societal responsibility through structure and bad luck through fate. He 

coined these causes as individual, structural and fatalistic explanations of poverty.  In total 

Feagin listed eleven possible causes of poverty which he then categorized in the three main 

typed of individual, structural, and fatalistic. First, the individualistic category where the 

responsibility lies with the poor themselves, this is indicated by lack of thrift, lack of effort 

and lack of morals. Second, the structural category seeks the cause of poverty outside the 

individual sphere and explains it through larger economic and societal structures, such as low 

wages, bad education, involuntary unemployment, and discrimination. Third, the fatalistic 

explanation also defines the cause of poverty as being both beyond the individual‘s and 

society‘s control. In this category bad luck, illness, or lack of ability are identified as the main 

causes of poverty (Feagin 1975).    

 Since the first appearance of Feagin‘s model it has been used and criticized 

extensively. The main critique is that the typology is not inexhaustible and that it does not 

leave room for hybrid explanations of poverty that combine the main categories (Lepianka et 

al. 2009, p. 423). For example it fails to recognise the existence of the hybrid categories that 

Cozzarelli et al. (2001) found. Another study in Turkey found five rather than three 

categories, because they identified different levels of abstraction in the causes of poverty and 

felt that these justified the creation of extra categories. In this case individualistic and 

structural explanations where divided into abstract individualistic or structural arguments, 

which non-poor tended to use; and concrete structural and individualistic explanations of 

poverty, which were more common amongst poorer respondents (Lepianka et al. 2009, p. 

424).      
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 Lepianka et al‘s. study on the explanation of poverty builds on the European 

Value Survey (EVS) results and tries to trace the complications within the conceptualisation 

of perceptions of poverty. They do so by taking Feagin‘s model and trying to assess its 

validity in the light of the EVS results. Their results confirm the existence of both a structural 

and an individualistic type of poverty explanation. However, the results also show that there is 

much more to the individualistic explanation than meets the eye, since they were able to 

identify an individual fatalistic explanation that combines aspects of fatalistic explanations 

with those of an individualistic framework: fate and individual lack of thrift come together 

here in a joint explanation of poverty, rather than forming two opposing explanatory models 

of poverty. They conclude that Feagin‘s model indeed is not exhaustive and should be 

extended or reconceptualised (Lepianka et al. 2009, p. 434).  

  I agree with Lepianka et al. that Feagin‘s three tier typology is not exhaustive. I 

do however think that these three tiers make excellent conceptual building blocks to study 

possible combinations of explanations and clarify internal oppositions within certain 

discourses of poverty explanations. Lepianka et. al paradoxically prove this point, because, 

when they point out how different researches showed different combinations of Feagin‘s three 

types of poverty explanation, they inadvertently show that the building blocks can be found 

and meaningfully analysed in explanations of poverty, even if the categories are not mutually 

exclusive.      

 The notion that Feagin‘s typology is final and covers all explanations is wrong, 

but so is the idea that this makes his typology invalid as a conceptual toolbox for reflection on 

the representation of poverty. His typology helps clarify the complexity of explanations of 

poverty exactly because the make for simplified building blocks. We can use these blocks toe 

to examine the structure of these explanations. They help us to take apart hybrid 

representations of poverty and to identify which parts are individualistic, structural and 

fatalistic explanations of poverty. When we know what parts hybrid explanations of poverty 

consist of, we can also study how these explanations relate to each other within hybrid 

explanations of poverty.     

 This means that the theoretical framework of my study mainly consists of the 

concepts of stereotyping and ‗othering‘ as an analytical framework for discourse analysis. 

Within this theoretical frame I add Feagin‘s typology to adapt it for my specialised focus on 

poverty. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

Every study stands on the shoulders of other studies and is embedded in a corpus of related 

research. This chapter is intended to present an overview of related research on the 

representation of poverty within media and its consequences for social policy. I present such 

an overview to provide material for comparison and reflection in my conclusion, as well as to 

position my own study within the existing body of research. That is a very diverse body of 

research because it encompasses sociology, cultural studies, media studies and political 

studies. This shows that my study is both relevant for many fields, as well as pointing out that 

such a mix of different fields easily leads to confusion. I want to eliminate confusion by 

ordering this chapter according to five themes which are relevant for my study. This means 

that some studies are mentioned several times because they touch upon several themes whilst 

others are only described once. I will start with an overview of existing research on media 

representation of poverty, and then continue on the interaction between culture and welfare 

active in poverty representation. After that I will focus on the politics of social policy and 

their representations of poverty. Last but not least I will reflect on research on the effect of the 

industrial to post-industrial shift on representations of poverty.  

Previous Research on the Representation of Poverty  

There is a great body of research on the perception of poverty in the U.S and in the U.K, 

whereas similar research in mainland Europe is comparatively rare. In this section I will 

reflect on three studies of the representation of poverty in media and mainstream culture. Two 

of these studies focus on the representation of the poor in newspapers, whilst the other offers a 

more extensive portrait of the representation of the poor as a dangerous class in British and 

American society.     

 The first study, conducted by Golding and Middleton (1982), is a classic in the 

study of representation of poverty. They analysed the way British newspapers represent the 

poor in the 1970‘s and provide a thorough historical background to poverty representations of 

their day. They try to understand the role of mass media in the perception of poverty and the 

disassembly of the British welfare state, which they call the welfare backlash: 
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The diffuse waves of public anxiety that rippled out from the storm centre of economic 

recession were closing in over the poor and the welfare system on which they depended. (...) 

In focusing these anxieties the mass media were to play a significant part identifying targets 

and amplifying public indignation in a deep cutting and highly effective welfare backlash. In 

this book we seek to examine the origin, nature and mechanisms of this backlash in Britain 

(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 4).    

 Golding and Middleton‘s quest to explain the British welfare backlash reflects a 

belief in the reoccurrence of stereotypes over time that is similar to Pickering‘s description of 

the lingering power of stereotypes. They credit the history of representation of poverty 

because ―buried beneath the surface of attitudes about the welfare state lie centuries of 

experience and imagery‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 6). This does not mean that 

representations of poverty have not changed over time, instead it means that each era reframes 

the old representation of poverty according to the needs of economic and social structures. For 

example in the case of the shift from feudalism to capitalism when new ideologies and 

institutions had to be found to maintain political order (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 6).

 The feudal system of the middle ages recognised being poor as a noble state of 

being, even though the true noble poor were monks and other religious professionals, the 

image of poverty as a sign of a pure soul meant that in general being poor itself was not 

represented as a shame or fault. This ended in the 16
th

 century when a need arose to divide the 

poor into two groups; the good and the bad poor, and God‘s poor and the devil‘s, which 

would be key distinction for later legislation. Vagrancy was turned into a crime, which was in 

the interest of feudal lords who wanted a guaranteed source of labour and did not want ‗their‘ 

labourers to wander off to other lands or refrain from work. Other reasons why the need for 

regulation arose was the increase of poverty due to failed harvests, population growth, 

inflation and the enclosure of common land; which in turn lead to the growth of a deprived 

group of wanderers who posed a threat as potential troublemakers (Golding, Middleton 1982, 

p. 9).      

 In the centuries that followed the poor became more and more separated from 

the other classes in society, both physically (through geographical separation of living 

quarters) and psychologically (through continued separation of their social spheres). This 

development was due to the fertile ground for ―a rich and only minimally informed 

mythology about the monstrous world of the wretched poor‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 

10). The later concept of ‗culture of poverty´ was born here, since the conception of a sub-

culture of beggars and vagabonds who lived separated from honest society began here (Lis, 
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Soly 1979, p. 82). This development also shows that the poor were not ‗others‘ from the 

beginning but were constructed as such over the course of time.  

 In the 17
th

 century the negative perception of the poor developed further, the 

poor were identified as unused potential, since economy would expand if these idle wanderers 

would work: ―the economic expansion was held back by the sloth of an ale-sodden pauper 

class‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, pp. 11–12) . The first workhouses were instituted to show 

that those who worked were always able to sustain themselves and thus show ―the idle poor 

that poverty was the wage of sin‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, pp. 11–12) . After that the 

emphasis shifted from a concern with the idle poor‘s soul to that of the costs of poor relief, 

which meant that the poor came to be regarded as a financial burden rather than unused 

potential alone. The laws of the market came into play as a discourse of explaining poverty as 

well, since poor relief came to be defined as pay for doing nothing and ―nature would abhor 

such an affront to the laws of supply and demand‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 13). This led 

to financial cuts in poor relief. These cuts caused uproar amongst the rural poor and caused 

riots. These riots only enforced the discourse of poor relief as an apt measure to control the 

body of reserve labour and to prevent social unrest.(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 14).

 The key discourse in the 19
th

 century was that poverty was ―both inevitable and 

morally culpable‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 14) and the development of capitalist society 

was accompanied by a moral theory of poverty which explained poverty and legitimised 

capitalistic social structures in the process (Golding, Middleton 1982, pp. 15–18). This moral 

theory on poverty had four tenets. First is the assumption that the poor need remoralisation, 

because destitution was a direct consequence of moral judgement on the flawed individual 

―whose soul and spirit were as much in need as his pocket‖ (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 15). 

Second is that the poor were out to exploit the good intentions of their benefactors, which 

meant that there was a constant need for vigilance against fraud. The third is related to the 

second, since it states that deterrence of taking poor relief is key to any successful poor relief 

policy. In practice this means that state is not only allowed, but obligated to make multiple 

demands before allocating poor relief. The fourth tenet is that poverty and pauperism are two 

qualitatively different states of being: poverty is just a lack of material means whereas 

pauperism is a state which is determined by behaviour, attitudes and morality rather than by 

deprivation alone (Golding, Middleton 1982, pp. 15–18) .  

 These ideological developments that continuously served to separate the paupers 

from mainstream society got a new forum in 1860‘s and 1870‘s England: newspapers. 

Sensasionalist stories on promiscuity, violence and drunkenness were known to increase 
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circulation and papers used the popularity of stories on ―the murky, terrifying and uncharted 

territory of late-Victorian urban working-class squalor‖ to their own benefit (Golding, 

Middleton 1982, p. 22). This in turn confirmed the middle-class suspicion that the poor were 

barbarians. This is a view similar to the concept of ‗other‘, even if Golding and Middleton 

themselves do not use this term.    

 The media attention for the inhuman conditions in the working-class 

neighbourhoods inspired several anti-poverty initiatives. Some were aimed at improving the 

living standards of the poor within the country, such as the distribution of education and soup 

among the poor, whilst others were meant to remove the poor from society, for instance 

through forced migration to Australia. These measures were accompanied by a change within 

the moral discourse on poverty: aristocratic paternalism was replaced by the identification of 

poverty as a social problem. In other words, the idea that the good elite should care for the 

bad poor was replaced by the idea that normal society should protect itself against the 

dangerous and deviant poor. Therefore the poor should be studied carefully and individual 

cases of poverty were examined more closely, so the ‗normal‘ and deserving poor could be 

separated from the ‗deviant‘ undeserving poor (Golding, Middleton 1982, pp. 26–27). 

 During the 20
th

 century this image of a class conflict between the civilised 

middle and under class against the unruly underclass became obsolete and its primary place in 

the poverty discourse was taken by the idea that there was no class conflict, since poverty was 

an individual question: every individual could become successful through their own efforts 

and those who were not successful did not try hard enough (Curran et al. 1977, p. 223). So the 

moral confrontation between classes was lost, but the moral work-ethic responsibility with the 

individual remained (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 30).  

 Golding and Middleton derive three key ideas that developed in British 

representation of poverty during the course of history: efficiency, morality and pathology. The 

first, efficiency, requires that as many as possible participate on the labour market. Therefore 

all able-bodied poor are robbing the market of the labour it so badly needs for growth and the 

prosperity of the nation. In this light able-bodied poor are not just immoral because they are 

lazy, but also because they hinder economic development. The second idea, morality, 

demands work ethic and self-sufficiency of all citizens. The poor are said to not live up to 

these demands and are stigmatised accordingly. Third, poverty is pathological because it is 

cause by individual inadequacy. The presence of these individuals in society is presented as 

an illness that should be removed in order to create a new and healthy body of society 

(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 48).    
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 These three key ideas are reflected in the results of their analysis of British 

newspaper in the 1970‘s. There is a great concern with the work-ethic of the poor and the hunt 

for welfare-fraud. This fraud is presented as common practice amongst the poor and thus the 

hunt for ‗King con‘, the ultimate fraud who lives a life of luxury sponging from the struggling 

tax-payer‘s money is a reoccurring theme in British newspapers. Another important issue is 

the welfare state itself, which is described as too generous, lax, and incredibly expensive 

(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 77). According to Golding and Middleton these concerns show 

an adaptation of British poverty discourse tradition to the current times: 

The analysis shows a coherent distrust of the welfare and social security system and its clientele. (...) 

The Deevy case, and the 1975-76 recession more generally, declared open season on the welfare state. 

But the ammunition used was of an old and tried calibre. Underneath the acrid 'scroungerphobia' of the 

late 1970's was the musty odour of the workhouse (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 75). 

Apart from their identification of an important historical dimension to British poverty 

discourse, they also establish main themes in the British media‘s representation of poverty in 

the 1970‘s. The first is that the language of a conflict against the deviants has returned in the 

form of society‘s battle against a deviant minority, in a way which could easily be termed 

‗othering‘, since ―the welfare scroungers join hands with the immigrant, the political 

extremist and moral deviant beyond the pale of social approval‖(Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 

84). The second main theme is that true poverty has been eradicated since WWII, and that the 

bureaucracy of the welfare state is therefore a pointless waste of money. The third is that 

Golding and Middleton feel that the difference between deserving and undeserving poor is no 

longer adequately sustained. Blameless poverty (the sick, old, and handicapped) or poverty 

that is the result of anti-social behaviour (laziness, irresponsibility) are no longer discerned, 

instead there remains one body of undeserving poor in 1970‘s newspapers: 

While blaming the victims remains the cornerstone of our conceptions of poverty, the grinding and 

enduring misery of the poor is unlike to evoke anything other than contempt, malign distrust or a 

corrosive pity. That these remain the principles of our welfare system is in no small measure the 

inheritance of our images of welfare (Golding, Middleton 1982, p. 244). 

Morris (1994) comes to a similar conclusion on the individualistic nature of representation of 

poverty in the U.S and the U.K in the 1990‘s. His study focuses on the word ‗underclass‘ and 

its related terms, in order to trace their history and uses in British and American culture in the 

19
th

 and 20
th

 century. He concludes that ―Dependency then (Victorian Age), as now, is largely 
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explained as defect of character, though there is also a fear that adequate provision for the 

poor could undermine the work incentive among lower paid workers‖(Morris 1994, p. 157).

 Morris emphasis of the underclass as a dangerous class, especially in the 19
th

 

century, is another example of ‗othering‘ in the poverty discourse: ―the emphasis (of the 

explanation of poverty) was on moral failure, and sometimes poor socialisation, but often with 

the implicit suggestion of a different breed of person‖ (Morris 1994, p. 2). The different breed 

of person is compatible with ‗othering‘, whilst poor socialisation suggests that people become 

‗others‘ during their lifetime rather than being born as such. However the moral failure was 

more prevalent in the representation of the poor than this socialisation aspect. 

 Morality was important because the inability to restrain one‘s self was 

designated as the path to failure. For example, if only the poor could restrain their sexual 

desire so that they do not father children they cannot feed, or if they only would refrain from 

drinking, then they would not be poor. So what was needed was a remoralisation of the poor. 

Malthus‘ writings (1806) played an important role in spreading this view. He argued that 

population control was a solution to poverty and that poor were poor because ―the last person 

he would think of accusing is himself‖ (Malthus 1989 (1806), p. 106). In explaining poverty 

in this manner the insecurity of the job market at the time was forgotten (Morris 1994, p. 19).

 The British post WWII social policy was an important break with that view, 

since its ambitions were derived from Marshall‘s (1950) notion of social citizenship: the idea 

that all citizens should be fully included and participating members of society (Morris 1994, 

p. 2). Social benefits were implemented in order to meet this goal. However these benefits did 

not have the intended effect, since the concern that social benefits would undermine the 

incentive to work has led to an extensive policing of the welfare state‘s clientele. The social 

citizenship status demands being willing and available for employment. However, the focus 

on this obligation in the U.K and U.S context have turned the social citizenship right of 

receiving social benefits into ―a badge of exclusion‖ rather than the being intended ―guarantee 

of inclusion‖ through redistribution (Morris 1994, p. 3).  

 This means that after a period of the ‗underclass‘ disappearing from the social 

scene whilst social citizenship ideals and programmes ran high, it started to reappear in the 

U.S and U.K in the 1970‘s. It has been resurrected, 

 to capture the sense of a group which is excluded, or has withdrawn, from mainstream society, in 

terms of both style of life and the dominant system of morality. (...) Minimally the underclass is 
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defined by state dependence, and culturally based accounts of the phenomenon are expressed in terms 

of socialisation into an alternative system of values (Morris 1994, p. 4). 

So according to Morris the underclass is defined by state dependence and is marked as 

abnormal on a moral level which is embedded in the way they are socialised: within a ‗culture 

of poverty‘. The question whether poor are represented negatively was also the main focus of 

Dejgaard and Larsen‘s (2013) comparative research on media representation of the poor in 

Denmark, Sweden and the UK. They compared these countries not just as countries in 

themselves, but as representatives of different welfare regimes. What a welfare regime is and 

what its relevance is for representations of poverty is something I will reflect extensively on 

in the next section: ‗Welfare and Culture‘. For now I want to draw attention to the different 

representations of poverty that Larsen and Dejgaard found in the three countries they studied.

 Larsen‘s and Dejgaard‘s analysis of the most circulated newspapers in Denmark, 

Sweden and the U.K revealed that negative representation of the poor dominate in British 

media (41% positive vs. 43% negative), whilst positive stories dominate in Sweden (62% 

positive vs. 27% negative) and Denmark (55% positive vs. 26% negative). They argue that 

not just the frequency of negative representation is higher in the U.K, but that the intensity is 

also higher, so when a story is negative it tends to be more negative about the poor than a 

Scandinavian negative story would be (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 295). Larsen and Dejgaard 

also pointed out that there is an increasing tendency in Sweden and especially in Denmark to 

identify the poor as black, whilst the poor are identified as white in the U.K (Larsen, Dejgaard 

2013, p. 287). There were less pictures of and articles on poor persons in the Swedish and 

Danish newspapers than in the British, but that could be related to the fact that poverty levels 

are lower in those countries than in the U.K. (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 291). 

 The researchers also concluded that there are certain themes or ‗poverty stories‘ 

within media representation of the poor in these countries. These stories tended to be either 

positive, representing the poor as deserving help, or negative, representing poor as 

undeserving of any social assistance. Old age poverty stories were positive, which means that 

the elderly are usually deemed deserving in all three countries. Other positive stories were 

those on bad labour market perspectives, on economic need in general, and on high-level of 

house-prices.(Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 294). Larsen and Dejgaard chose to label stuck-in-

the-system stories as positive, since this was a common theme in Danish and Swedish media, 

which focused on poor people not being helped because of bureaucracy issues within the 

welfare system, whilst the poor person‘s motivation was not questioned (Larsen, Dejgaard 
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2013, p. 295).      

 Stories on single-mother poverty appeared in both positive and negative 

varieties. In the U.K single mother stories were negative, since mothers were accused of 

getting pregnant to avoid work and live a life dependant on welfare. ―Thus, the black 

American ‗welfare queen‘ is found in a ‗white‘ version in the UK‖ (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 

295). In contrast Swedish and Danish newspapers tended to focus on the plights of single 

motherhood. The most negative kind of story is that of the abuse of social benefits. This story 

was common in British newspapers (10% of all stories in poverty), whilst hardly it hardly 

appeared in Sweden (one story) and none at all in Denmark. These results show that the media 

representation that Golding and Middleton found in 1970‘s Britain is still present today. Other 

stories in Larsen and Dejgaard‘s negative category are those on crime, gang issues and anti-

social behaviour. (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 295)   

 With these results of the frequency of negative vs. positive media 

representations of poor in hand, the question is how likely newspapers are to report on 

positive poverty stories, since media research often claims ―that a negative story is more 

sensational than a positive story‖(Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 297). This means that negative 

stories should predominate in media representation according to the journalistic rules of 

supply and demand. All the studied newspapers work under similar conditions within their 

national markets, the tabloids especially since they all focus on sensational stories and target 

the lower classes as their main audience.  This study shows that positive stories on poverty are 

in fact more regular than negative ones in two of the countries examined, proving that 

sensational does not necessarily equal negative (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 297). 

 Now that the examination of media research has shown what the differences are 

between countries‘ representation of the poor, it is time to connect those differences to 

welfare state models and culture studies on an interdisciplinary level. 

Welfare and Culture  

Even though a key aspect of Esping-Andersen‘s typology is a different culture of welfare 

between social capitalist states, there is hardly any research on the comparative representation 

of poor and their deservingness as portrayed in the mass media. Larsen and Dejgaard argue 

that their research confirms that there is a difference based on regime type in representation of 

the poor between the liberal welfare regime of the U.K on the one hand, and the social 

democracy regime of Sweden and Denmark on the other (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 289). 
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So what do these welfare regimes stand for? Esping-Andersen defined three different welfare 

models in his typology: the liberal, the conservative, and the social-democratic regime. The 

liberal regime has the least extensive social security system because it believes in the 

importance of market regulation and individual responsibility for well-being. It therefore 

limits its social support because the market cannot function properly if workers are 

decommodified. Its social security is usually means tested to ensure that only the needy get 

support.      

  The conservative regime has more provisions than the liberal and designs its 

policy in such a way that there is some decommodification, but not in such a way that class 

divisions are completely abolished. This means that there is a considerable amount of welfare 

provisions, but that redistribution is not extensive enough to alleviate social inequality. 

Regarding its policy, subsidiarity is important, which means social work should be executed 

on the lowest organisational level. In practice this means that conservative regimes regularly 

invite other actors, such as churches, to provide local welfare services. In this regime benefits 

are also means tested, with the family rather than the individual as the smallest functional 

unit. The social democratic welfare regime is the most extensive of the three. Its main goal is 

to decommodificate workers through a universal principle: all people are entitled to welfare 

benefits and these benefits are rarely means tested, which means that people need not depend 

on the market alone for sustenance (Esping-Andersen 1990, pp. 26–29) . 

 In practice all states are a mix of these ideal-forms of the typology. Nevertheless 

most states significantly tend towards one kind of welfare regime. In the case of the liberal 

regime, the U.K and the U.S are the most common contenders; for the conservative regime 

this is Germany; and Sweden, Norway and Denmark are frequently listed as examples of the 

social democratic welfare regime. Dejgaard and Larsen picked three of these example 

countries, Sweden, Denmark and the U.K to compare mass media representations of the poor 

and check if a significant difference can be found in its representation of poverty (Esping-

Andersen 1990, pp. 26–29).     

 Dejgaard and Larsen argue that ―there is an institutional welfare regime logic 

behind the way the poor and welfare recipients are depicted in the mass media,‖ (Larsen, 

Dejgaard 2013, p. 287) because the effects of redistribution create particular structures of 

social stratification. For instance liberal welfare regimes tend to have more segregation 

between poor and non-poor than social democratic states because the limitation of 

redistribution leads to a greater difference of material living-standards: ―This combination of 

selective benefits, neo-liberal labour markets and concentration of social problems produce a 



29 
 

social reality that delivers a constant flow of negative newsworthy stories about ‗the deviant 

poor‘‖(Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 289).    

  A second factor is that the understanding of poverty embedded in the policy 

tends to assert itself because they frame the discussion on poverty according to its own 

presumptions. For instance the means tested nature of liberal welfare policy could lead to a 

greater interest in the deservingness of welfare benefactors, because deservingness is not a 

criterion in the universal welfare schemes of the social democratic welfare state. This leads to 

a greater tendency to represent poor social policy as a matter of tax-payer vs. tax-benefactors, 

representing it as a matter of common interest (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, pp. 288–289.).

 The data gathered in Larsen and Dejgaard‘s analysis confirms that different 

welfare regimes generate different representations of poor people in the mass media. The 

liberal regime produces more abuse stories and tends to represent poor in a negative way, 

whilst the social democratic regime does not focus on abuse stories and tends to represent 

poor in a positive way. In all countries newspapers present their version of ‗moral panic‘, but 

this is different in content. ―In liberal regimes, ‗moral panic‘ of the tabloid press is often 

constructed around the stereotypes about the deviance of the poor. In contrast, in social 

democratic regimes, the ‗moral panic‘ is constructed around the stereotypes about the 

‗ordinary citizen‘ not helped by the state‖(Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 298). 

 This importance of the institutional welfare regime type for the representation of 

poor in mass media also throws new light on the race discussion in the U.S. The negative U.S 

images of black poor were found to have white counterparts in the U.K and the increasingly 

black poor of Scandinavia were presented in a more positive light than the poor were in any of 

these liberal welfare regimes. Larsen and Dejgaard argue that this ―suggests that the negative 

stereotyping found in the US might more be a matter of African Americans living a liberal 

welfare regime than a matter of African Americans being black‖ (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 

289). This is an interesting matter since it shows that processes of the ‗othering‘ of the poor 

are significant social forces. Furthermore, that this can lead to discrimination, and even that if 

discrimination is usually expressed in terms of race rather than poverty, our representation of 

poverty might still be involved in the formation of this stereotype. 
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Welfare Regimes and Religion 

Esping-Andersen‘s model shows that welfare regimes have grown from different cultures 

depending on the role of the state in redistribution and decommodification.  His main 

explanation for these differences is that the historical development for each welfare regime 

was heavily influenced by class-based political alliances that where dominant when the 

welfare state was formed and by the existence or non-existence of protest against an ancien 

regime type alliance between church and nobility. (Esping-Andersen 1990, pp. 26–29).

 He only deals with religion in this frame of political mobilisation, which means 

that only the Catholic political parties were dealt with whereas the influence of Protestantism 

is overlooked. It most certainly is interesting which political parties where dominant at the 

time of welfare state formation, but such a view does not take into account the already 

existing different representations of poverty and the traditions of poor relief which they 

inspired (Manow 2004, p. 0). In contrast Manow (2004) and Kahl (2005) argue that these 

Western understandings of poverty are deeply rooted in the different Chrisitian theologies. 

The postulate that the community has a moral responsibility to support the poor is a central message of 

the Bible. In this paper, I show that this basic principle underlies modern social assistance, but that it 

has played out in very different ways in societies according to the relative predominance of Catholic, 

Lutheran, and Reformed Protestant religious heritages and that these patterns can be seen today in 

variations in social assistance and welfare-to-work policies in OECD countries {(Kahl 2005, p. 91). 

So, Catholicism, Lutheranism and Reformed Protestantism each have a different 

understanding of poverty, which have led to different welfare traditions. They argue that this 

religious factor in many cases leads to a model which fits the reality of Western welfare states 

better than Esping-Andersen‘s typology: it clarifies the problem of with the incongruence 

within the conservative regime and is able to explain why countries geographically distanced 

have similar welfare regimes (Manow 2004, p. 0). There has been previous research on the 

importance of religious actors such as churches and Christian Democratic parties, but Kahl 

argues that one should not underestimate the influence of religious doctrine alone, even in 

contemporary secular societies, for: 

Religion is one of the deepest layers of social reality, and it can influence reality very differently. The 

literature has identified many indictors to measure the ‗‗religious factor‘‘, including Christian party 

strength, the power of churches and/or religious movements as direct actors, or the professed beliefs of 

individuals. Denominational social doctrines are less easy to trace but have for centuries shaped both 

perspectives on poverty and the institutions of poor relief, even when they became part of state 
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poverty policy. In this vein, loss of secular power by the church does not equal loss of spiritual power 

(Kahl 2005, p. 122). 

The question now is in what ways the different Christian traditions have understood poverty 

and what kind of welfare policy are supposed to have developed from them. It would go to far 

to list all steps of development, so I limit myself to an overview on this topic. Both Kahl and 

Manow write extensively on the Netherlands as a test case for the religious factor, since it is 

notoriously difficult to fit it to Esping-Andersen‘s typology (Goodin, Smitsman Anneloes 

2000) and solve this difficulty by defining it as a mainly Calvinist country which was 

influenced by the catholic minority during the development of the welfare state. Since this is 

of great interest to my study, I discuss this in more detail in the next chapter on ‗Welfare in 

the Netherlands‘, whilst I focus on the bigger picture of different theories on representation of 

poverty here.      

 The difference between Christian traditions started with the split of Christianity 

during the reformation, beforehand the medieval Christian doctrine associated poverty ―with 

powerlessness, manual labour, and social problems, but all this was outweighed by the 

glorification of the poor as an image of Christ‖ (Kahl 2005, p. 95). Another key aspect of 

medieval Christianity was the importance of mediation between the rich and the poor, which 

was conducted through the church: the rich donated to the church and the poor and in doing so 

they attained the poor‘s prayers entry which would secure their place in heaven. So on a 

religious level the rich needed the poor like the poor needed the rich on earth (Kahl 2005, p. 

95).      

 Reformation split this body of Christianity into the three different branches of 

Catholicism, Lutheranism and Reformed Protestantism. Catholicism would influence Spain, 

Italy, and France; Lutheranism determined the path in Denmark, Sweden, and Germany; 

whilst reformed Protestantism was most influential in the Netherlands, England and the 

United States, although England‘s poor relief tradition is less Reformed Protestant than that of 

the Netherlands or the United States because of the Anglican state church (Kahl 2005, p. 95). 

The spread of these three traditions do not match up with Esping-Andersen‘s regimes because 

he neglected the influence of path dependence of poor relief in welfare state development, and 

fails to identify Christian denominations as a source of current differences between welfare 

states(Kahl 2005, pp. 93–94) .    

 Catholicism stayed the closest to the medieval doctrine, since it was Protestant 

doctrine that decided to part from old ways. This means that poverty is not regarded as a state 
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of sin, but rather as a blissful state from which the rich can profit too if they give alms. This 

discourse deemed state interference undesirable since it obstructs the possibility for personal 

charity, which is an important part of the dynamics of salvation and Christian moral duty. 

This does not mean that the poor can claim alms as a structural right, they are dependent on 

the goodwill of giver (Kahl 2005, p. 99).    

 In Lutheran countries the protestant ideology of sola fide entailed a change for 

the representation of poverty. Where poverty had been a sign of grace before, it had become 

insignificant for one‘s grace status now: if one was rich or poor, both had equal chances of 

achieving salvation through faith. Luther also introduced a new position of work in the order 

of morally commendable actions when he declared work was an activity pleasing to God, 

which meant that both rich and poor should work. This altered the status of work from a 

deprecating sign of poverty- those who are poor work, those who are rich do not-, to a 

necessary pursuit for all which also cured poverty. Work cured poverty because of the extra 

income it generates and overcome poverty. This assumption had the drawback that everybody 

who was poor supposedly did not work, which was morally reprehensible in Luther‘s new 

order of virtue. This means that ―in Lutheran doctrine both the beggar and the donor lost their 

former status‖ (Kahl 2005, p. 104).    

 All these concerns about the importance of work and inner moral conviction 

(sola fide) made for a poor relief that put great value on the discrimination between deserving 

and undeserving poor. The first should be helped by the community whereas the latter should 

be reprimanded and forced to work. This meant that poor relief for able-bodied beggars was 

restricted and only provided under the obligation to work (Kahl 2005, p. 104). In contrast to 

the Catholic poor relief, ―Lutheran poor relief was centralised and secularised, but not in 

opposition to the church.‖ This would later facilitate an easy transition to a welfare state since 

it enabled Lutheran states to cooperate with existing religious poor relief institutions, rather 

than having to compete with them (Kahl 2005, p. 105). In Catholic countries welfare 

development was late in coming because of the resistance to secularisation of the revered 

relationship between donors and destitute and the monopolisation of poor relief by the church. 

In Reformed Protestant countries it was also late in coming, but because of a different reason: 

Calvinism did not sanction a communal responsibility for the poor like Catholic and Lutheran 

theology did.      

 Calvin went beyond Luther‘s interpretation of work and made it an 

unconditional duty, it was not just a way to please God but the best way to do so. He was also 

more radical when it came to sin. Sinning was irreversible and a sign of not being amongst the 
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chosen ones, whilst Luther had maintained that sinners could always gain mercy if they 

repented and believed (Kahl 2005, p. 106). This Calvinistic division between the chosen and 

the damned would have a great influence on the perception of poverty. This theology of 

unconditional election reveals that God had predetermined who was chosen and who was 

damned, consequently people were simply made bad or good and there was nothing one could 

do about it on earth. One could however see who was chosen, because these people were good 

and led a life of absolute virtue. This meant that it became an issue of utter importance to live 

good so that one could live in the happy insurance that one did in fact belong to the chosen 

few (Kahl 2005, p. 107). Calvin did not explicitly reflect on the place of poverty in relation to 

being elected, but his followers did in their search for signs of salvation: 

The Calvinist creation of the Protestant work ethos and the strict and systematic requirements about 

what constitutes a life that increases the glory of God (e.g. personal responsibility, individualism, 

discipline, and asceticism) made poverty appear to be the punishment for laziness and sinful behaviour 

(Kahl 2005, p. 107). 

The workhouse is an invention of Reformed Protestant social reformers, and is based on 

Calvin‘s strict work ethic which regards poverty as the wage of sin (Kahl 2005, p. 108). The 

workhouse‘s purpose was to deter the able-bodied poor from claiming relief and to remind 

them of their duty to support themselves. It was also a punishment for those who were 

socially deviant and served as a correction institution to turn them into responsible citizens 

(Kahl 2005, p. 105).     

 Outdoor public assistance was frowned upon in a Calvinist environment because 

the poor were believed to be intrinsically lazy and would only work if it was essential for 

survival, as  a quote by Young from 1771 summarises: ‗‗everyone but an idiot knows that the 

lower classes must be kept poor, or they will never be industrious‘‘. Quoted from (Kahl 2005, 

pp. 109–110). In contrast, willingness to work is not an important issue in Catholic countries. 

They tend to divide services without discrimination in honour of the old ‗moral duty‘ to give 

to the poor because they are all deserving by definition of their lack of material means. 

Therefore the ―Protestant idea of the calculating poor who would rather receive benefits than 

work‖ has no hold in Catholic countries (Paugam 1999, p. 31). This means that there is no 

great public fear that welfare or donations will endanger the work ethic amongst the poor.

 These differences between the three branches of Christianity on the importance 

of the work ethic, the desirability of state interference and the moral condition of the poor 

have had a great influence on the development of welfare policies: it determined when 
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countries developed a welfare state  and it influence the form its social policy would take on. 

This religious factor argument shows that culture is crucial for the understanding of 

representation of poverty, because the moral sphere of religion was the birthplace of modern 

representations of poverty. As these representations left the sacred sphere of religion to 

become a part of secular politics, their framework changed and old ideas were converged in 

new ways. I will turn to that now in an overview of social policy in liberalism and socialism, 

since both have more in common with Christian thought than one might suspect. 

The Politics of Social Policy: Liberalism and Socialism  

It is now time to move on from the influence of religion on conceptions of human nature and 

questions of good and evil, to study social policy in the light of two major political ideologies: 

liberalism and socialism. The concept of the citizen came into being in the 19
th

 century and 

political ideology had to change accordingly. At the same time processes of secularisation 

meant that God was no longer sufficient to legitimise state arrangements, which meant that 

political leaders needed a new legitimatisation for their policies. Both liberalism and socialism 

reflect extensively on the relation between the citizen and the state. These reflections are in 

turn based on different definitions of human nature and the cause of poverty, In the course of 

history, strands of social and liberal thinking have mixed and created social liberalism, new 

labour, and other interbreeds. So it is important to keep in mind that these opposed currents of 

thought have influenced each other and keep on doing so despite their different foundations.

 The goal of this section is to clarify the different views on social policy and 

reveal the understandings of poverty they have been built on. This review includes studies on 

public opinion of social policy, in order to break down what kinds of social policy, social or 

liberal, are preferred by the public. This is necessary to determine if the cultural arguments 

presented by Esping-Andersen, Manow and Kahl are valid: do the accounts of culture studies 

and social theory  hold when they are compared to public opinion research? This section also 

considers poverty in current policy changes by examining the latest trends in social policy; 

new paternalism and neo-liberalism. 

On Liberalism and Socialism 

Four aspects characterise all forms of liberalism: individualism, egalitarianism, universalism, 

and meliorism. Liberal egalitarianism is the idea that all humans have the same moral worth 

and liberal universalism specifies that all humans are the same and that there are no essential 

cultural or genetic differences that divide them. Liberal meliorism adds to that the idea that 
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social and political institutions can and should be improved through human effort. Liberal 

individualism focuses on negative individual freedom, the freedom from state interference, 

rather than positive freedom, the freedom of equal opportunity (O'Connor, Robinson 2008, 

pp. 31–32) .      

  The main struggle within liberalism is to combine two of these pillars in a 

coherent social ideology: democracy and capitalism. These are the terms that O‘Connor 

(O'Connor, Robinson 2008, p. 44) uses. That is confusing because he does not mention 

democracy or capitalism in the four basic principles of liberalism, instead he implies that 

democracy is linked to universalism through the idea of the equality of all men, thus to the 

equal right of all to influence their government. In the case of capitalism he implies that there 

is link to individualism, since a free market enables individuals to attain their full potential 

without state interference. The different strands of liberalism are characterised by devising 

different ways to resolve the inherent tension between equality and democracy on the one 

hand, and capitalism and freedom on the other (O'Connor, Robinson 2008, p. 44).

 Classical liberalism and neo-liberalism resolve this question in favour of the free 

market, they deem this more important because they believe that humans are naturally lazy 

and thus need the incentive of the market to work and achieve their full potential. In other 

words, extra social support will not increase equality through freedom of opportunity, but in 

fact limit human freedom to achieve their potential by not respecting the fundamental (lazy) 

nature of man. Another fundamental value behind the preference for free market is that 

liberalism accepts material inequality as a result of different efforts and talents: ―from a social 

policy point of view the key point is that liberalism accepts inequality associated with market 

positions and values it as a reflection of individual freedom and a spur to economic activity‖ 

(O'Connor, Robinson 2008, p. 33).    

  In contrast social liberalism identifies egalitarianism and meliorism as its core. 

Because of this shift, it recognises limited state intervention as an acceptable instrument to 

achieve its goal: to create a more equal society. Social liberalism was prominent in the early 

twentieth century, which is not surprising since this was a time characterised by the impact of 

socialist analysis of capitalism and the first calls for communist revolution Social liberalism 

appropriated the idea that unbridled capitalism produced inhumane poverty and social 

inequality. Therefore they proposed the introduction of means tested assistance and social 

insurance programmes (O'Connor, Robinson 2008, pp. 33–35).  

 Marshall was social liberalism‘s most preeminent supporter: His concept of 

social citizenship, defined the right of every citizen to social security (1950) In the 1980‘s 
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neo-liberalist politicians such as Thatcher and Reagan proclaimed that Marshall‘s idea of full 

social access for all citizens is flawed, because Marshall‘s citizenship‘s theory presumes that 

all citizens participate politically and are willing to take social responsibility. Reagan and 

Thatcher argued this was a too optimistic representation of citizens: welfare beneficiaries 

gladly used their social rights whilst being eager to avoid their civil duty at the same time. 

Therefore neoliberals argued that social rights are contra-productive. 

 Instead of ending poverty as intended, they created a new class of state 

dependent poor who lost the incentive to work due to a guaranteed income from social 

assistance. They therefore set out to alter social policy and establish a ‗new social contract‘ 

which would limit social rights according to the citizen‘s exercise of civil duty: citizens would 

only qualify for social aid if they demonstrated an excellent work-ethic and tried to sustain 

one‘s self independently at all costs. Even for this select group the social benefit levels should 

be kept to an absolute minimum in order to decrease government spending and encourage 

economic growth (O'Connor, Robinson 2008, pp. 38–40).  

 The neoliberal belief that the social welfare programmes based on Marshall‘s 

concept of social citizenship were inadequate to fight poverty also affected socialist‘s views 

on the ideal relationship between the market and the state. In the beginning European Social 

Democratic parties identified freedom, justice, solidarity and equality as their core values. 

Even though the definition of these core values has varied in different countries, the standard 

socialist understanding of freedom favoured positive freedom, the freedom to have the same 

opportunity as others, rather than negative freedom which emphasises the need to limit  the 

state‘s interference on the market. This means that socialism usually to emphasise the 

citizen‘s need for equal ―material means to exercise their political rights‖ (Sternsjø 2008, p. 

55), which implies that social citizenship is actually a condition for true political citizenship.

 This view became problematic in the 1980‘s because political citizenship had 

been established so long that it became taken for granted. Now that political citizenship no 

longer was a key topic, the political discourse started to concern itself with negative freedom, 

the freedom to move in the market without state interference, rather than with the freedom to 

influence power as a political citizen. As we have seen, the freedom to act in the market 

without state interference is a liberal core value. It is hard to merge it with socialist ideology, 

since it emphasises the need for material equality to secure positive freedom. The core value 

of justice is also linked to the value of equality, since it states that a justified division of 

wealth is one that divides it equally. This means that state should intervene with redistribution 

when the market fails to provide such an equal distribution of wealth. (Sternsjø 2008, pp. 58–
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60)       

  In the last decades the social democratic parties have changed their positions on 

this matter: they now tend to emphasise that equal starting positions on the market are what 

defines equality, rather than an equal division of means at the end. This means that the 

differentiation of people‘s wealth according to merit is now justified for social democratic 

parties as long as the starting positions were equal. An example of this view was presented by 

the British labour party when they presented themselves as ‗new labour‘: a labour party that 

combines socialism and capitalism instead of defining these concepts as mutually exclusive 

(Sternsjø 2008, pp. 58–60)     

 The cry for justice embodied in the demand for equal pay for workers was in an 

important part of socialist parties‘ rise to popularity and power. This implies that the 

reformulation of the justice principle is one of the biggest challenges faced by social 

democratic parties as they adapt a time of individualisation. Another challenge is the value of 

solidarity, which was a main drive for socialist popularity in the 1960‘s. For instance when it 

stood up for access to academic education for everyone, including the children of the working 

class. Now that the conventional working class seems to have disappeared and globalisation 

continues, the question is who should be included in solidarity: should it include immigrants, 

should it include all poor regardless of their working history (Sternsjø 2008, pp. 60–62).

 When we compare the core values of liberalism and socialism, we see that both 

emphasise freedom, but in different ways. Liberalism emphasises negative freedom and 

individualism, whilst socialist parties focus on positive freedom and equality. Egalitarianism 

and universalism on the liberal side do have similarities with socialism‘s equality: both 

identify man as equal but the liberals do not link that to an equal material entitlement, because 

they belief that entitlement should depend on merit. In the comparison between the core 

values of liberalism and socialism the solidarity principle seems to be the odd one out, since it 

is only emphasised in socialism.    

 As we have seen, both ideologies have come closer together at times, in the 

form of early 20
th

 century social liberalism and the 1990‘s new labour movement. The 

question is if socialism will keep on adapting itself to a neo-liberal frame or if it will 

reformulate its solidarity principle in accordance to a globalised labour market. The next 

section deals with the question of solidarity in a specific poverty policy context, as it 

investigates elite discourse and public opinion on the deservingness of the poor. 
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Social Policy Discourse Amongst the Elite and the General Public 

The distinction between deserving and undeserving is an important distinction used in the 

analysis of poverty representation. Guetzkow (2010) argues that scholars need to go beyond 

this distinction when they examine social policy design, because ―‗deserving‘ and 

‗undeserving‘ are not categories that politicians and bureaucrats use when devising social 

policy. Deservingness is instead a second-order analytic tool used by researchers to help make 

sense of social policies—their scope, their generosity, and their political appeal‖ (Guetzkow 

2010, p. 174). For instance policy makers working according to a liberal framework do not 

argue that the poor are undeserving, but argue that high social benefits will keep them from 

seeking jobs (Guetzkow 2010, p. 177). The analytical argument that this is a case of 

deservingness on a conceptual level stands and has yielded valuable insights; but it also 

hinders our understanding of social policy development in the field. Because it is not part of 

the discourse social policy makers use, we need to take new look at that discourse and 

understand it on an endemic level to understand the origin of policy changes in their own 

terms (Guetzkow 2010, p. 174).    

 Policy studies adopt Snow and Benford‘s (1988) theory of diagnostic framing in 

order to understand policy developments (Guetzkow 2010, p. 175). This is an outcome 

oriented form of policy analysis, because it characterises policies according to the problem it 

identifies. The goal of the policy is to solve the problem identified and the solution is 

designed on the basis of its problem definition of poverty (Snow, Benford 1988). So in order 

to understand poverty policy we need to establish how the social problem of poverty is 

identified by policy makers. Guetzkow compares two different era´s of U.S poverty policy to 

this end: the 1964-1968 ‗Great Society‘ period and the ‗neoliberal‘ period of 1981-1996 

(Guetzkow 2010, p. 175).     

 In the ‗Great Society‘ period the poor were constructed in psychological terms: 

the poor were poor because they were disheartened by their lack of opportunities. They were 

‗trapped in the slum‘ by this lack of opportunity and their own despair, which kept them from 

educating themselves and trying to overcome poverty (Guetzkow 2010, p. 181). So the lack of 

motivation to work for change which is usually associated with the analytical category of  

‗undeserving‘, is recognised as a legitimate and rational concern by the ‗Great Society‘ 

discourse. In terms of policy design ―this conception of the poor combines with a specific 

causal diagnosis to produce an explanation for poverty that implies certain solutions but is 

incompatible with others.‖ This diagnosis is compatible with policies that try to remedy 
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hopelessness and lack of opportunity, by investing in integration and in educational projects; 

but  it is not compatible with individual reprimands to force people to work (Guetzkow 2010, 

p. 182).      

 The diagnosis had changed radically in the ‗neoliberal‘ era, because the lack of 

motivation was not diagnosed as an expression of hopelessness, but was identified as a lack of 

values instead. Even though the economy was bad and unemployment was rising, the social 

spending itself was seen as the source of poverty and other social ills, because it financed 

people who chose immoral livelihoods such as single motherhood. Most people on welfare 

were regarded as not truly in need and as people who drove up taxes by creating unnecessary 

welfare costs. This in turn increased poverty because those who worked had less money to 

spend. On the economic macro level this was identified as a major problem: when working no 

longer pays financially, welfare spending needs to decline. Or as Guetzkow puts it, ―this 

argument (...) transform(ed) the idea of the cycle of poverty into the cycle of welfare. Welfare, 

not poverty, became the trap, the disease‖ (Guetzkow 2010, p. 185). In line with this 

diagnosis, the new cure to poverty was found in rigorous benefit cuts. 

 On the level of deservingness the poor were no longer represented as deserving 

victims of their circumstances, but as immoral people who choose to live of other people‘s 

money. What Guetzkow shows is that this is both a fitting analysis and a blinding one: fitting 

because the poor are no longer deemed deserving in the neoliberal era, and blinding because 

the identified causes of poverty had changed. It was the changed definition of the cause of 

poverty that shifted from psychological despair to the welfare trap, which caused the policy 

change: not a discussion on the deservingness of the poor (Guetzkow 2010, p. 174).

 Now that we have seen what the relationship between poverty policy and 

deservingness is on the elite level, it is time to assess what previous research has to say about 

the role of deservingness in public opinion of social policy. Van Ooschot et al. did a cross 

European comparison based in the outcome of the European Value Study EVS from 

1999/2000, in order to test if there are cultural factors influencing the order of deservingness 

across European countries (Oorschot 2008, p. 268). In contrast to Guetzkow, they assume that 

deservingness is not just an analytical tool, but also a discourse that people use when 

establishing priorities for social redistribution.    

 All welfare states are characterised by different priorities in the allocation of 

their social protection: this protection is always more easily accessible for some than it is for 

others, and it is more or less socially stigmatised dependant on the claimant in question 

(Oorschot 2008, p. 269). For instance the protection for widows is usually better than that for 
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divorced women, and core workers enjoy better protection than peripheral workers do. This 

differentiation is based on the economic, political and cultural context that policy makers find 

themselves in. In order to understand this cultural context as a whole cultural context of social 

redistribution needs to be examined. Van Oorschot‘s (2008) European cross-examination of 

public perceptions of deservingness does that by examining different surveys on European 

perceptions of poverty (Oorschot 2008, p. 268).   

 The compound findings of previous research on public opinion regarding 

deservingness indicate that there are five central deservingness criteria. The first criterion is 

individual responsibility. That means that if the poor person is seen as in control over his own 

poverty, he is seen as less needy because he can control and change his situation. If, on the 

other hand, he is not in control, than he is deserving because his poverty is not his own fault. 

The second criterion is the actual level of need: people who have a greater need, for instance 

hunger or homelessness, are seen as more deserving than those who cannot afford family 

visits. This criterion deals with the relativity of poverty, since what poverty is and what mere 

scarceness is determined by the level of the socially accepted normal standards of living. 

Within that framework each society frames its own definition of ‗real‘ need. The third 

criterion is identity; those who are defined as a part of the social incrowd, ‗us‘, are said to be 

more deserving than those who are perceived as outsiders. The fourth criterion is attitude; the 

poor who are grateful and compliant are seen as more deserving than those who are rebellious 

or ungrateful. The fifth and last criterion is that of reciprocity: groups who have already 

contributed to social funds or have viable changes of doing so in the future, are seen as more 

deserving than groups who cannot contribute to shared funds (Oorschot 2008, p. 271).

 The question is how these established criteria of deservingness are ranked in 

different European countries and if there are indications that a cultural factor changes this 

order of deservingness. Van Oorschot‘s results show that the rankings of deservingness across 

Europe are similar. In this standard European solidarity, the elderly and the sick is rank 

highest as most deserving. On the middle level we find the unemployed, and at the bottom of 

the deservingness scale we find the immigrants (Oorschot 2008, p. 272). 

 The finding that the ranking of deservingness of old and sick, unemployed, and 

immigrants is so similar across different European countries, is an interesting result. However 

van Oorschot‘s conclusion ―that the solidarity rank order is basically the same for all 

European countries indicates that the underlying logic of deservingness has deep roots in 

popular welfare culture‖ seems unjustified (Oorschot 2008, p. 283). Even when we factor in 

that the independent variables of age, sex, education and social position did not change the 
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order (Oorschot 2008, p. 279), it is hasty to conclude that this proves that culture is the 

significant factor. What he says is: we could not find any demographic factor, so it has to be 

culture. That does not sound convincing, because his study does not include an comparison to 

a different cultural area within the OECD countries, such as the U.S, Canada or Japan. These 

comparison would prove that these similarities are a based on cultural differences, rather than 

on a possible lack of understanding which demographic factors influence public opinion of 

social policy.      

 Another problem is the comparison of these results from the field of public 

opinion research with the results from the cultural analysis of poverty representation: Whilst 

cultural studies concluded that there are significant cultural differences between European 

countries, public opinion research concluded that there is one European welfare culture. It 

could be that the terms perception vs. representation are the reason why these results are 

different. However, both studies presume that representation and perception interact with and 

influence each other.     

 This leaves an important theoretical gap to bridge between perception and 

representation. Is there such a relationship, if cultural values do not lead to different answers 

from respondents regarding deservingness? Does representation still influence policy creation 

if it has little influence on public opinion? My study will not bridge this gap, since that would 

take multiple comparisons between public opinion and representation. That is beyond my 

limitations of time and means. I do want to draw attention to this problem, because it points 

out the limitations of my study and an important direction for future research: the link 

between cultural representation and public perception. Both terms are believed to be related in 

most articles, but are rarely explicitly defined. My study focuses on representation, because of 

this limitation. Although I hope that there will be possibilities to reflect on this relation in 

future research. 

New Paternalism and Neo-liberalism 

Mead‘s (1997) book on new paternalism in U.S social policy in the 1990‘s, is an example of a 

study that suggests a link between representations and perceptions of poverty. New 

Paternalism is a form of social policy which sets clear requirements welfare recipients should 

meet before they qualify for aid, because it argues that the poor should change their behaviour 

to overcome poverty: the policy is designed to raise them like a caring father into independent 

citizens who can help themselves, for instance by demanding to stay in school or to abstain 

from drugs or alcohol (Armacost 1997, p. vii). Both the requirements and the provided 
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welfare provisions are characterised by strict supervision. As Mead (1997) puts it, ―these 

measures assume that the people concerned need assistance but that they also need direction if 

they are to live constructively‖ (Mead 1997, p. 2).   

 So what ‗s new about ‗new Paternalism‘? Although the concerns over the 

deservingness of the needy have been described throughout the past centuries, ―the recent 

movement toward a more conformist social policy reflects cultural changes in society‖ (Mead 

1997, p. 6). As much as the 1960‘s called for an end to moral conformism, the 1980‘s and 

1990‘s ended up calling for its return. One possible interpretation of this turn is that U.S 

social policy is indeed returning to its past of limited welfare provisions under strict moral 

demands. This interpretation of events distinguishes a cyclical trend from paternalistic to non 

paternalistic, and back again: in the 19
th

 century social provisions were restrictive, after The 

Great Depression of the 1930‘s they became less restrictive, and during the post-war boom the 

restrictions returned, these were then removed again in the 1960‘s, and another restrictive and 

paternalistic period started in the 1990‘s (Mead 1997, pp. 6–7) .  

 Mead argues that it is not a simple case of a ‗return to history‘, because new 

paternalism‘s primary goal is not to restrict access to welfare benefits by making demands 

based on behaviour in the sphere of sexuality and family values, but targets the spheres of 

work and education instead. In general new paternalism has ―meant adding obligations to the 

earlier welfare rights, not the undoing of those rights‖ (Mead 1997, p. 7). This is different 

from O‘Connor‘s (2008) description of events. When he describes the general rise of 

restrictive social policy neo-liberalism, he argues that this policy‘s aim is to cut welfare costs 

and force poor to work so they cannot be lulled into welfare dependency. Both take into 

account a value-laden aspect of social policy, liberalism and paternalism. Even though moral 

state intervention might seem antithetic to liberalism‘s core value of freedom from state 

interference, the crossover of time frame of neo-liberalism and new paternalism suggests that 

they are not incompatible. Their compatibility is also reflected in Mead‘s description of new 

paternalist policy in terms of a social contract, even though she does not mention neo-

liberalism:       

 It (1960‘s policy) assumes that the poor, like other people, will conform to the 

law and the interest of society. But they are free to do otherwise, and if they break the rules, 

government only proceeds against them after the fact. It seeks to forestall trouble only by 

threatening with eventual sanctions. Paternalist social policy changes both emphases. 

Compared with the traditional approach, paternalist welfare programs become more 

demanding. Instead of a philosophy of entitlement, they emphasise a social contract, meaning 
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that recipients have to satisfy behavioural requirements (Mead 1997, p. 3). 

 These behavioural requirements and the idea that the government‘s is entitled to 

control individual behaviour, show once again that poverty policy and perception of poverty 

change over time. We have seen many changes over time already and the last section of this 

chapter deals with the other important historical changes which have affected poverty 

representation since the 19
th

 century. 

The Historical Development: From Industrial to Post-industrial Society  

The rise of neo-liberalism in society at large and especially within elite settings since the 

1980‘s, has been offered as a common answer to the question why there is an international 

welfare retrenchment trend. However, as Zygmunt Bauman (1998) points out, this rise ―is not 

an explanation, but itself a phenomenon in need of explanation‖ (Bauman 1998, p. 51). The 

most interesting aspect of this rise of the neo-liberalist discourse is that moral the appeals 

which called for the foundation of welfare policies, are now used to defend major welfare 

cutbacks (Bauman 1998, p. 51).    

 According to Bauman this change is linked to a transition from Western 

countries from industrial societies to post-industrial societies and the rapid spread of 

globalisation. In the industrial setting most labourers were factory workers and majority of the 

population was needed in production. Along with this presupposition came a boost for the 

moral standing of the work-ethic. It determined if people were worthy of respect or not. This 

meant that work got a premium place in identity formation; you are what you do, and if you 

do not work you are nobody. The main social problem of the poor in this setting was that they 

did not belong to good society(Bauman 1998, p. 2).   

 Bauman argues that this is no longer the case in our current post-industrial 

globalised setting: manual labour is usually outsourced to developing countries with big pools 

of cheap labour, and technology has replaced many working places. This means that we have 

transformed, 

 from a 'society of producers' to a 'society of consumers' and accordingly from a society guided by the 

work ethic to one ruled by the aesthetic of consumption. In the society of consumers, mass production 

does not require anymore mass labour and so the poor once 'a reserve army of labour', are recast as 

'flawed consumers' (Bauman 1998, p. 2). 
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So not only has our role changed, but so has the predicament of poverty. It used to be a 

limitation because one was deemed lazy, now it is a limitation because one can‘t buy build an 

identity by buying products. You are what you buy, and if you cannot buy, you are nobody. 

Thus poverty is still a poses an identity crisis, but no longer because you are unemployed, but 

because have become faceless in a society where people identify themselves with to the 

products they consume (Bauman 1998, p. 2).   

 However, this does not mean that the work ethic has disappeared from the 

political discourse of poverty: the industrial emphasis on the work ethic has been conserved, 

even though in reality there is no need and little chance for all people to work. This is what 

makes the position of poor in current society so dire:  they are judged on the basis of both the 

old and the new discourse. According to the old society is not to blame for poverty because 

the poor do not work, and due to the new the poor cannot participate socially because they 

cannot consume. Society‘s preference for this explanation is that those in power can keep 

consuming without needing to feel guilty about the plight of the new poor, because the 

industrial discourse legitimises the poverty of some and the wealth of others according to the 

work-ethic (Bauman 1998, p. 2).    

 The other change of mindset that Baumann links to the shift from industrial to 

post-industrial society is the individualisation of society. Individualisation in wealthy 

countries has led to an increased level of self-confidence amongst individuals. They feel that 

their wealth is predominantly self earned by hard work, rather than a consequence of luck. 

This has reduced the general approval for welfare policy, since that policy was built on the 

understanding that welfare serves the common good, because everybody might be unlucky 

and fail to earn their living, so there was a need for a fund that protects all people in case of 

such events. Baumann argues that the political reality of the past twenty years shows that 

most middle range voters now believe that they are more likely to succeed when they take 

care of themselves, than when they are insured by social policy and taxes (Bauman 1998, pp. 

52–56).      

 This argument by Baumann is a cultural argument based on a history of ideas. It 

clearly separates to different zeitgeists for the industrial and post-industrial period. When we 

compare this to O‘Connor‘s earlier description of the rise of neo-liberalism in the social 

policy section, we see that he also looks for a change of values, but does not identify a radical 

demarcation via change of values due to consumerism. He also argues that globalisation has 

increased the ‗fit‘ of the neo-liberal worldview, but he does so on the basis of a the affinity of 

the ways of global competition and the values of neo-liberalism. Globalisation as a practice 
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tends to leave less room for state interference as companies cross national boundaries. It also 

identifies state interference as a cause of economic decline because high taxes limit the 

incentive to work (O'Connor, Robinson 2008, pp. 33–35) . 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have seen how sociology, cultural studies, media studies and political 

studies all endeavour to study the representation of poverty. Sometimes they do so on their 

own terms, whilst at other times the similarities between the different fields are more evident. 

The most important conclusion of this chapter is the salience of deservingness in the study of 

poverty representation. These representations of deservingness can be influenced by social 

policy, religion and historical developments, which affect the structure of society. But it is 

still a matter of discussion to what degree different factors form different welfare cultures, 

most scholars agree that this is the case to some extent. Nonetheless, Van Oorschot‘s research 

warrants a new examination of the relation between representations and perceptions of 

poverty. 
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Chapter 3 - Welfare in the Netherlands 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a concise overview of the history of welfare development in the 

Netherlands and its historical and cultural context. This background knowledge is meant to 

aid my analysis of the representations of poverty in the late 19
th

 and early 21
st
 century in the 

next chapters, There are four major themes to address regarding the context of my primary 

sources: the classification of the Dutch welfare state and the legacy of Calvinism, the political 

and social changes of the 19
th

 century, the 20
th

 century development of the welfare state, and 

last but not least, the post 1980‘s challenges for the welfare state and neo-liberal welfare 

retrenchment. The first section presents the influence of Calvinism and tries to place the 

Dutch welfare state in Esping-Andersen‘s typology. In doing so it describes developments 

over several centuries. The second section is chronological description of Dutch social and 

political history related to welfare from the 19
th

 century on. This means that some of the 

developments pointed out in the Calvinist argument will be repeated in the chronological 

section, to place them in a more specific historical context related to the two periods I am 

examining.  

Calvin’s Legacy and the Dutch ‘Bad Fit’ 

What type of welfare state is the Dutch welfare state? Esping-Andersen (Esping-Andersen 

1990) and others using his model, have found difficulties assigning it. In different studies the 

Dutch welfare state has been classified as social democratic (Goodin et al. 1999, Esping-

Andersen 1990) and as conservative (van Kersbergen 1995, Visser and Hemerijck 1997). 

Esping-Andersen has alternated between classifying it as social democratic regime and as a 

conservative regime later. Manow (Manow 2004) argues that this confusion over the 

classification of the Dutch welfare state shows Esping-Andersen‘s theory is incomplete. As 

we have seen in the previous chapter, he proposes a division of welfare states based on 

Christian denomination to solve the Dutch welfare state‘s ‗bad fit‘.  

 In the previous chapter we have already encountered Manow‘s (Manow 2004)  

and Kahl‘s (Kahl 2005) theory on the representation of poverty in free Protestant countries 

and its influence on welfare state development in general. This means that I focus here on a 

the particular influence it had in the Dutch context. In the Netherlands, free Protestantism 
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came in the form of Calvinism. Like all free other free protestant denominations, it 

represented poverty as a result of individual sin. Those who were poor were so because they 

did not work and lacked the morals and rigour to uphold a proper work-ethic. This attribution 

of poverty to individual failing and responsibility meant that welfare policy avoided state 

interference, since the individual was responsible for poverty he was the only who should 

change his circumstances by changing his behaviour (Kahl 2005, p. 107). The 

influence of Calvinism on Dutch poor relief is evident in the presence of workhouses, since 

Calvinist tradition assumed that the poor should be deterred from claiming support. It was 

understood that the sinning poor needed to be punished to make them change their ways and 

become responsible citizens(Kahl 2005, p. 105).In practice however, the Netherlands was 

known to have a substantial amount of outdoor poor relief, since workhouses poor relief was 

expensive and required a lot of  coordination. It was more usual that local counsels distributed 

poor relief whilst they kept a close eye on the deservingness of the poor they supported. Since 

most poor were held responsible for their own poverty, only those in dire need despite their 

best efforts received poor relief. For instance as widows with young children and the elderly. 

These benefits were considered generous compared to those of other countires at the time , 

even when the strict limitations based on deservingness are taken into account (Wintle 2000, 

pp. 275–277) .     

 Manow argues that the Calvinistic anti-welfare state views explains why the 

Netherlands developed a welfare state much later than most of its European contemporaries: 

we are referring first of all to the strongly anti-étatist position of the Protestant free churches and other 

reformed currents of Protestantism (Dissenters, Calvinists, Baptists etc.). Their emphasis on self-help, 

the autonomy of the holy local congregation, strict state/church separation (with a church that was 

conceived to be de-centralized, local, democratic and Congregationalist, instead of Episcopal in 

character), and individual asceticism and prudence propagated a strict anti-state program (...) that - in 

numerous ways – had a retarding effect on welfare state development (Manow 2004, p. 0). 

These anti-state views of Calvinism remind us of liberalism‘s negative freedom .More 

surprisingly, protestant morals were also incorporated by liberalism in the late 19
th

 century to 

a greater extent than many realise today. At the same time moral concerns were central to the 

Calvinistic poor relief of these countries provided: ―Individual thrift, self-discipline and the 

fight against idleness and drinking, were the central elements in this 'liberal' program – with 

often not-so-liberal moral overtones and a high degree of expected conformism‖(Manow 

2004, p. 0). 
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In the Dutch case, welfare laggardism was caused by one particular political 

party: the Orthodox Calvinist Anti-Revolutionary Party (ARP), led by Abraham Kuyper. It 

had a radical anti-state attitude, which was exemplified by its ideology of ‗sovereignty in 

one's own circle‘ ('souvereiniteit in eigen kring'), which stated that the government had no 

right to tell its citizens on what ideological basis they should organise their education, 

healthcare, or poor relief. So the ARP voted against the welfare reforms proposed in 

parliament. This in effect blocked Dutch welfare state development until German occupation 

(Manow 2004, p. 0).     

 When welfare policy finally made it through parliament after WWII, it served as 

a way to even out religious differences and other social cleavages via the welfare state. Each 

ideological pillar: protestant, catholic, socialist or liberal, was subsidised by the state so they 

could establish their own welfare institutions. This method provided each pillar with the 

freedom to arrange welfare in accordance with their own convictions, whilst also introducing 

state funded welfare provisions. This way not only religious schools and social services were 

subsidised, but also the charity provided by the churches was increasingly ―financed by the 

new welfare state programs‖ (Manow 2004, p. 0).   

 This system of state-subsidy led to a situation where the competition between 

these pillars was consolidated through the allocation of financial means by the welfare state. 

Manow argues that the sudden rise of generosity in the 1960‘s can be explained by the equally 

sudden dissolving the pillars after 1960: the increase in generosity of the state was an attempt 

to materially compensate for the loss of social cohesion on the pillar level, by replacing it with 

extra social solidarity on the national level(Manow 2004, p. 0).  

 What is interesting about Manow‘s account of Dutch welfare generosity is its 

lack of explanation how this sudden change can be reconciled with the supposed long lasting 

influence of religious framings of poor relief, which can hold on to the national imagination 

over the course of centuries. Since Manow said earlier that ―we should be aware of the fact 

that religion played – and still plays – an extremely important role, often being the most 

prominent element in the national ‗vocabulary of legitimation‘‖(Manow 2004, p. 0). If 

religion plays such a profound long term role for the legitimation or rejection of state 

interference, how can these views change so fundamentally within a decade? The question is 

if such a radical change is strong enough to sustain later welfare development, or have the 

Calvinist representations of poverty adapted to a new setting? 
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The Netherlands in the 19
th

 Century 

Now that Manow‘s account of Calvinism‘s importance for Dutch welfare state formation is 

clarified, it is time to trace it in Dutch history on my own accord and see what other authors 

say about Dutch welfare state development. This section starts with an overview of the most 

important developments of the 19
th

 century. That century was a time of great change: 

demographic, social and political developments turned the Netherlands into a country which 

was very different from what it was when the century began.  

 Technical, medical, and agricultural developments managed to cut back on food 

shortage and epidemics and thus population growth boomed (Wintle 2000, pp. 8–21) . Two 

other forces of change were urbanization and industrialisation. They initiated the development 

of a class of labouring city poor. In contrast to the rural poor from before, these urban poor 

depended on selling their labour alone and could not fall back on small-scale agricultural 

produce. Poverty could still be found in rural areas, but a class of unskilled and often 

unwanted labourers could only be found in urban areas (Wintle 2000, pp. 303–312) . The rise 

of such the working class was a common process throughout Europe, but it took a different 

course in the Netherlands. The question is whether or not the Netherlands had a ‘real‘ 

industrial revolution or not. Wintle argues that factories and unskilled labourers appeared later 

(between 1870 and 1890), more gradually, and had a smaller impact on society than in other 

European countries. For instance the Netherlands did not have big industrial cities that could 

compete with Manchester or Ghent. Since the scope of Dutch industrialisation on a national 

scale was less extensive, a smaller portion of the population actually depended on factory 

work (Wintle 2000, p. 75).     

 What does this non-revolutionary industrialisation mean for the position of the 

poor in the Dutch society? According to Wintle, it meant that social stratification took a 

longer time to turn from a rank based society into a class based one. Rather than ending the 

feudal importance of birth directly, a class based society developed gradually and Dutch 

society continued a rank based distinction between ―the haves and the have-nots‖ (Wintle 

2000, pp. 303–312)  However, these have-nots would gain voices of their own in the political 

field as the 19
th

 century moved on, since it was in the 19
th

 century that the idea of mass 

politics was introduced into Dutch society. Around 1800 most people could not influence 

political decisions, because these were reserved for the noble elite. Around 1900 this had 

changed, the middle classes had gained the power to influence political decisions (Wintle 

2000, pp. 312–319) For example, parliament gained more power and opened op for non-
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nobility after the constitutional reforms of 1848, which turned the Netherlands from an 

autocratic monarchy into a parliamental democracy. Even though the division of powers was 

still heavily based on wealth and rank when it came into effect in 1848, it paved the way for 

universal suffrage in the long run (Kossmann 1978, p. 179). 

Religious Identity, Moral Liberalism and Welfare Politics 

The social developments which had reorganised power relations caused a new political 

interest in the living and working conditions of the poor. This was called ‗the Social 

Question‘ (de Sociale Questie) and as the concern for the well-being of the poor grew, new 

social measures were discussed. These measures were designed to aid and educate the poor to 

turn them into proper citizens. This meant that the state took on the role of a guardian who 

cares for those who cannot care for themselves and seeks to raise his prodigies into 

independent adulthood. An example of a political recognition of such adulthood, is the right 

to political participation via universal suffrage (Kossmann, Kossmann-Putto 1987, pp. 46–

47). The debate on this issue started in the 1880‘s, but universal suffrage would not come into 

effect till 1917.     

 Another major political and social transformation was the Dutch nationalisation. 

The previously independent provinces had led relatively separate lives, supporting their own 

local institutions, languages, and festivals. This meant that the Netherlands was a nation in 

name, but lacked a shared identity which identified them as one people. King William I and 

the bourgeoisie wanted to change this and started a nationalisation initiative. This initiative 

was implemented in several ways; political unification through centralisation, an education 

programme which fostered Dutch citizens, and national holidays to foster a collective memory 

and pray for the Dutch nation (Wintle 2000, pp. 282–287) . King William I chose to identify 

the Dutch nation as a Protestant nation. This put Calvinist thoughts and morals at the heart of 

the Dutch nation and estranged the Southern Catholic parts of the Netherlands. This choice for 

Protestantism was a result of previous occupation by the Catholic Spanish and French, but 

offended the Flemish. They started a civil war which ended with their independency in 1830, 

which significantly decreased Dutch territory(Kossmann 1978, pp. 150–153) . 

 The nationalisation initiative was successful in the Northern parts of the 

Netherlands by the end of the 19
th

 century, even within the remaining predominantly Catholic 

areas in the South. Wintle describes how religious minorities, such as the Catholics and the 

orthodox Calvinists, sought independence for their group within the new Dutch nation. This 

might seem to contradict Manow‘s argument, but it does not because Manow argues that the 
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mainstream form of Dutch Protestantism was heavily influenced by Calvinism. That is widely 

accepted amongst Dutch historians (van Rooden 1996).The Orthodox Calvinist minority 

Wintle refers to is more orthodox than the mainstream of Dutch Calvinistic Protestantism, and 

is therefore identified as Calvinist in comparison to the main stream (Wintle 2000, pp. 312–

319) .      

 According to Wintle both the Catholic and the Calvinist minority blocked 

centralised poor welfare programmes, because they feared for the autonomy of their 

communities if the state would be granted the right to interfere in society to such an extent. 

Van Kersbergen (van Kersbergen 2009, pp. 122–123)  also identifies the Catholic and 

Calvinist minorities as key factors in Dutch welfare laggardism. They formed special kinds of 

communities called pillars, (van Kersbergen 2009, pp. 124–129) . This means that it was not 

Calvinism alone that had a retarding effect on welfare development, but that the social 

phenomenon of pillarisation also made other religious groups adverse to centralised welfare 

policies. Pillarisation is a social system which creates different groups in society on an 

ideological basis. These pillars are vertical means of pillarisation, because the created 

alliances between the lower and the upper classes based on their conviction: Protestant, 

Catholic, socialist or liberal. This means that pillars became vital in Dutch politics, because 

each pillar was both a community in society and a political constituency (Wintle 2000, pp. 

261–266)       

 The gradual rise of pillarisation took place at the end of the 19
th

 century, but 

nevertheless the Calvinistic influence on welfare state development and its influence on social 

liberalism‘s moral demands should be recognised as an important factor independent of 

pillarisation. The most important welfare related measures that were taken during that period 

were the Child Labour act of 1874, and the poor law reforms of 1856 and 1870. These poor 

law reforms called for a central registration of private charities and obligated the state to 

intervene if the private charities were unable to provide poor relief. These reforms did not 

define a minimum level of income that every citizen was entitled to, charity remained a gift 

and would only become a social right till after WWII. This meant that it differed greatly from 

region to region what benefits the poor could expect in their times of need (Wintle 2000, pp. 

275–277) .      

 However, Dutch welfare laggardism should not be mistaken for welfare 

indifference. The social question was a major political topic of the time, but the problem was 

that parties disagreed on the benefits and drawbacks of state interventions and discussed: they 

discussed it extensively without finding the political support for centralised welfare 
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programmes. The arguments which hindered welfare development are related to liberal views 

on the ideal society. Liberalism was the leading ideology within Dutch government in the 

second half of the 19
th

 century (Kossmann 1978, pp. 192–193) , and its ideological content 

changed radically after the 1870‘s. At that point the mainstream liberals turned from classic 

liberals into social liberals. They expressed different opinions on social policy: the state 

intervention which had been cursed under classical liberalism was now in regarded as 

necessary. This change towards a more socialist understanding within liberalism took place 

without the involvement of socialist parties, because they would not get a foothold in Dutch 

politics until the 20
th

 century. Instead this change was induced by the liberals as they debated 

the writings of Marx and Engels amongst themselves. In comparison to what these authors 

proposed, the limited state interventions were minimal, but even those were revolutionary 

within the Dutch liberal climate (Kossmann, Kossmann-Putto 1987, pp. 46–47)   

 This salience of social liberalism amongst the bourgeoisie and elite of the late 

19th century was characterised by a great concern for morality (Wintle 2000, p. 261). The 

middle classes tried to spread morality through private civilisation initiatives as diverse as 

sobriety movements, prayer days, and museums. They took a great interest in the moral 

standing of the poor, because they were identified as those most in need of moral education. 

This need for teaching the poor on all matters moral, especially regarding sexuality and 

alcohol, might seem a contradiction to the tolerant reputation the Netherlands has today, but 

one should not forget that until the 1960‘s the Netherlands was one of the most religious and 

conservative countries within Europe (Wintle 2000, pp. 312–319) .  

 The moral concern of social liberalism was also expressed on a more theoretical 

level. Dudink calls this Dutch variety of social liberalism ‗virtuous liberalism‘ and he argues 

that even though many current liberals ―would not be liked to called moralists‖, moral is an 

essential adjective to understand the presumptions and concerns of 19th century liberalism 

(Dudink 1997, p. 9). This moral form of social liberalism thrived in the Netherlands between 

1870 and 1901 (Dudink 1997, p. 9). It championed state interference and market regulation in 

the name of social arguments, because they thought society was responsible for most forms of 

social inequality. They were unlike socialism because they upheld the liberal stance that 

income should be distributed according to merit and not according to need (Dudink 1997, p. 

10).      

 The 19
th

 century morals found in social liberalism originate from different 

traditions, the most significant of which is the Christian tradition. It values ‗love thy 

neighbour‘ and sacrifice as and emphasises rational self-control as a means to achieve a good 
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life and sustain good society (Dudink 1997, pp. 16–17) . Other influential concepts for social 

liberalism came from the budding discipline of sociology. Whilst today the social usually 

indicates an independent identity which influences politics, morals and individuals, Jose 

Harris‘ analysis shows that in the 19th century the notion of character was common in 

sociology instead This concept puts the individual first in the creation of the social: character  

is ―the source of life of the social organism‖ (Dudink 1997, p. 17) and the point of sociology 

was to improve and build character of the individuals within society to improve the virtue of 

society as a whole.     

 The importance of civil society and individual virtue were linked to the different 

perspectives on the nature of man in liberalism. As a rule notions of civilisation and civil 

society were much more prominent in both classical and social liberalism in the 19
th

 century. 

In both cases individualism is a core value, but 19
th

 century moral concerns meant that the 

liberal and Hobbesian idea of man as a pre-social being and egoistic by nature was not 

common. Instead both currents build on the idea that virtuous restraint was both possible and 

necessary to sustain society and secure maximum freedom for all individuals. The same virtue 

would lead to a society which regulated itself, independent of state regulation. Accordingly, 

individual immorality was dangerous because it created a society where tyranny could easily 

arise (Dudink 1997, pp. 12–13) .    

 The concept of man as egoistic by nature continued to influence the classical 

liberals‘ view on market regulation. They argued that individual self-interest and its 

transformation into common interest through the ‗invisible hand‘ of the market was in 

accordance with human nature, and therefore the key to a sensible and sustainable policies. 

Social liberals, on the other hand, argued that man was not driven just by self-interest. This 

meant that there was no need to limit state interference to such a great extend. They also 

imagined a society that corrected hardship through minimal financial redistribution, instead of 

the market being ruled justly by the invisible hand (Dudink 1997, pp. 47–49). 

Establishing Welfare: The State Beyond the Threshold 

How did the Dutch welfare state develop after the 19th century, which was characterised 

liberalism and a Protestant state identity? This section answers that question. On the societal 

level, pillarisation became the main social system to organise Dutch society and politics (van 

Kersbergen 2009, p. 121) and the German occupation and destruction during WWII  meant 

great economical and social upheaval. This increased a sense of Dutch identity in the face of 

German adversaries, but the war‘s hardships were not enough to end pillarisation‘s limitations 
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on national solidarity. It did however bring about  doubts about the rationale of pillarisation as 

a social system. These were embodied in the NVB, de Nederlandse Volksbeweging (the Dutch 

People Movement), which aimed for the end of pillarisation. They favoured the idea of one 

united Dutch nation above pillarisation, because the latter divided the Dutch nation in 

different groups (van Kersbergen 2009, p. 129).   

 The NVB failed to achieve its goal, but its ideas influenced the rising socialist 

and Catholic parties. Both parties took on the idea that they should collaborate more and open 

up to members of different pillars, which in effect led to a political Catholic-Socialist alliance 

on welfare policy. The ARP which had managed to successfully block welfare programmes 

before, could no longer do so now its Catholic partner changed its mind in favour of 

centralised policy, in line with NVB ideology of one centralised government for all Dutchmen 

(van Kersbergen 2009, p. 129)    

 The Dutch welfare state was formed and institutionalised in the 1950‘s by  a 

partnership between Catholics and Socialists. After several social policies were introduced, 

the Netherlands had developed into a welfare state which offered pension, unemployment 

benefits, healthcare, and education for its citizens (van Kersbergen 2009, pp. 124–129) . The 

policy was centralised because the state was responsible for providing care for its citizens, it 

was influenced by pillarisation because the state provided money to pillarised institutions to 

execute the care under their own ideological conditions and supervision. So rather than having 

the same hospital for everyone, hospitals, schools and care organisations were Protestant, 

Catholic or public. The latter, public, is a combination of socialist and liberals sharing 

provisions, because of the relative small size of these groups which meant that they could not 

sustain a provision for their pillar alone (van Dam op. 2011).  

 Pillarisation as a social system dissolved quickly and suddenly during the 

1960‘s. How and why this happened is a topic of heated academic discussion. The main 

explanations of de-pillarisation tend to be sought in societal trends of individualisation and 

secularisation. The first undermined the system because people started to prioritise their 

individual needs rather than the needs of their community. So personal preference and 

comfort rather than group belonging became decisive in elections and when choosing 

education or healthcare provisions. The latter, secularisation, undermined pillarisation 

because the majority belonged to a confessional pillar. As people stopped identifying 

themselves with these confessions, the Protestant and Catholic pillars lost their appeal (van 

Dam op. 2011). 
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The sudden demise of pillarisation had a great influence on Dutch welfare policy. Both van 

Kersbergen (2009) and Manow agree that this development caused Dutch social spending to 

sky rocket because political parties could no longer depend on a stable constituency based on 

their pillars, but had to win electorate by presenting policies that were popular with the 

general public. When before people had voted for a socialist or Protestant party because they 

belonged to that pillar, they now voted for a party based on their personal preference. Welfare 

spending was popular with the de-pillarised electorate and thus social spending in the 

Netherlands increased dramatically, (van Kersbergen 2009, p. 141). turning it into a top 

welfare spender amongst the OECD countries(Goodin, Smitsman Anneloes 2000, p. 44). 

Reconsidering Welfare: the Costs of State Interference 

After the 1970‘s several changes have occurred within the Dutch welfare system and they 

follow a pattern of welfare retrenchment. This section deals with the way Dutch welfare 

retrenchment materialised in the face of financial crisis and social change. The Netherlands is 

not the only country to witness such a trend of welfare retrenchment after an age of generous 

welfare:      

 Up until the 1970‘s, western welfare states expanded during the ‗golden age‘ of 

welfare development. However, the oil crises, high unemployment levels, stagflation and 

serious economic downturn of the late 1970‘s and early 1980‘s marked the end of the golden 

era of western welfare states and ushered in a period of reform and retrenchment(Yerkes, van 

der Romke 2011, p. 430).     

 In the Dutch case the golden age of welfare continued a little longer, the first 

modest reforms to curtail welfare costs came in 1980 and were followed by extensive welfare 

reform in  1987(Goodin, Smitsman Anneloes 2000, p. 44)The first were responses to the crisis 

of the 1970‘s whilst the latter came after the realisation that more savings would be needed 

for the Dutch welfare state to survive financially in the long run. The generous welfare 

programmes were set up in a way that did not encourage people to seek employment again, 

which meant that a disproportional part of the Dutch workforce was at home on sickness or 

disability benefits. Reforms to bring down the costs of these programmes continued well into 

the 1990‘s (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, pp. 432–433) .  

 The reforms made directly after the 1970‘s crisis were an attempt to cut costs, 

but in fact constituted a gradual shift from the original 1950‘s policy designs. (Yerkes, van der 

Romke 2011, pp. 432–433) . Like these welfare reforms, those of the 1980‘s and early 1990‘s 

were characterised by activation and further reduction of social protection. The idea behind 
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this was that many people who were in social security did not really need it. So the benefit 

levels should to decrease and eligibility demands to should increase to only help those truly in 

need.  In doing so, were expected to costs decrease and welfare would legitimise itself by only 

supporting the truly needy (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 433).  

 This view of a 1950‘s based welfare system populated by the undeserving, is a 

result of a focus on the income and costs balance. This preoccupation with costs led to a focus 

on employability. In order to end financial problems more people should be physically fit and 

properly educated for paid work. Yerkes describes how this led to a welfare policy which 

prioritised ―more lengthy educational trajectories and an increased emphasis on individual 

responsibility in obtaining skills‖(Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 438). So it was not just the 

government‘s responsibility to provide trajectories to prepare people for work, but it also 

became an individual responsibility to work on one‘s employability. 

 The 2008 financial crisis had a similar effect, again welfare policy debates 

focused on the issues of cost and employability. However, since the welfare Dutch welfare 

state had already changed considerably since the 1970‘s, social policy was already on the path 

of activation and employability. Another issue is that the social circumstances of the 

workforce have changed since the 1970s. For instance the male breadwinner model has been 

replaced by a double income model with most women working part-time. Another major 

change is the end of long term contracts and the rise of a flexible labour-market that requires 

regular career change and life-long learning. These factors combine mean that social risks 

affect other individuals and groups than the 1950‘s and 1980‘s policy makers had in mind 

when they designed their policies: social inequalities manifest themselves in new ways. For 

instance in the risk and need for freelance workers and the difficulties women have when re-

entering the job market after maternity leave. This means that social policy has to change 

accordingly to protect the new vulnerable in society(Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 437).

 The government implemented its cost reduction and employability aims by 

helping businesses to maintain a skilled workforce and by embarking on extended healthcare 

reform to prevent a further escalation of healthcare spendings (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, 

p. 441). The first was achieved by ‗part-time unemployment‘ (Deeltijd WW): a provision 

which enabled companies to temporarily ‗fire‘ people for a max. 50% of their contract hours, 

whilst the state offered unemployment benefits to compensate the lost working hours for the 

employee. That way the employee would still available for the company when the recession 

abates and the employee will only have lost half his job(Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 

439). The latter goal of healthcare cost reduction was implemented by an introduction of free 
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market competition and private healthcare insurance. This leads to increased selectivity in the 

long run, since those who work can effort better insurance than the unemployed (Yerkes, van 

der Romke 2011, pp. 431–432) .    

 The welfare reforms which followed the economic crisis of the 1970‘s and the 

more recent one of 2008 have altered the Dutch welfare into one that is focused on 

employability and selective welfare. Before welfare tended to more universal and there was 

established activating labour policy whilst current policy demands people to work and take 

the responsibility to educate themselves. This means that the Calvinist emphasis on the 

individual  work-ethic seems to have found a new incarnation in Dutch activation policy. 

However,  not everything has become individual responsibility, since social policy is 

underway to ―trade strict dismissal protection for a right to life-long learning (....) causing a 

significant shift in social rights‖ (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 440). This means 

individuals do not stand alone in their effort and responsibility to adapt to a flexible job 

market, because the state and employers are expected to contribute as well. 

 Expectation is that both the trend of increased emphasis of selectivity in social 

security and the trend to emphasise employability will continue to shape future welfare 

developments. Especially the AWBZ, a social assistance available for all to guarantee a social 

minimum, is expected to become more selective based on ―notions of need and reciprocity 

and in the direction of increased individual responsibility‖ (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 

442). Another expected major shift is the decentralisation of welfare responsibilities to the 

municipal level (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 442).  

 In the last three decades, ―changes in Dutch social security have resulted in a 

fundamental transformation of social rights and social protection. Social rights have become 

increasingly conditional, targeted and directed at re-commodification.‖ (Yerkes, van der 

Romke 2011, p. 437) Only those who cannot be held responsible for being beyond re-

commodification, such as the sick and the disabled, can expect generous and unconditional 

benefits. This means that welfare and employability have become the main policy aims to 

structure Dutch social policy: for those who can work there is activation policy and for those 

who cannot there is welfare (Yerkes, van der Romke 2011, p. 437). 

Conclusion 

The most recent developments in Dutch welfare policy remind us of the Calvinistic 

representation of poverty at the start of this chapter. The question remains if the current 

changes are indeed a return to a Dutch Calvinistic poverty discourse after an exceptional time 
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of welfare generosity from the 1950‘s to the 1970‘s, or if the universal welfare trend set in the 

1960‘s will persist in the long run. This historical overview has shown how Calvinistic 

representations of poverty merged with liberal representations of poverty, which were 

followed by a welfare state development during the 1950‘s-to mid 1980‘s that was so 

generous it seemed odd not to group the Netherlands amongst the social-democratic welfare 

states.      

 With this context in mind it will be interesting to take a closer look at the exact 

representations of poverty in the late 19
th

 and early 21
st
 century, in order to fill in the gaps in 

this general history of Dutch welfare development. In the following two chapters I analyse 

how the poor are represented and what is identified as the cause of poverty. Those images can 

shed more light on the puzzling Dutch relation with liberal, social-democratic and 

conservative welfare models, because once we understand poverty is constructed as a problem 

overtime, we can reflect on the character of Dutch welfare culture. This better understanding 

of Dutch welfare culture will then help us to understand the position of the Netherlands in 

Esping-Andersen‘s and Manow‘s typologies of welfare states. 
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Chapter 4 – Representation of Poverty in the Late 19
th

 Century 

 

Introduction 

In the history chapter we have seen that the 19
th

 century was a time of rapid social and 

economic change which created particular problems and discourses of the time, such as social 

liberalism. In this chapter I provide the results of my analysis. I analyse three books on 

poverty from the late 19
th

 century and reflect how my findings compare to the historical data 

presented in the previous chapter. I will compare the 19
th

 century results to those of the 21
st
 

century in the ‗Comparsion and Conclusions‘ chapter.   

  The first book I analysed is “De Sociale Questie” (The Social Question) by 

Pierson which was published 1887. This book is a relevant source, because poverty was the 

main issue within the Social Question. The second book I examined is ―Het Vraagstuk der 

Armenverzorging‖ (The Question of Poor Pelief) by Borgesius, Hartogh and Blankenberg, 

published in 1895. It is an over 300 pages long book and it makes an inventory of Dutch poor 

relief at the time and reflects on the history of poor relief. It also proposes new measures for 

future poor relief reform, based on its findings. Since it is extensive compared to the other 

books, I have chosen to analyse selected pages. I selected 110 pages, both from the inventory 

of current poor relief and the chapter that proposes poor law reform. The two other books 

consisted of 40 pages each, so in total I analysed 190 pages of 19
th

 century material. The third 

book I chose is ―De Werkloosheid als Maatschappelijk Verschijnsel‖ (Unemployment as a 

Social Phenomenon) by Falkenburg, published in 1891. He writes on the relation between 

unemployment and poverty.    

 In the first part I present an overview of the quantitative results of my study: 

what explanation of poverty predominates in the late 19
th

 century Dutch poverty discourse? I 

will illustrate the numbers with exemplary quotes in order to give an idea how these different 

representations of poverty are expressed in the Dutch discourse. In the second part I will 

reflect on the three qualitative themes I found during my analysis: decency, the deserving 

poor, and the changing times of industrialisation. 
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The Quantitative Results 

In total the material provided 240 poverty related remarks, these poverty related remarks 

represent every single time a code appeared. In this section I discuss the most important of 

them. I express their number in percentages to reflect how often a certain representation 

occurred.      

 The late 19
th

 century discourse represents poverty as individualistic in terms of 

morality and indecency. Decency is my translation of the Dutch term zeden. Zeden is 

synonymous to morality, as it relates to moral standards: the general definition of is zeden 

is:―the dominant opinion regarding what one should and should not do‖ (Van Dale)It is hard 

to define it beyond this basic definition, since the lack of zeden in the poor is lamented, but  is  

not specified further in the material I analysed.   

 This lack of decency comprised 13% of all poverty related images. I think it is 

reasonable to assume that this indecency is related to other examples of improper behaviour, 

such as alcohol abuse, crime and not taking time to raise their kids properly, because these 

issues are regularly discussed when talking about the failings of the poor. The general 

definition of zeden implies that it could encompass these kinds of individual behaviour. When 

we add up the undefined indecency with the defined indecency categories of crime, alcohol 

abuse and family misconduct (not raising children properly and sexual promiscuity), lack of 

piety laziness, and the other codes for individualistic representations of poverty: they make up 

39% of all poverty related remarks.    

 Borgesius et al. provide an example of the importance of decency and 

individualistic representations of poverty in the late 19
th

 century. They write that poverty has 

multiple causes, the most important of which is the lack of virtue of the poor, for instance in 

the case of alcoholism. According to them poverty is also caused by less severe shortcomings 

of the poor, such as carelessness and stupidity. Only their last explanation of poverty 

identifies another cause of poverty than the behaviour of the poor themselves, as they identify 

unforeseen changes of events as a cause of poverty (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 55). 

Pierson also reflects on the shortcomings of the poor and accuses them of indecent behaviour: 

He wonders, why is the working class so rich in numbers? And he finds the explanation of that in the 

matter of decency. The low level of the civilization of many, which causes people to enter a marriage 

when their income which hardly suffices. (…) As long as this does not change an increase in wages 

will just mean that people will marry even younger and beget even more children. The crowd would 

become increase and the hardships of the poor would not decrease (Pierson 1887, pp. 26–27).  
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This quote shows that the poor are being held responsible for their own situation, not just in 

the sense that they are stupid and careless, but most profoundly in the sense that they are a 

different kind of people: the ´indecent‘. These people should learn and improve before they 

would be able to handle an increase in wage.   

 With 39% of statements representing poor in an individualistic manner, the 

question is if representation is challenged by fatalistic and structural representations of 

poverty? That is not the case. For instance, when we take into consideration that hardly any 

positive characteristics are attributed to the poor, the image of an age where poor were held 

responsible for their own hardships becomes even stronger. In the analysed material only 

1.3% of poor were represented as rational, only once were they described as economical and 

there was no instance where the poor where explicitly represented as hardworking. There is 

one description which says that labourers never have a day off and that ―we‖ (presumably the 

well to do) should not marvel at the size of the discontent that those labourers feel. This 

description implies that poor are hardworking, they literally never have a day of. Yet they are 

not praised for their endurance. The most positive representation they get is this 

understanding for their discontent (Pierson 1887, p. 35).  

 In most cases poor were represented as unrespectable people, with laziness as a 

most common fault with a total of 8,3% , money wasting at 0,8% and irrationality at 4,2%. 

These are already incorporated in the 39% of individualistic representations of poverty, but 

the lack of voices portraying the poor as hardworking makes indicates a further dominance of 

the individualistic representation within late 19
th

 century poverty discourse. The accounts that 

adjust this negative representation in favour of the poor are the 12% of poverty related 

remarks which represent poverty as fatalistic and the same total of 12% for structural 

representations of poverty. This quote on unemployment by Falkenburg is an example of a 

structural representation of poverty in the late 19
th

, which tended to identify unemployment 

and industrialisation as the cause of poverty: 

A phenomenon of greater size and of greater weight, a phenomenon against which the mentioned 

measures are useless, is the unemployment, created by a surplus of labourers and which finds it origin 

in the fluctuation of the great industry‘s sales (Falkenburg 1891, p. 8).  

This is a structural explanation of poverty because Falkenburg argues that industrialisation 

increases poverty by the way it increases competition to an unsustainable level. The solution  

to this problem is to reduce competition to a sustainable level. He proposes the introduction of 

cartels who divide the market to reach this goal (Falkenburg 1891, p. 8). 
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 The books differ regarding their frequency of identifying involuntary 

unemployment as a cause for poverty. 57% of the cases where unemployment is defined as 

the cause for poverty appear in ―De Werkloosheid als Maatschappelijk Verschijnsel‖, whilst 

―Het Vraagstuk der Armenzorg” and ―De Sociale Questie” only make up for 36% and 7% of 

this representations in comparison. Regarding laziness as an individualistic cause of poverty, 

there is also a stark difference between the three books: ―Het Vraagstuk der Armenzorg” 

covers 65% of the total representations of poor people as lazy. It also represents decency as 

very important, as does ―De Sociale Questie”. These two books contain 97% of all poverty 

related remarks on decency, which means that Falkenburg‘s work on unemployment hardly 

mentions it in comparison.     

 Another frequently mentioned issue is bonafide forms of poor relief. In total 

37% of all poverty related remarks address who should take care of the poor and what kind of 

poor relief they should provide. Even though in general late 19
th

 representations of poverty 

tend be individualistic, the consensus is that something should be done to relief the misery of 

the poor. Private charities, such as churches or civil initiatives, are represented as bonafide 

providers of poor relief in 12% of all poverty related remarks whilst the state comes to a total 

14%. Private charities are usually mentioned when the current state of affairs within poor 

relief is described and examples of poor relief are given. Whilst the state usually appears 

when poor relief reforms are discussed and an increase of state intervention is proposed. ―Het 

Vraagstuk der Armenzorg”, especially calls for more state coordination and involvement in 

poor relief, private charities are still encouraged to participate, but it argues that state 

coordination is needed to improve the overall effectiveness of poor relief measures.

 The conclusion is that quantitative 19
th

 century data indicates has a clear 

tendency towards individualistic representations of poverty. Its discourse indicates a relation 

between indecency and poverty. The structural representation of poverty in the form of 

unemployment, is also considered but is a minor argument compared to the number of 

individualistic representations. The fatalistic representation of poverty is as frequent as the 

individualistic. What is interesting to note there, is that the ‗bad luck‘ that causes poverty is 

usually not defined. When it is, it usually mentions sickness of the death of a spouse as the 

cause of poverty. Another great point of discussion is who is supposed to do something to 

relief poverty besides the poor themselves: private charities or the state. These make for 

interesting conclusions, but in order to fully understand the relation between indecency, 

poverty and the need for state intervention, we need to turn to a qualitative approach and look 

at the main themes of late 19
th

 century poverty discourse.   
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Qualitative Results 

In this part I deal with the main themes that were discussed in the late 19
th

 century sources. 

My aim is to clarify the relation between certain representations and point out the theoretical 

tensions between different 19
th

 century representations of poverty. Especially in the case of 

decency, the relation between individualistic and structural explanations of poverty seems to 

be conceptualised in a different way than Feagin‘s model presupposes.  

On Decency: Are Only the Beasts Poor or Does Poverty Turn People into Beasts? 

The results of the analysis show that there is a tendency to represent poor as a different, 

‗indecent‘ kind of people, or hardly as people at all. This is called ‗othering‘ in post-colonial 

studies and feminist studies, as we have seen in the literature review. In this section I want to 

deal with the question how poverty and indecency are to ‗othering‘. In doing so I also focus  

on the role ‗othering‘ plays in the legitimisation the established as it was described by 

Pickering (Pickering 2001, pp. 47–49) . Even though the numbers tell a clear story of the 

prevalence individualistic representations of poverty, the discourse up close shows how 

individualistic and structural can theoretically be connected in terms of decency. 

 The question if the poor are indecent ‗others‘ from birth or if they become 

‗others‘ through the hardships of poverty was a common issue in the late 19
th

 century 

material. This turn from man into beast reveals sympathy for the poor and changes the 

conceptualisation of poverty within society: if poverty changes man into beast, than it is no 

longer a natural state of a social and morals order which rewards the decent with riches, but a 

social problem that needs to be solved. This is in conflict with the idea that decency is the key 

to solve the poverty problem by a civilisation offence expressed in the next theme. Because if 

poverty causes indecency, than the poor need bread instead of moral teachings. 

 Borgesius et al. describe the relation between poverty and decency in the 

following way: 

Material wealth, physical health and the power of decency are three elements of which the mutual 

interaction cannot be denied. As long as a not insignificant number of the nation lives in great 

hardship, wanting of the most basic necessities for sustenance, and have to endure a most miserable 

existence, one can be sure that a they will form a class of people that will contribute to the least 

desirable elements in society (...). If pauperism was eradicated, one could maybe not close prison, but 

it is a sure thing that its population would decrease. Under those unfavourable circumstances one 
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cannot fathom any civilization or development of spirit and mind (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 

174). 

In this case a relation between the material hardships of poverty and a decline in decency is 

presumed, which means that poverty needs to be eradicated before civilisation can win 

ground. But the relationship here between poverty and decency is not a one way street, since 

all three elements; wealth, health and decency are said to interact with each other This implies 

that an increase in indecency can also cause a decrease in wealth and health. 

 In contrast Pierson offers an account of a closer relationship between poverty 

and decency. He is one of the few who calls for actual empathy and to ‗de-other‘ poor people 

by pointing out that his public would be as malcontent as the poor if they had to live under 

such circumstances: 

 I can assure you that there are many labourers who really never ever have a Sunday off. The work 

goes on continuously, from the first of January till New Year‘s Eve. And confronted with such facts, 

people are astounded by the rising number of social-democrats! Imagine that you would live in such 

circumstances. Never a day of rest, never a day to spend together with your family (…) Wouldn‘t you 

grumble in malcontent? (Pierson 1887, p. 15: 35) 

Despite this call for empathy, Pierson points out three actors who are to blame for poverty. 

First and foremost the poor themselves who lack morals and rationality, in second place come 

the factory owners who think too much about their own profit and no longer look after ‗their 

boys‘ like responsible elite should. In third place he blames the public, for they have failed to 

demand legal action to help the future generation on their way to become productive workers 

(Pierson 1887). This shows that his call for empathy is an exception which coincides with a 

representation of poor as indecent and lazy, since he calls them lazy four times and implies 

that the poor are hardworking only once.   

 The question of societal responsibility is also a main part of Borgesius et al.‘s 

argument for poor relief reform and his justification of state intervention in the coordination 

of poor relief, as this quote shows: 

The heart of the matter is that poverty, with her aftermath of misery, crime, and animalisation, is a 

great social evil against which the state is bound to fight. The state does not need to feel responsible 

for poverty in general. In very many cases the individuals or unforeseen circumstances are to blame. 

But even so poverty is in part a consequence of our society‘s design, which most likely cannot take a 

form in which no-one falls victim to its motions (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 173). 
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This quotation reflects the tension within most sources, on the on hand an individualistic 

explanation of poverty is dominant, whilst on the other hand a structural explanation is 

proposed. In Borgesius et al.‘ case even the fatalistic explanation of poverty appears, but with 

forty-five appearances for individualistic explanations to three for fatalistic the prevalence of 

individualistic explanations remains evident.   

 It would seem that an emphasis on individualist explanations of poverty through 

decency would not lead to a call for state involvement or for structural change. Still the call 

for a change of society is made by Pierson, though not in the sense Feagin pointed out in his 

structuralist explanation of poverty. There society‘s structure rather than the individual 

actions cause poverty, whilst Pierson calls for a change of society in terms of individual 

decency: ―The development of rationality and decency is of the upmost importance: society 

should not change from the outside but the individuals should be changed from within‖ 

(Pierson 1887, pp. 26–27) .    

 This quote reflects an interesting hybridisation of individualistic and structural 

explanations of poverty, since the lack of decency is identified as a social and structural 

problem. Whilst decency is in itself of an individualistic nature, since it is the individual who 

makes the moral decisions and not the level of the morality of society that forces an individual 

to make an immoral decision. Also it is not the structure of society that needs to change but 

the individuals within it, which accommodates the idea that the poor bear the brunt blame of 

their position, but that other parts of society share in the blame too. In that sense the call for 

civilisation is a key example of how the combination of a mainstream view that individuals 

are in control of their fate can be combined with the conclusion that society needs to change. 

Historically speaking it is difficult to say if these thoughts are the ideological predecessors of 

the welfare developments after 1945. Because we should understand the discourse of the late 

19
th

 century on its own terms, but it would not be too much of a generalisation to say that this 

combination of individualistic and structural representations of poverty theoretically could 

have paved the way for a more structural understanding of poverty.   

The Deserving Poor: Who Should We Take Care of and in What Way? 

In the literature review we have seen that the division of  the poor into groups of deserving 

and undeserving poor gradually became decisive to determine the eligibility for poor relief 

after the middle ages (Jütte 1994). This theme reflects on that issue, since the emphasis on 

decency to served as a means of demarcation between the deserving and the undeserving poor 

in the late 19
th

 century. This in turn is related to ‗othering‘ since decent poor are recognized as 
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fellow humans, whilst the indecent poor are ‗others‘ do not fulfil that criteria. They therefore 

are deemed less human through representation, as we have already seen in the previous theme 

were poverty is said animalise people    

 When Borgesius et al. write ―The heart of the matter is that poverty, with her 

aftermath of misery, crime, and animalisation, is a great social evil against which the state is 

bound to fight‖ (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 173), they imply that the conditions of 

deservingness are under discussion, some animals apparently were human before they became 

poor and thus all poor might de deserving, even the indecent poor. In the next quote Borgesius 

et al. make a strong argument for a proper separation between the deserving and undeserving 

poor, and defines the lack of it as one of the main ailments of 19
th

 century poor relief: 

Who is to benefit from the disunity within the army (poor relief)? The enemy ofcourse: because 

conflict weakens. And the enemy here is first and foremost the idle beggar, the work loathing pauper, 

the miserable sloth, who cleverly make use of the ignorance of that the institution keep themselves in, 

in order to receive support from multiple hands. Who suffer from this, except the institutions 

themselves? Those who are truly in need, the silent poor, who could be properly supported if not for 

the want of means (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, pp. 52–53) . 

Here Borgesius et al. clearly identify the undeserving poor who are enemies to society. So 

then the point of view that poverty turns people into beasts does not make these beasts eligible 

for help. This means that although they add a structural aspect to the explanation of poverty, 

this has no effect on the judgement that it is the individualistic representation of poverty is 

sominant in the late 19
th

 century poverty discourse.    

 Borgesius et al.‘s argument that help to undeserving poor is to be denied, is also 

founded on practical considerations. They seem to think that some poor are beyond 

redemption. It would be a waste of money to provide poor relief to them. Instead  it should be 

given the poor who still have some decency: ―It is easier to keep a family from drowning 

which has not experienced the gravest poverty yet, than to salvage those who have sunk to the 

depths of true pauperism‖(Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, pp. 180–181) .Despite their strict 

views on decency and the effect of animalization, Borgesius et al.‘s final proposition for poor 

relief reform is remarkably inclusive. This would fit a structural or fatalistic representation of 

poverty rather than an individualistic one. ―The government is obliged to provide assistance to 

the needy who are not able to support themselves and their family and who are not eligible for 

church or other forms of charity; or for whom the awarded charity is not sufficient‖(Goeman 

Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 188). Of course the inclusiveness depends on the interpretation of 
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what it means to ‗not be able to support oneself‘, but the mere fact that the emphasis is on the 

ability to support one‘s self rather than a explicit minimum level of decency, creates potential 

for a more inclusive poor relief in the future.   

 Now that we have explored the cause and effect relation between poverty and 

decency, it is time to reflect how these representations may have influenced the conceptions 

of effective poor relief in the 19
th

 century. Not surprisingly it calls for an improvement of 

decency, which means that any material poor relief should always be accompanied by moral 

guidance. A usual proposed solution is to have a poor-carer, who regularly visits homes, to 

give out poor relief and simultaneously teach the poor decent behaviour. In De Vraag der 

Armenverzorging, the role of such a poor-carer is defined in the following way: 

Wherever the indispensable hand of charity reaches out, she should do it by affecting decency and 

improving the living conditions of the recipient as much as possible. (…) He (the poor-carer) should 

try to be the confidante and councillor of the recipient: he should exercise a patronage. In that manner 

he shall have to encourage the children‘s school attendance;  that the boys are educated in a trade or 

profession, and that the girls go into housekeeping or choose another employment (Goeman Borgesius 

et al. 1895, p. 27). 

Falkenburg, who does not focus so much on decency as the other authors do, emphasises the 

financial challenges to provide unemployed with support in their times of need. He reflects on 

the possibility of a social system of insurance rather than traditional forms of poor relief, and 

writes: 

Insuring against the danger of employment remains difficult, because the danger is impossible to 

calculate and is not the same in all instances of unemployment (…). Besides, it is very difficult to 

define a measure which can separate those who are unemployed with no fault of their own, from those 

who are to blame for their precarious situation (Falkenburg 1891, p. 29). 

So even though Falkenburg seems to favour some kind of social insurance in theory, he does 

not see how this could be put into practice, since unemployment is too unpredictable. He 

argues that the modern times of industrialization have created such a high level of 

competition, that the market cannot be predicted anymore. This jeopardises the working class 

and makes them more vulnerable to poverty than before. (Falkenburg 1891, p. 13) It is this 

issue of changing times that I will study next. 
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The Changing Times of Industrialisation  

There is no country where the worker has to fear unemployment, more than the country where modern 

industry in its current lays down the law. She restlessly moves forward into the future (Falkenburg 

1891, p. 15)  

 As this quote indicates, the late 19
th

 century authors identified a relationship between poverty 

and industrialisation. In this theme I want to draw attention to the way these changing times 

are related to late 19
th

 century representations of poverty. In many ways, this is connected to 

liberalism, since the times are changing due to industrialisation. This process of 

industrilisation is compatible with liberalism‘s views of the progress into a modern society 

and the understanding that humans thrive best when they carry the responsibility for their 

individual well-being.     

 As we have seen in the historical chapter, a challenge for late 19
th

 century 

liberalism is to come terms with the socialist idea that poverty is not caused by the individual 

failings of the poor, but by society‘s structures. Another change 19
th

 century liberalism had to 

accommodate is the transition from a feudal relationship between employer and employee, to 

that of a contract between equals. Pierson regards employers as the second in line to blame for 

poverty (after the poor themselves) and accuses the elite of not taking proper care of the poor. 

For example, ―the working class has lost faith in the elite, because of the many evils that 

thrived whilst the elite failed to intervene‖(Pierson 1887, p. 24) and ―what are you doing for 

your boys? Did he (the employer) do to ensure that they would become skilled workers? 

(Pierson 1887, p. 31).     

 This accusation of the elite is put in terms of the old time relationship between 

employer and employee. Pierson‘s complaint about the employer‘s behaviour is opposed his 

Pierson‘s faith  that free markets will bring  jobs and  prosperity for all.  

How does one not get there? One should not wish to bring back old institutes, that simply cannot be 

done. The time of common lands and guilds has passed. Just as one cannot cloth a full-grown man in 

child‘s attire, one cannot let a developed society take on the life forms of days gone by (Pierson 1887, 

pp. 6–7).  

These old institutions are bad because they limit competition, they create monopolies through 

guilds and take away investment opportunity by sharing land amongst all farmers. 

Protectionism of internal markets should also end, because ―competition is our most powerful 

ally‖(Pierson 1887, pp. 10–11) . This expresses a liberal belief in the benefits of free market 
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competition. What seems un-liberal to our interpretation of the term is that Pierson puts so 

much faith in decency as an answer to poverty, rather than relying on competition alone. He 

writes ―the elevation of the decent and rational level of the people usually is a sufficient mean 

to combat poverty‖(Pierson 1887, p. 28). This explanation leaves out market economy, and 

focuses on decency instead .    

 Even with a positive evaluation of the free market‘s effects, Pierson does reflect 

on the harmful effect of an unregulated market for the poor. He argues that the low wages in 

industry are not caused by the malfunctioning of the market, but by a population surplus: ―low 

wages aren‘t caused by the market but by a surplus of employees. That is why population 

growth should be put to a halt‖ (Pierson 1887, p. 11). So even though the free market means 

trouble for the poor because of it, market regulation is still the way forward. 

 The reason for Pierson‘s reluctance to regulate the market can be found in the 

liberal understanding of mankind‘s work-ethic. According to liberals humans need the 

incentive of a reward in order to work. Pierson‘s explanation seems to confirm this view, 

since he says: 

 private property is essential, because it is the incentive which motivates people to work. Mankind is 

lazy by nature. One can cry over it, but that will not change a thing. You should not abolish this right 

(private property), you can‘t even limit it much further than already has been done, or the appetite for 

work shall decrease tenfold. Deplore it if you want; wail over the cunning nature of man (...) but 

acknowledge that this simply is his nature and do not create social policy for a society of another 

species than normal human beings, because those will not serve anybody‖(Pierson 1887, pp. 16–17) . 

This quote shows that late the representation of the poor is only qualifies as ‗othering‘ up to a 

certain point, since whole mankind characterised here as lazy. This natural human laziness 

may not exhibited by decent people, but supposedly still slumbers in all of us, and is in danger 

of coming out if society does not force us to make something out of our lives. So rather than 

creating two classes of people, those who are noble and deserve riches and those who do not, 

this liberal viewpoint opens the door to one human condition for the rich and the poor.

 Borgesius et al. are milder when it comes to the overall nature of mankind. One 

of poor relief‘s great problems, they say, is that there are no regular check-ups of what people 

really need: incomes tend to fluctuate, which means that some people end up getting too little, 

or too much for an extended period of time. These excesses take away the incentive to work. 

(Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 17) 
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Conclusion 

In the late 19
th

 century, the individualistic representation of poverty dominates. This poverty 

discourse is sometimes challenged by the view that poverty is a fatalistic or a structural 

problem Despite the overall importance of individual responsibility and decency, the 

structural matters of labour market change through industrialisation, and a structural lack of 

morality in the society are reflected upon in length. . In the latter case the authors presuppose 

a relation between the moral state of individuals and the dreadful state of society‘s morals. So 

immoral individuals cause poverty and their immorality is in turn a structural cause of 

poverty. This means that the late 19
th

 century offers a hybrid of structural and individualistic 

representations of poverty, even if the latter dominates.   
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Chapter 5 – Representations of Poverty in the Early 21st Century  

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents my analysis of 61 selected newspaper articles on poverty. These articles 

appeared in 2012 and are a sample collected from three major Dutch newspapers: De 

Telegraaf, Trouw, and NRC. The first is a tabloid and is the most circulated newspaper on the 

Dutch market , as it had a market share of 15% in 2012(Media Monitor 2013), the second and 

the third are two of the major broadsheets in the Netherlands. Trouw originated as a 

confessional newspaper, but transformed during secularisation into a secular newspaper with 

a special interest in spirituality and society and a market share of 3%, whilst NRC is a 

conservative right wing newspaper that profiles itself as a newspaper for well informed 

businessmen and it has a market share of 5%(Media Monitor 2013). The third major Dutch 

broadsheet, De Volkskrant, was not included in this study for want of time. In order to have a 

balanced overview it was best to keep one conservative broadsheet (NRC) and to pick one 

left-oriented broadsheet Since both De Volkskrant and Trouw are on the left side of the 

political spectrum, I had to choose which one would be most relevant for my study. In this 

case Trouw‘s explicit interest for the vulnerable in society makes it a more suitable source for 

a study on poverty discourse than De Volkrant.   

 In the first part I will present an overview of the quantitative results of my study: 

what explanation of poverty predominate in the early 21
st
 century Dutch poverty discourse? I 

illustrate the numbers with exemplary quotes in order to give an idea how these different 

representations of poverty are expressed in practice. In the second part I reflect on the five 

quantitative themes I found during my analysis: concerns with the work ethic, the structural 

role of government and companies, how to classify the crisis, the rise of the new poor , and 

the changing times of globalisation 

Quantitative Results 

The 21
st
 century articles show a clear tendency towards the structural representation of 

poverty. 37% of all poverty related remarks are structural, whilst the individualistic 

representation covers 18,5% of total poverty related remarks. Fatalistic representation comes 

in at 8%. One of the results of my analysis the overlap between structural and fatalistic 

representations of poverty in the case of the economic crisis. According to Feagin‘s typology 
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the crisis should qualify as an example of structural representation of poverty, but the poverty 

discourse in the articles indicates otherwise. That there is such a hybrid representation of the 

economic crisis is an interesting result and I describe it more extensively in the qualitative 

part of this chapter.     

 For now the main issue is that the categories of fatalistic and structural 

representations of poverty cannot be treated as mutually exclusive. This is a limitation, 

because 12 % of all poverty related relate to the economic crisis category. In order to include 

this major factor, it makes sense to look at the data in two categories, individualistic and non-

individualistic, rather than in Feagin‘s threefold typology. This reorganisation combines 

structural and fatalistic explanations, by focusing on the fact that they both absolve the 

individual of blame. Thus leaving two opposing views, one seeks the cause of poverty with 

the individual, whilst the other states that poverty is caused by forces outside the individuals‘ 

control. If we add up all non-individualistic categories; the fatalistic, the structural and the 

hybrid economic crisis, we find that 52% of all poverty related remarks represent poverty as 

non-individualistic     

 24,5 % of all poverty related remarks deal with bonafide forms of poor relief. 

This number is divided between different sources of poor relief and different poor relief goals. 

The first consists of private charity and welfare: both are equally regular with 6,5% for private 

charity and 6,5% for welfare programmes. The second category, poor relief goals, 

differentiates between poor relief aimed at activation and poor relief aimed at the relief of 

immediate needs. Here there is a small preference for activation, which makes up 6% of the 

toral , in comparison to aid aimed at immediate need, which only makes up 4,5% of all 

poverty related remarks.     

 So the overall conclusion is that Dutch newspapers tend to not represent poverty 

as non-individualistic, with the main part of that total coming from structural representations 

of poverty (37%). Within this structuralist representation of poverty, several aspects of society 

are specified as contributing to poverty. The main  aspects identified are: the discrimination of 

elderly on the labour market, insufficient minimum wages, the increased social acceptance of 

debt, and patriarchy as an explanation for poverty amongst women. Some articles identified 

the government and private companies as actors who create these maleficent structures within 

society. Both are equally important since government was specified as a structural cause of 

poverty in 6% of all poverty related remarks, whilst private companies are good for 5,5%

 A noteworthy discrepancy is the difference between the overall Dutch tendency 

towards structuralism when representing poverty as a phenomenon, and the characteristics 
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actually attributed to the poor themselves in the articles. Even though all selected articles dealt 

with poverty, it mattered they whether they mentioned the poor themselves in doing so. Many 

articles do not identify a concrete poor person when write on poverty. This lack of factoring in 

the individual is in itself is an indicator 21
st
 century poverty discourse tends to look outside 

the sphere of individual control: but this also implies that the emphasis on structure does not 

mean that poverty is a conceived of as a simple no-blame no-shame situation, because 

negative characteristics like ‗laziness‘ and ‗making debt‘ (6,5%) were more frequent than 

positive attributes like ‗economical‘ and ‗hardworking‘ at 2%. 

Qualitative Results 

The discrepancy between the representation of the poor as a category and poor individuals, 

shows that there is more to Feagin‘s typology than meets the eye at first glance. This section 

is devoted to go beyond that first glance and discover what images make up the current Dutch 

newspaper representations of poverty. First I provide an analysis of the individualist 

representation of poverty, what has happened to the role of morals and work-ethic that were 

essential to the 19
th

 century representation of poverty. Then I provide a similar background 

for the structural representations of poverty. Third I address the difficulties with ‗classifying 

the crisis‘, since people seem to regard the crisis as a different kind of poverty cause than 

Feagin‘s model suggest. Fourth I deal with the rise of the ‗new poor‘ as a way to understand 

how the crisis may have changed the representation of the poor. And fifth  I will address ‗the 

changing times of globalisation‘ theme. This theme is similar to the ‗changing times of 

industrialisation‘ in the last chapter, since it also identifies changing social structures as a 

cause of poverty, but it will take extra examination to determine the similarities and 

differences between the two.  

On Individual Decency: What About the Work-Ethic? 

One of the most striking differences between the 19
th

 and the 21
st
 century material is the 

almost total disappearance of ‗decency‘ in the poverty discourse. Concerns with piety, 

manners, alcoholism, and criminality have dwindled to insignificant numbers. Alcoholism 

was not mentioned at all, and criminality only once. The concerns for the poor‘s ability to 

raise their children into responsible citizens have also dwindled to only one occurrence. The 

work-ethic of the poor is also questioned less here than in the 19
th

 century material, however 

it has not decreased as dramatically as the other moral aspects: 5,5% of all poverty related 

remarks identify the poor as lazy, compared to a number of 8,3% in the 19
th

 century.  So we 
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can conclude that crime, family values and substance abuse are no longer associated with 

poverty, but that a flawed work-ethic is.    

 Another interesting aspect of the work-ethic in 21
st
 century representation of 

poverty, is that in roughly 50%  of the cases the idea that the poor are lazy is contrasted with 

the idea that the poor are hardworking within the same article. These articles tend to compare 

both views without deciding for one or the other in the end. Instead they reflect on both sides 

of the argument and leave the reader to make up their own mind. There are two examples of 

such lazy-hardworking contrasting articles: the first is an interview with a Dutch politician 

and the second is a report of a welfare-to-work program in Rotterdam. 

 When asked in parliament if  the work ethic of  welfare beneficiaries should be 

scrutinised, because Eastern European immigrants are happily taking up the jobs that welfare 

beneficiaries decline, the minister of Social Affairs answers: 

I do not want to reflect on the work-ethic of welfare beneficiaries in general here. That may differ, like 

people always differ. One sees people who would love to work, but who do not really seem to 

succeed. One also sees people who do not want to work and where an extra incentive would be in 

order {Weel 11-12-2012 #13. 

His answer gives equal weight to both the idea that welfare beneficiaries are to blame for their 

lack of income and need more incentives, as to the notion that they are willing to work and do 

not need extra incentives This means that the article score on both ends on the work ethic 

scale without deciding on one view in the end. This is interesting because it shows that 

although the willingness to work amongst poor is a matter of discussion, it is not stated 

outright but discussed in more euphemistic terms.   

 Another interesting example of both laziness and hardworking is this article on 

from welfare-to-work (van Baars 2012, p. 2), titled ―Seniors: stop whining, just take that 

job‖.It contains two interviews with recently laid-off seniors. They are both presented as 

hardworking and this positive representation of their willingness to work is contrasted by a 

quote from a city council representative. He implies the elderly are lazy whilst, also 

emphasising the difficulties they face with the structural changes of the labour market: 

I don‘t want to take their (unemployed seniors) hopes away, but especially elderly who have little 

experience with changing jobs are having a tough time. They need to learn a new mentality that is 

more self-activating. They should receive better training and education in that regard (van Baars 2012, 

p. 2). 
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On the one hand the elderly need to be more ‗self-activating‘, which implies they are lazy 

now. On the other hand, the author indentifies the changing labour-market as the main culprit 

and proposes education programmes as a solution.  So despite his concerns about individual 

effort, the proposition is an investment in training rather than a cut in social payments or 

another type of activating incentive. This characterisation of the ‗poor as lazy‘ in an indirect 

manner, either by calling for a more self-activating attitude or by stating that poor need 

incentives in order to start working, is common in the early 21
st
 century material. 

 The only direct accusation of laziness appears not by in the name of the 

newspapers journalists, but in the name of its readers. In an article the Telegraaf summarised 

readers‘ responses when they asked the question: ‗What do you think about poverty?‘ One of 

the chosen quote said, ―it‘s laziness. People with little money are usually ill-content even 

though they are subsidised all the time. It‘s never enough‖(Creatiever omgaan met geld 2012, 

p. 6). Here the moral judgement regarding a lack of work-ethic is clear: poor make other 

people pay and then whine that it is not enough.    

 In contrast, being able to handle your money wisely does not seem to have such 

a strong moral aspect. It‘s not exclusively portrayed as a responsibility, because it is also 

defined as a skill. This means that not being able to handle your money can be both 

irresponsible and irrational. In the first case you have caused your own poverty but you might 

not be to blame, whilst in the second you are to blame because you knew what you were 

doing. In the articles this difference does not clearly come through in representation, since 

again both strands of representation are intertwined with one another. For example in this 

article: 

People underestimate what responsibilities they are taking on. A few of days ago I watched a TV 

programme and saw a couple who had financed their wedding through their mortgage. Irresponsible. 

And improper of the money lender if you ask me (Planbureau bezorgd om jonge gezinnen; dertigers 

zijn een kwetsbare groep 2012, p. 25). 

This example shows the tension between lacking the skill to take care of yourself, by honestly 

underestimating the responsibilities, and an identified unwillingness to face the music and 

have a simple wedding. The latter is consciously irresponsible as people do know they cannot 

afford it but go ahead anyway. The added aspect here is that the moneylender is also held 

responsible for this couple‘s situation, because it granted them a loan when it should not have 

done so.  
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Society is the Problem: Can the Government and Banks Be Held Responsible for Poverty? 

The expressed responsibility of banks for their clients shows that poverty discourse blends 

individualistic and structural representations of poverty when it comes to debt. Not only banks 

are mixed in a structural argument here, society itself is presented as a culprit which corrupted 

individual behaviour by creating a culture in which debt is socially acceptable. Rather than 

blaming the individual for taking out a loan so lightly, society as a whole is identified as a 

cause of high private debt. An example of this argument can be found in this Telegraaf  

article:  ―It (the increase of debt) is not just a result of the crisis. It‘s rather a case of a trend in 

society to borrow more and more. We have come to accept debt as something normal‖ 

(Schulden rijzen de pan uit 2012, p. 11).    

 However, society‘s structure itself is seen as connected to certain actors within 

it: the banks and the government. The next example represents banks as the instigators of a 

lenient loan culture: 

I knew very well that a mortgage was a debt as well. Many people begged to differ, the bank had made 

them believe that it was an investment (...) One might simply say that it was greed, but in 2006 there 

was major pressure from the banks to take the highest mortgage one could possibly get (nog even 

bankieren 17, p. 17). 

So in this case banks appear in a structural representation of poverty. In other instances the 

state was also identified as a structural cause of poverty. This accusation comes in two 

varieties: first not protecting its citizens from the banks, and second by failing to design an 

adequate welfare policy.  The first links the state to the financial crisis, since the state is 

supposed to regulate the lending market to prevent dangerous financial products from entering 

it, as this Telegraaf article shows: ―Politics condoned the financial institutions which created 

the fiscal constructions that turned out to be criminal and totally irresponsible‖ (Sparen heeft 

zin 2012).      

 The second complaint towards government is that its welfare policies are 

ineffective.  Those complaints focus on three different aspects of welfare: healthcare and 

privatisation,  the elderly and the labour market, and excessive tax levels. The first aspects of 

concerns the privatisation reforms in healthcare, where the government is accused of falsely 

assuming that the liberalisation of the healthcare market would have a positive effect on price 

levels, and decrease healthcare costs and poverty. For instance this NRC article critises the 

government for designing its welfare policy with materialistic consumers in mind, when it 
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should have focused on citizens‘ immaterial interests, such as security, comfort and fairness, 

instead: 

Sometimes citizens are not acting enough like consumers. That is a great cause of concern for our 

government. The government expects a lot from the market, but in order for that to work the citizens 

should play along.(and behave like consumers) (…) How can the government regulate the market if 

citizens are motivated by other things than money? (NRC, 01-08-2012 p. 12).  

The issue here is that people do not always make the most consumer savvy decisions,  for 

instance when choosing their insurance. They don‘t want to check and change every year, or 

care more for comfort and security than for lowest cost. Thus the privatisation of health 

insurance has not led to the expected decrease of price levels, for which the government says 

the consumer themselves are to blame. On the other hand the government tries increasingly to 

regulate its citizens through monetary incentives, which this article criticises as fundamentally 

ineffective because ―citizens are motivated by other things than money‖ (NRC, 01-08-2012 p. 

12).      

 Another issue is that the welfare state fails to protect the elderly from their 

position as excess labourers on the labour-market. These articles claim that it is the 

government‘s responsibility to make sure elderly get jobs. For instance by offering tax-

benefits for the elderly, or education programmes to make them more competitive on the 

labour market. If the government fails to do that, the least it should do is provide higher social 

security payments for the elderly, because they became unemployed through no fault of their 

own.      

 In contrast to this call for an extension of the welfare state through de-

privatising healthcare, increasing benefit levels and life-long education, comes the critique 

that welfare as it is costs too much. The state is accused of taking too much money of its 

citizens and the taxes are deemed unfair and unproductive. In a reaction to a proposal of 

making healthcare insurance  becoming income-dependant, the Telegraaf wrote:  

Scandalous. Shocking. Daylight robbery. Ridiculous (…) The hardworking Dutchman gets to pick up 

the tab. (…) Health care is identical for everybody and so its pricetag should be the same for 

everybody too. (Werken heeft geen nut. Ik moet mijn huis verkopen om de zorgpremie te betalen 

2012).  

Such resentment against redistribution in relation to poverty is only represented in the 

Telegraaf and even there it is rare. However, since my sample only includes articles that 
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mention poverty, it might be that income redistribution receives harder criticism when poverty 

is not mentioned in the article. I think there might have been a shift in the connotation of 

poverty since the 19
th

, which means that in the 21
st
 century, the diagnosis poverty in itself 

denotes legitimate need, whereas in the 19
th

 century seems not to have done . It was a term to 

describe what people had: some people had little and were poor, others had more and were 

rich. The question if and how something should be done about the difference was a matter of 

discussion. Poverty seems to have been more normal in that context, and did not necessarily 

signify crisis and social injustice. In contrast the 21
st
 century material suggests that poverty 

has gained such a ‗crisis‘ and ‗human drama‘ connotation. I also reflect more on this in my 

conclusion, but I did not want to wait to point out this limitation.  

 Another implication of Telegraaf‘s critique on high tax levels is linked to liberal 

conceptions of human nature. In its article ―Working is pointless‖, readers describe how they 

have decided against working extra hours because reaching a higher tax zone would mean 

they would not gain financially from it. They also complain that the government is killing 

economic growth and prosperity through its taxes which are unrightfully used to support 

people who do not want to work (Werken heeft geen nut. Ik moet mijn huis verkopen om de 

zorgpremie te betalen 2012).    

 This is an account of humans as naturally lazy, which is also included in the 

liberal understanding of human nature. It means that humans crave the incentives of 

competition in order to work and in doing so grow into healthy human beings. Without those 

incentives they will sit, do nothing, and lose their independence to whoever is paying for 

them. The latter is what the poor are according to this view, and the Telegraaf‘s article 

condemns government for increasing their numbers by taking so much of working people‘s 

earnings that they lose their desire to work 

Is the Economic Crisis Caused by Fate or Structural? How to Analyse What is not There    

As I pointed out earlier, the economic crisis proved difficult to categorise according to 

Feagin‘s typology According to his typology one could argue that because of its relation to 

choice for free market policy, rather than say, a strictly regulated financial market, the 

financial crisis is a structural problem caused by the way the market and the state interact. 

Several articles explicitly did so by holding the government or banks responsible for the 

crisis, as we have seen in the previous section. Unfortunately many articles did not reflect 

extensively on what actually caused the crisis at all   

 Instead they treated it like a natural catastrophe: the Netherlands was hit by the 
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financial crisis, much in the same way as if it was hit by a flood or a tornado: nobody is 

blamed,  this catastrophe just came and left people impoverished. This meant that people lost 

jobs and houses without being to blame for it, as is the case when natural misfortune strikes. 

For instance in this Trouw article on the life of a woman who got into financial trouble after 

the crisis:  ―The crisis brought great trouble. You‘re too old, too expensive, for you I‘ll find 

ten others, is what she is literally told‖ (Lenssinck 2012).  

   No structural cause was identified in articles like these. Where this lack of 

explanation comes from is hard to say. It might be the case that people represent the economic 

crisis in a fatalistic frame, and do genuinely perceive the crisis as a cause of poverty which is 

unrelated to social structures. It might also be the case that a structural explanation is not 

present even though the author does have a structural perspective on the issue, due to lack of 

space to address complicates structural aspects in the brief medium that a newspaper article is.

  It would be hasty to conclude that it is a fatalistic view because there is no 

evident explanation provided in the article: what is not there in print might still be 

presupposed by the writer, since newspaper articles tend to be brief and a discussion of the 

structural would be a lengthy part of text. Thus the lack of explanation might be caused by 

concerns with brevity rather than with a purely fatalistic framing of the economic crisis as a 

cause of poverty. Still the frequency and ease of the disappearance of structure suggests there 

is such thing as a fatalistic representation the economic crisis. 

The new poor 

Another theme present in the in the early 21
st
 century poverty discourse, is that of the ‗new 

poor‘ This term is used to denote the educated people who had no trouble finding work before 

the crisis and suddenly find themselves on the bottom of the income ladder amongst the 

conventional poor. (Lenssinck 2012) These kind of articles focus on the hard time people 

have adjusting to their new situation: they are used to having money to spare and suddenly 

cannot. However, from a sociological perspective this is an important change for another 

reason: people who never considered themselves as belonging to the poor and who have 

gained social capital during their middle or upperclass upbringing, suddenly find themselves 

in a situation where they have to explain to themselves why they now belong amongst the 

poor. This reveals and challenges their negative stereotypes of the poor and shows that 

individualistic representations of poverty are not as self-evident as they were before: 
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And now she‘s really poor. Every week she goes to the food bank.(…) ‗Poverty sucks‘, she says, 

sitting at home on an Italian designer couch bought in better times. Being penniless is not just about 

lacking financial means; poverty touches all corners of your existence: ‗It means that constantly have 

to pull myself together, that I‘m constantly struggling, and that I‘m not free to make my own 

decisions.‘ (…) ‗Ofcourse I am happy that I can pick up a crate of food every week and that my 

parents help me out from time to time. But I find it difficult. I want to be independent. I don‘t like 

charity, I don‘t like sad people.‘(Lenssinck 2012)  

In this quote it is evident that the respondent struggles to receive charity because she believes 

it proves that she is ‗sad‘. This fits into an individualistic poverty discourse, because that also 

defines poverty as a result of individual failure. On the other hand, her notes on the constant 

struggle of poverty and her education level do not fit the ‗lazy‘ or ‗fit for failure‘ images 

which make usually up the individualistic representation of poverty.  

 This tension between the new and the old images of poverty, is the reason why 

the ‗new poor‘ as a category challenge society‘s representations of poverty. All of a sudden 

the traditionally non-sad people have become poor, does that mean that they are now ‗sad‘ to? 

Does that mean that poverty is wrongly identified as an individual problem? The crisis and its 

new poor are a very recent phenomenon, and therefore it is difficult to establish if a change of 

poverty representation has been taking place in the wake of the financial crisis. Since my 

material is limited to 2012, I cannot draw such conclusions. However, these findings do 

indicate that this a fertile direction for future research.   

 This Trouw article itself points towards a more positive image of poor people 

and identifies the crisis as the main cause of poverty for many. The labelling of poor people as 

lazy is actively challenged here:  

Even Van der Veer wants nothing more than to work again, even if her earnings would amount to the 

same as her current social benefits. "I would rather be working and poor than be poor and 

unemployed." But in Friesland the jobs are not there for the taking. She is regularly asked why she 

doesn‘t move the Randstad. "As if I can just pick up my teenagers‘ lives and move", she says 

{Lenssinck 10/20/2012 Trouw.} 

The Changing Times of Globalisation 

Let me remind you of one of the meanings of precarious, or its Latin stem precarius: obtained by 

prayer. The whims of the benefactor are unpredictable. Today, he scatters money throughout Europe. 

Tomorrow, he may hand out even more rare pieces of gold to the Chinese or Nigerians. This is called 

―globalisation‖. And globalisation is the future (Trouw, 20-11-2012). 
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The crisis itself is not necessarily connected to a shift within society‘s structure, but when it 

is, the increased global market competition embodied by globalization is usually identified as 

the structural source of ‗new‘ poverty. As is the case the quotation above. It is an excerpt from 

the most eloquent example of this argument that globalization and competition are at the 

bottom of increasing poverty. It was published in Trouw, but is not an average newspaper 

article, because it is consists of selected parts of Geert van Istendael‘s lecture on social 

developments in our current world.    

 What makes this argument special is that it goes beyond the sphere of the Dutch 

nation in order to explain poverty. The articles in this analysis were selected on the basis that 

they dealt with poverty in the Netherlands and this article does so. However, it also shows that 

there is a trend to see the causes of current poverty as part of structures outside the Dutch 

national context, on a global, or closer to home, on a European level. Geert van Istendael 

presents this idea in a poetic allegory of ―Saint Precarious‖ as a church of the wealthy and as 

the guiding faith of current politics (Trouw, 20-11-2012): 

Are you familiar with the Church of Saint Precarious? It can easily be found without the aid 

of a guide, and once you enter you will have every reason to despair. For the Church of Saint 

Precarious has no room for hope. Most of its parishioners work for the most meagre of wages 

to secure the privileges of the higher clergy, religious leaders who have replaced theology 

with economics. Growth figures are the subject of worship at the Church of Saint Precarious. 

In fact, the budget always shows a surplus. How is that possible? It's simple. Just lower the 

wages. And, above all, eradicate all solidarity. Rid yourself of those expensive social costs 

that you had to pay in those backward times on the egocentric, lazy unemployed and the 

sickly with their illusionary afflictions ( Trouw 20-11- 2012). 

In this article, Trouw represents poverty as a problem of politicians having the wrong 

priorities and falsely adhering to an individualistic understanding of poverty in order to 

legitimate welfare cutbacks. This presents a grim picture of the current situation. However it 

also plays with the terms and words that the politicians who favour neo-liberalistic welfare 

policy actually use:  

Proudly displayed above the altar are the letters TINA, as an abbreviation of the new Latin: There Is 

No Alternative [a reference to a famous statement made by former UK prime minister Margaret 

Thatcher] (Trouw, 20-11-2012). 
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Whereas neo-liberals identify cutbacks as the only alternative in order to get people back to 

work and keep the economy running, van Istendael‘s lecture criticises that viewpoint. He 

defines it as a political decision which legitimises a new global elite and he does not see it as 

an accurate description of economic necessity. According to him, TINA is in opposition with 

the tradition of European social security systems, of which the Dutch welfare state is an 

example. He argues that social security systems like these are ―the crown jewel of European 

civilisation‖ (Trouw, 20-11-2012). This crown jewel is threatened by national politicians all 

over Europe and by Euopean officials in particular: 

 So, if Mr Draghi says in the Wall Street Journal that Europe's social model no longer exists and that 

the traditional social contract of the continent is outdated, the chairman of the ECB indeed declares 

himself an enemy of European civilisation( Trouw, 20-11-2012). 

Conclusion 

Early 21
st
 century Dutch representation of poverty has a strong overall tendency towards a 

non-individualistic representation of poverty, especially of the structural. However, some side 

notes are important in regard to that general conclusion. First of all the economic crisis seems 

to be a hybrid of structural and fatalistic representations of poverty. This means that a 

structural representation of poverty is not the first option that comes to mind in the case of 

economic crisis, but that one also cannot be sure that it is fatalistic. Second, an important 

theme is the influence of globalisation and the influence of international banks on the 

economy, which means that the Dutch poverty discourse is influenced more and more by 

European or even global discourses on poverty, as the TINA quote of van Istendael shows. 

Third, the overall tendency towards a structural representation is accompanied by a great 

concern for the individual work-ethic: the work-ethic of the poor is a matter of discussion in 

the 21
st
 century, so their effort is not taken for granted as the prevalence of non-individualistic 

representations would lead us to suspect. Instead it remains is an important topic of 

discussion. This emphasis on the work-ethic is in interesting opposition to the overall 

tendency of structuralism in the poverty representation in the early 21
st
 century. 
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Conclusion 

 

Introduction: Defining Dutch Poverty Discourse 

In this final chapter I compare the results of the late 19
th

 century to those of the early 21
st
 

century. My main intention is to lift out the most interesting differences and similarities of 

these two periods and put them into a theoretical context. This means that this chapter is first 

about what the particular results of my study tell us about Dutch poverty representation, and 

second about what they might teach us about Dutch welfare culture. The main threads in this 

discussion are the influence of Calvinism on Dutch poverty representation and the influence 

of social liberalism and neo-liberalism in both periods.  

 In order to keep track of both my own results and previous research, I have 

ordered this chapter according to the main results of my study and the main themes in current 

theory and research. I will start with presenting the main quantitative results of my study and 

focus on the qualitiative particularities of my material. Then I will continue to present my 

results, but this time in the context of stereotypes, ‗othering‘ and legitimisation. In that part I 

will focus the changes of emphasis on morality and work ethic, and how that can be linked to 

the ‗bad fit‘ the Dutch welfare state is in Esping-Andersen‘s model. In doing so I will reflect 

on the way the differences between 19
th

 century and 21
st
 century Dutch poverty representation 

can still be considered as to different parts of one Dutch welfare culture.  

The Results 

The quantitative results show a clear shift from the late 19
th

 century poverty discourse, which 

represented poverty as an individual problem, to the early 21
st
 century discourse which 

represented poverty as a structural problem. In the 19
th

 century 39% of all poverty related 

remarks were individualistic, whilst in the 21
st
 this number dropped to 18,5%. In contrast the 

21
st
 century material presented poverty as a structural problem for 37% of all poverty related 

remarks, whilst the 19
th

 century material only did so in 12% of the cases. The fatalistic 

representation of poverty did not change as dramatically, and over time it decreased from 12% 

in the 19
th

 century to 8% in the 21
st
 century.   

 In both centuries, a considerable amount of poverty related remarks was devoted 

to discussing bonafide forms of poor relief. In the late 19
th

 century it was a more debated topic 

than in the early 21st
th

 century, since 37% of poverty related remarks dealt with bonafide poor 
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relief  in the 19
th

, whilst 21
st
 century material only devoted 24,5% to the way poor relief 

should be arranged. Another surprising result, is that in both centuries the representation of 

private and state poverty measures as bonafide remain at an equal level: in the 19
th

 private and 

state funded poor relief were almost equal at 12% and 14% respectively, and in the 21
st
 6,5% 

of presented poor relief is private and 6,5% is state funded. So even though the a welfare state 

was instituted in the meantime and an individualistic frame was replaced by a structural one, 

the representation of bonafide sources of poor relief remains remarkably similar in both times. 

One has to take into account here that most of the 19
th

 century sources championed state 

interference as the way forward for anti-poverty policy, rather than it being commonplace. In 

comparison the 21
st
 century descriptions of bonafide poor relief tend to describe already 

existing welfare programmes rather than argue for a change of actor in the field of poor relief.

  The preference for activation related poor relief is also relatively similar in both 

periods. In the 19
th

 century 6,5% of poverty related remarks regarded activating kinds of poor 

relief, whilst 4,5% aim to relief current need. In the 21
st
 century these numbers are 6% for 

activation 4,5 % relief of current need. As expected, the level of need indicated when differs 

greatly between the 19
th

 and the 21
st
 century: where the first only has attention for food, 

housing and eating, the latter puts great emphasis on education, transport, and sport clubs or 

other hobbies for the children.    

 The hybrid explanation of the crisis poses a limitation for the comparison 

between the two ages in terms of Feagin‘s typology. As I have argues in the previous chapter, 

there are serious signs that the economic crisis of 2008 is perceived as a fatalistic catastrophe 

not unlike a tornado, rather than a question of economical structure as Feagin‘s typology 

proposes. Therefore I have not included the crisis in either fatalistic or structural 

representations of poverty so far, since it is both and cannot easily be assigned to one of these 

categories. However, this does not mean that our certainty on the shift away from 

individualistic representation since the 19
th

 century is compromised, since both fatalistic and 

structural representations of poverty absolve the individual of blame for his or her poverty.

  So the numbers of fatalistic and structural combined can form a non-

individualistic category, or positive representation of poverty as Larsen and Dejgaard (2013) 

call it. The economic crisis of 2008 can be included in this category without any theoretical 

problems. When we compare the 19
th

 and the 21
st
 century in terms of these categories, the 

24% of all poverty related remarks in the 19
th

 century are non-individualistic whilst in the 21
st
 

century 57% of all poverty related remarks fall in this category. The numbers of pure 

individualistic representation remain the same in this categorisation, 39% for the 19
th

 century 
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and 18,5% for the 21
st
.       

 The hybridisation of poverty representations as both individual and structural in 

the 19
th

 century in terms of decency, does not pose such a theoretical problem as the 21
st
 

century hybridisation of the economic crisis does. This is the case, because both elements of 

the first hybrid can still be identified. This means that I was able to count when individual 

representations where present, and when structural representations occurred. That was not the 

case in the 21
st
 century hybridisation of the crisis, since it leaves out a structural 

representation and only hints at a fatalistic one. 

Dutch Results in a European Context 

How does this compare to the results of Larsen and Dejgaard‘s (2013) study of representation 

of poverty in newspapers in the U.K, Sweden and Denmark? On a quantitative level this study 

cannot be compared to mine, since Larsen and Dejgaard chose to code whole stories as 

positive or negative rather than code each poverty related remark and then separately analyse 

its frequency. I chose not to use this method because during a trial reading I found it difficult 

to classify articles as either positive or negative, since a significant number of articles 

represents poor in multiple categories without deciding on fatalistic, individualistic or 

structural on an article level. It also goes against the findings of Lepianka et al. which show 

that a hybridisation of representations of poverty is not uncommon (Lepianka et al. 2009). 

Therefore it makes sense to code individualistic, fatalistic or structural representations as they 

appear, rather than to categorise a whole article.   

  So rather than comparing the quantitative data, it is more informative to the 

compare qualitative results of these studies. Larsen and Dejgaard identified ‗abuse-stories‘ as 

typical for liberal welfare regimes such as the U.K, whilst they found that social-democratic 

welfare regimes, such as Sweden and Denmark, have a tendency towards ‗citizen-abandoned-

by-state-stories‘ (Larsen, Dejgaard 2013, p. 298). The first type, ‗the abuse-stories‘, are 

common in the 19
th

 century material, which portrayed a great concern for decency, in terms of 

family and religious values, and regarding work ethic. The poor were represented as people 

who would not hesitate to live an easy life of fraud instead of a hard and honest life of work. 

This was not only found in contemporary studies of poverty representation in the U.K, a study 

on British poverty representation from 1860 to 1880 identified that the poverty discourse of 

the time focused on the demoralisation and remoralisation of the poor (Morris 1994, p. 19).

 So the Dutch late 19
th

 century poverty discourse shows similarities to the British 

discourse, now and especially in the past. The social democratic type, the ‗citizen-abandoned-
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by-state-stories‘ can be found in the 21
st
 century material. For example, the articles that 

accuse the state of not protecting its citizens against the banks , and the article which accuse 

the state of not doing enough to get the elderly back into work. Concluding from the 

frequency of these stories, the early 21
st 

Dutch poverty representation fits that of a social-

democratic state, whilst it was far from it in the late 19
th

 century, before the Dutch welfare 

state had been instituted.     

 However, what the 21
st
 century analysis also shows is that the work-ethic is an 

important topic under discussion when it comes to representing the poor. They are not usually 

represented as lazy, but the question whether they are or not remains a relevant one. As well 

as the question what incentives could be used in order to guarantee their willingness to work. 

For instance in case of the discussion of elderly who could not help that the labour-market had 

changed but were accused of not trying to adapt as much as they could have. This in turn 

reflects that the radical turnover from individualistic representations of poverty to non-

individualistic representations in the 21
st
 does not equal the end of the Calvinist preoccupation 

with work-ethic. It seems that the concern has stayed, but that the automatic conclusion that 

poor are lazy has disappeared.     

  

Hybridisation  

The hybridisation of poverty representation within the articles is an important factor in my 

analisis. With ‗hybridisation‘ I mean the tendency to combine the different explanations of 

poverty (fatalistic, individualistic, structural) when representing poverty, both within articles 

and in certain situations. An instance of the first is the 21
st
 century tendency attribute more 

negative charactaristics attributed to the poor if they are mentioned as individuals, whilst the 

overall tendency to of 21
st
 century discourse is to de-personalise povery in newspaper articles 

and present it as a non-individualistic phenomenon. If the particular individual is mentioned 

in the article it still seems legitimate to discuss their work ethic. This is not as constant a 

discourse as the 19
th

 century one which was comparatively consequent in its portrayal of the 

poor as indecent. Another important example of hybridisation in certain situation is that of the 

fusing of fatalistic and structural poverty representations when discussing the 2008 financial 

crisis as a cause of poverty.    

  The late 19
th

 century also shows hybridisation, in the form of hybrid and 

structural causes which are linked through 19
th

 century conceptions of decency. 
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The difference in level of hybridisation of poverty representation is in itself an important 

result of this study: whilst the late 19
th

 century presents a relatively unified representation of 

poverty discourse through individualistic explanations based on the morality of the poor and 

the need for economic incentives, the hybrid nature of early 21
st
 century poverty 

representation makes it a more hybrid discourse. Even though the numbers clearly indicate the 

prevalence of structural representations, it was hard to come to any such conclusion outright 

without counting the frequency of each particular representation of poverty. As I explained 

earlier, the two parts of the structure and individualistic hybrid of the 19
th

 century were not 

difficult to discern. That is why the early 21
st
 century discourse is more hybrid even though 

the late 19th century also shows signs of hybridisation.  

 This difference of discourse unity might in part be caused by the different nature 

of their sources. The late 19
th

 century period sources comprised of books, where one author 

could unfold his argument for forty pages or more, whilst the early 21
st
 century articles left 

their author two pages at most, usually a lot less. This means that the same number of pages in 

the 19
th

 century contained fewer different voices than early 21
st
 century material did. This 

difference between the sources is not a limitation of this study, since the sources were selected 

to availability. Thus difference reflects an important difference between the two times: the 

absence of nation-wide daily newspapers in the late 19
th

 century meant that poverty 

representation for nation-wide discussion tended to appear with their framework of 

fundamental arguments visible and intact. This means that they explicitly stated their 

arguments for identifying poverty as an individualistic, structural or fatalistic phenomenon. In 

contrast, a lot is left to the imagination and existing dispositions in the early 21
st
 century 

newspaper articles. This means that the exchange of representations of poverty is led based on 

unelaborated arguments, which could mean two things: people mix up different 

representations more; or they have strong predispositions which are not likely to be rubbed by 

the short and superficial newspaper representations.   

 So in the contemporary hybrid of poverty representations might also mean that 

poverty discourse as such, leads to a more volatile public opinion since the available 

representations are not elaborated upon and therefore become incoherent. However, Lepianka 

et al. argue that the hybrid nature poverty discourse contributes to a more nuanced 

representation of poverty It allows for a representation of the different circumstances in each 

individual case of poverty (Lepianka et al. 2009, p. 431).This would mean that hybridisation 

of poverty representation does not contribute to confusion and lack of understanding, but that 

it increases understanding since it offers a more balanced and realistic representation of 
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poverty. It is more realistic because it allows for the difficulties to pin-point one cause of 

poverty and avoids the generalisations of the 19
th

 century poverty discourse.  

 The question is if social policy development is also better off with a hybrid 

discourse which avoids generalisation. This also means that it and could legitimise different 

social policies. The concerns of legitimation of social policy seem to indicate the preference 

for a set discourse which clearly identifies one main source of poverty. In doing so it 

legitimises particular political solutions. Both variants of poverty representation are examples 

of relations between cultural representation, public opinion and social policy. As we have 

seen in the literature review, these relations are complex and not the focus of this study for 

lack of time and resources. However, my study of the cultural representation of poverty does 

show that there is more research to be done in this field. Is the more varied and flexible 

poverty discourse of the 21
st
 century endemic to new media forms, or is it an ideological 

development independent of changes in the means of communication? What does this mean 

for the legitimation of social policy in modern societies? 

Times are Changing 

The question of changing times is also theme in the material itself: both in the late19
th

 and in 

the early 21
st
 century, authors express the concern that the changing world will bring poverty 

on a large scale. Not only do they fear the changes themselves, but both argue that the 

changes are made in name of progress, but will in fact bring poverty for the masses. In the 

19
th

 century the progress was industrialisation, whilst in the 21
st
 century it is globalisation. In 

both cases the fear seems to deal with a sense of lost protection through community, though 

the kind of community is radically different. In the 19
th

 century it was the loss of the feudal 

responsibility of the employer for its workers; as society moved on to a contract based 

working environment which had written, but no longer unwritten rules how the employer 

should treat his workers. This meant the end of a community or family of employers and 

employed. Here the employer was considered a father for his workers, in return for his legally 

unlimited power over them. This is a contrast to the 21
st
 century process of globalisation, 

which puts the social contract between citizen and the national state on the line. The fear 

expressed in these articles deals with the end of social protection as we know it, because 

nation states can no longer afford to set up extended welfare programmes in their struggle for 

survival in global competition.    

 Not only the nature, but also the frequency of this theme in both periods is 

different. In the late 19
th

 century it is an interesting but quantitatively minor aspect of poverty 
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representation, whilst the ‗changing times‘ theme is more common in the early 21
st
 century. 

There it is related to other themes big enough to grant their own section such as the category 

of the ‗new poor´, the higher educated who also risk poverty, and the challenges of the new 

flexible labour-market for the elderly. Regarding welfare retrenchment there is not a lot of 

open discussion except in van Istendael‘s story on ‗Saint Precarious‘. 

 The theme of changing times is also linked to another qualitative similarity in 

both times, that of liberalism as a leading strand of thought. The kinds of liberalism are 

different in both times, but the importance of individual responsibility, man‘s need for 

incentives, the advantages of open markets and competition, and the limitation of state 

interference are at the core of both poverty discourses. This might seem an odd claim right 

after describing how in both periods the changes were feared and dreaded, but in general the 

idea of competition or individual responsibility is rarely criticised openly, even when the 

changing of times is feared. In the late 19
th

 century most authors present market competition 

as the dream that will bring work and economic prosperity, in the early 21
st
 century the tone is 

less optimistic, but the rationale of competition is hardly questioned. In van Istendael‘s words: 

TINA (There Is No Alternative) seems to have become a dominant frame for poverty 

discourse in the early 21
st
   century.    

 As with any general trend, the level and particular expressions of liberalism 

were different in the late 19
th

 and early 21
st
 century. In the 19

th
 century the state had no 

national welfare or poverty policy and thus social liberals argued that a minimal nation 

provision should be formed. So even though they championed more state interference in their 

time, they always understood it as a provision that was at its best when it is limited, This 

limitation was needed in order to keep incentives to work in place, making it a liberal 

argument. When it comes to the effects of the market, most 19
th

 century authors champion its 

blessings. Most of them argue that competition will bring more work, end seasonal 

unemployment, and in doing so will help to end poverty.  

  In the 21
st
 century the consequences of liberal markets and competition, such as 

a flexible work market and decreased social security are dreaded, but there is only one article, 

Istendael‘s, which attacks the structure of the matter and presents competition and economic 

priorities as unnecessary and wrong. The other articles stay within the neo-liberal frame of 

thinking and do not set aside increased competition itself as bad or problematic. For instance 

the cost of health insurance are a matter of heated debate, but the welfare reform which turned 

it into a private insurance is not questioned. Also, the problems with unemployment and ‗new 

poverty‘ are usually discussed in the light of the 2008 economic crisis This crisis is in part 
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represented as fatalistic disaster and in part rarely presented as a structural matter. It is hard to 

analyse what is not there, but the lack of structuralism in the representation of the crisis does 

fit the analysis that neo-liberalism has become the dominant frame in poverty discourse. Such 

a dominant neo-liberal frame would make it seem self-evident that competition is good,  so 

the economic crisis and its consequences can only be understood as fatal tragedies. 

 Lepianka et al.‘s (2009) research provides insightful information in this regard, 

because their study found an even higher level of hybridisation. In their study they also found 

a conceptually baffling ‗times are changing‘ theme: 

Most confounding, however, is the pattern of responses associated with the belief that poverty is a part 

of the way the modern world is going. The belief is associated with quite a mixture of specific poverty 

explanations, including social background (lack of education, living in a poor area), family history 

(family break-ups), possible self-infliction (choice, lack of future planning, addiction) and long-term 

unemployment: that is, explanations which are favoured by people who attribute poverty to 

unluckiness, laziness or social injustice. In our view, this indicates the all-embracing character of the 

modern world category. This peculiar inclusiveness is further reflected in the fact that people who opt 

for this general cause do not explicitly reject any specific causes in a very decisive manner, except 

for laziness only (Lepianka et al. 2009, p. 430). 

So Lepianka et al. found a hybridisation of fatalism, individualism and structuralism in their 

study of public perception of poverty.  In my study on representation of poverty, I found a 

clear hybridisation of fatalism and structuralism in the early 21
st
 century and a hybridisation 

of structuralism and individualism in the late 19
th

 century. Nonetheless the importance of 

work-ethic in 21
st
 century poverty representation is baffling in connection to the overall 

quantitative salience of structuralism, and it might be that a solution to that opposition can be 

found in this ‗changing of times theme‘, which incorporates all explanations of poverty and 

only rejects that individual laziness would be the single cause of poverty. What is also 

interesting is that the 19
th

 century ‗times are changing‘ theme does not have such a high level 

of hybridisation Although it identifies industrialisation as a cause of increased poverty, it 

maintains that individual indecency and laziness are the main causes of poverty. 

 Both van Oorschot (2008) and Paugam (2002) identified the trend that people 

tend to perceive and represent poor people as more deserving of benefits if the total number of 

unemployment and poverty in society is higher. This is not confirmed by my results, since 

poverty and unemployment were more prevalent in the late 19
th

 century and the poor were 

represented as less deserving, as lazy and indecent, than they were in the early 21
st
 century. It 
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is hard however to determine what influence the 2008 crisis has had on the representation of 

poverty, the ‗new poor‘ articles speak of the shame felt by the poor and how they feel hard 

done by in common representations of the poor. So it might be that the representation of the 

poor has become more positive since the 2008 crisis, since the increased numbers of the poor 

have increased social acceptance of poverty. My study does not include data on these years, 

but future research could help us to understand when increased levels of poverty lead to a 

more positive representation of poverty, and when they do not. 

The Meaning of Poverty  

Last but not least there remains the reflection on the meaning of the terms poor and poverty 

itself. In the early 21
st
 century chapter I already pointed out that there seems to have been a 

shift of the meaning of poverty an sich between the 19
th

 and the 21
st
 century. To me it seems 

as if the meaning of poverty has shifted from just a state of being (not having money) to a 

state of injustice (a inhuman condition which needs to end) Since my data only included 21
st
 

century articles which featured the word ‗poverty‘ (armoede) due to constraints of time, I 

cannot say for sure if this is the case, and if the representation of poverty and welfare 

recipients is different from those who are explicitly called poor.  

  An interesting point of reflection regarding this differentiation, are van 

Oorschot‘s (2008) findings that solidarity towards welfare beneficiaries could be clearly 

divided into two groups: unemployed and immigrants, versus  the elderly, sick and disabled 

people. The first group could not count on solidarity, whilst the second was likely to receive 

solidarity from the rest of society. So in terms of representation, one would expect that this 

great difference of public opinion would be reflected in terms of a negative representation of 

the first and a positive one of the latter (Oorschot 2008, p. 277).  

  I found no such division. This might be due to an inherent difference between 

public opinion and cultural representation, but it might also be an indication of the ‗inhuman 

condition‘ meaning of poverty in the early 21
st
 century. In the late 19

th
 century the poor were 

pretty much all deemed to be responsible for their poverty, since their lack of decency meant a 

lack of responsibility to save for old age. However, in the small category of the deserving 

poor, the sick and the elderly dominated in comparison to the able-bodied. 
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Stereotyping, ‘Othering’ and Legitimation 

One of the issues playing a role in the decreasing or increasing of negative representations of 

the poor and poverty, are processes of legitimation, stereotyping and ‗othering‘. What do my 

results say in the light of these concepts? This section is devoted to that question, however it 

is always difficult to separate the results completely from theoretical concepts, so this part is 

also an analysis of my results on a abstracter level, as well as a reflection on theoretical 

concepts in relation to my empirical data.   

 Pickering‘s (2001) definition of a stereotype was that of an inflexible and 

unnecessary cognitive category which often played a role in the legitimisation of social 

stratification. In the 19
th

 century there is such an inflexible stereotype of the poor, as the 

typical poor person is represented as lazy and indecent. Even though there are clear 

indications that a life in poverty is not an easy life, the individualistic representation that 

emphasis decency as the birth of poverty stands. This is not the case in the 21
st
 century. In its 

representation of the poor, the stereotypical ‗poor‘ have disappeared. There is a great deal of 

hybridisation in the representation of poverty in this period: structural representation is most 

common, but the structures (when they are identified) contributing to poverty are as diverse as 

economic crisis, gender and age discrimination and a increased social acceptance of debt. This 

means that contemporary poverty representation allows for particularities when describing the 

poor, and is not determined by a stereotype which only selectively categorises input to fit its 

model. This does not mean the influence of the poverty discourse on our understanding of 

poverty has disappeared, but that the discourse itself allows enough dissonance and 

alternatives to avoid being stereotypical.    

 The disappearance of a stereotype of poverty in Pickering‘s sense of the term is 

also important from the perspective of a related concept: ‗othering‘.  This concept originates 

from post-colonial and feminist studies, and is as such strongly connected to the idea that 

dominant actors in society use cultural representation in order to legitimise the structures they 

benefit from. The most famous examples of these uses of ‗othering‘ are linked to colonialism, 

for example this quote by Sir Spencer St. John in 1884: 

I know what the black man is, and I have no hesitation in declaring that he is incapable of the art of 

government, and that to entrust him with framing and working the laws for our islands is to condemn 

them to inevitable ruin. What the negro may become after centuries of civilised education I cannot tell, 

but I know he is not fit to govern now (Rigby 1996, p. 17). 
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The boldness of this claim how inept black people are to govern might seem stark, even when 

compared to the negative and individualistic representation of poor in the late 19
th

 century. 

However, one should not underestimate the effect of the way they were labelled ‗morally 

inept‘ to govern their own lives and take responsibility. In the 19
th

 century self-governance 

and equality of every citizen were not taken for granted, as it was a class based society which 

was new to social mobility. Especially so, because the indecency they were accused of was a 

very important character trait in the light of Calvinistic representation of good and evil: it was 

a heavy accusation to be deemed indecent, it categorised you as different kind of human being 

or in extreme cases as barely a human being at all, for instance when Borgesius speaks of the 

―animalisation‖ of the poor (Goeman Borgesius et al. 1895, p. 173). Liberalism at the time 

was another strand that valued decency and regarded as an important personal quality.

 Another aspect that connects the ‗othering‘ in 19
th

 century racism to the Dutch 

19
th

 century ‗othering‘ of poor, is the need for education. The notion that education can 

change ‗others‘ into respectable beings is in itself already a considerable step away from 

toughest kinds of ‗othering‘, but also means that considerable effort needs to be made to make 

these ‗others‘ fit for independency: be it the independency to run their own household or the 

independency to run their own country, education is the key. This is fitting in the light of the 

educational initiatives late 19
th

 century authors called for when they discussed future paths for 

poor relief.      

 The idea of combining incentives and education is also the key to the new 

paternalism that Mead (1997) describes in her book on the latest trend in U.S social policy 

design: a return to a social policy which demands certain behaviours and education in return 

welfare benefits. The strictness and ‗othering‘ is not on the same level as that of the 19
th

 

century: people are required to go into rehab, not to the change their behaviour in the 

bedroom, but the idea that society should teach the dependant what to do has returned. This 

idea is related to the concept of ‗culture of poverty‘ which claimed that people are raised into 

poverty because they do not learn the social capital they need to succeed in life. There is a 

hint of the ‗culture of poverty‘ argument in the late 19
th

 century discourse, since the ability of 

poor mothers to raise their children into decent adults is questioned. However the emphasis on 

culture is not strong. This might not be surprising if we take into Morris‘s description of the 

late 19
th

 century as a time when racism was more socially accepted and a time when 

eugenetics sought out all kinds of physical signs that people were genetically inferior; both 

amongst black, and amongst poor or criminal white people (Morris 1994, p. 3). 

 The historical reoccurrence and dormancy of stereotypes is another interesting 
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aspect of the stereotype as a concept in the context of my results. The difference between the 

individualistic representation of the 19
th

 century and the structural and non-individualistic 

representation in the 21
st
 century show that the individualistic views of the 19

th
 century are 

not returning at the moment. This is however an interesting question for future research, since 

a time of economic crisis and neo-liberalism dominance in social policy debate, would seem a 

suitable time for individualistic explanations and decency stereotyping to return. If the 

stereotypes ability to reoccur is as strong as Pickering expects.  

 Another question is, if the level of non-individualistic representation of poverty 

has already declined compared to the discourse in the 1960‘s -1990‘s. It would be feasible 

that the numbers of structuralism were higher then and have already declined. Since my data 

does not include that period, I cannot draw any conclusions on that matter. Another 

interesting aspect of poverty representation from the 1960‘s the 1990‘s would be the 

relevance of the work-ethic. Was the work-ethic of the poor as frequently debated in 

newspaper articles then? That would be insightful, since the work-ethic‘s relevance now 

seems ad odds with the overall non-individualistic tendency of early 21
st
 century poverty 

representation. A situation of transit might explain why these two tendencies are both part of 

the current Dutch poverty discourse at the same time.  

Legitimation: On Institutions and Cultural Representation 

Now that we have discussed the relation between stereotypes and legitimation of certain 

social policies, it is time to reflect on the role institution play in this process. Esping-Andersen 

(1990) assumes that there is a correlation between the cultural images a certain country 

represents and the kind of welfare state it has. The main objective of Larsen and Dejgaard‘s 

(2013) study was to find out if this was the case. They claim that institutions, such as the 

welfare state and its social policy, influence representation of poverty because they create the 

material circumstances that surround poverty through their methods of redistribution.

 Others , like Raven et al. (2011) Douglas (1987) and Mau (Mau 2003) are not 

sure that  the institutions dominate the relationship between public opinion, representation of 

poverty and welfare institutions. Instead they argue that it depends on the welfare institutions‘ 

state of development to determine the generosity of the welfare system, the representation of 

the poor, and whether public opinion in favour of welfare or not: 
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In addition, institutional theory also claims that it is important that welfare state institutions receive 

public approval while being established, but, thereafter, institutions begin to control the collective 

memory of their members (Douglas 1987, p. 112). 

So in this case the public opinion and representation of poverty are also likely to determine 

the direction of the welfare state‘s social policy, rather than the other way round. Especially 

so when new fields of social policy are being established. Raven et al.‗s study found that in 

the Dutch case, these new and yet non-institutionalised policy areas are labour market 

activation programmes. This means that current public opinion would be able to influence that 

policy This implies that cultural representation could also play a role, even if we currently do 

not know what that role would like.    

 So what expectations should we have of the Dutch welfare state‘s ‗control over 

the collective memory of its members‘?  The Dutch welfare state has been notoriously 

difficult to place in Esping-Andersen‘s typology, even to such an extent that Manow (2004) 

made it a test-case for his religious argument. According to Larsen and Dejgaard‘s (2013) 

study, it is likely that social-democratic welfare states produce positive representations of 

poverty which emphasise structural and other non-individualistic representations of poverty, 

whilst liberal regimes produce negative and individualistic representations of poverty. Also 

the thematic of the stories they produce differ greatly, liberal regimes are known for fraud 

stories whilst social democratic regimes are characterised by ‗citizen-abandoned-by-state‘ 

stories. Earlier in this chapter we found that the qualitative themes of early 21
st
 century Dutch 

poverty representation fit the social-democratic model of poverty representation. The 

prevalence of structural and non-individualistic representations of discourse also favours the 

social-democratic category, even though the statistics themselves cannot be compared exactly 

because of significant differences in research set up between the two studies. 

 In contrast, the late 19
th

 century data tells a different story. It is important to 

remember here that the late 19
th

 century did not have an established welfare institution which 

could influence collective memory as much as a modern welfare state can. However, it did 

have a system of poor relief which, in its turn, produced its own legitimations, even if we 

cannot estimate the exact scale of its hold on representations of poverty. Keeping this in mind, 

the individualistic and moralistic representation of poverty of the late 19
th

 century would 

hypothetically fit a liberal welfare, regime rather than a social democratic one. How did this 

radical change in cultural representation of poverty occur? In Larsen and Dejgaard‘s view it 

seems fair to say that the welfare state itself created these representations through the effects 
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of its redistribution of financial means.    

 So from a cultural point of view the prevalence of Calvinistic poverty 

representation and its focus on decency seem to not only related to the development of an 

institutional welfare state, but also to processes of secularisation which ended religions 

conventional hold over collective memory. This does not mean that the influence of religious 

heritage ended with secularisation, after all the 21
st
 poverty representation still has a non-

social-democratic preoccupation with work-ethic; but the likelihood that something changed 

because of secularisation is there. The theoretical link between secularisation and welfare 

development is especially relevant since both secularisation and social-democratic like 

welfare generosity came suddenly and radically during the 1960‘s. It would be interesting to 

study, if this is more than just coincidence in order to better understand the ‗Dutch bad fit‘ in 

typologies of welfare states.  

Conclusion 

In this study on Dutch poverty representation in the late 19
th

 and early 21
st
 century, it has 

become clear that a great change has taken place in the representation of poverty. Whilst 

surprising similarities can also be pointed out. The great change is the shift from a 

representation that judges the poor as being individually responsible for their situation, to a 

representation that tends to classify poor as victims of society‘s structure or unfortunate 

circumstances. It‘s not just the change of representation which has been great, but also the 

values it emphasises. Where the early 19
th

 century represents poverty as the ‗wages of sin‘, 

21
st
 century representation does not connect poverty to promiscuity, alcoholism and 

criminality. A constant in Dutch poverty discourse has been the importance of the work-ethic. 

In the late 19
th

 century it is one of the poor‘s main moral faults according to Calvinistic 

tradition, whilst in the early 21
st
 century it plays a smaller role as a constant question when 

discussing the causes of poverty; even though stereotyping the poor are no longer stereotyped 

as lazy. Another similarity is the importance of liberalistic representations of poverty for both 

era‘s, which is not surprising in the individualistic Calvinistic climate of the 19
th

 century, but 

seems puzzling in the 21
st
 century when Dutch welfare has been close to social-democratic 

standards of welfare since the 1960‘s. It might be that the Netherlands is swept up in by the 

neo-liberal climate of welfare retrenchment in the Western world, but it might also be that it is 

returning to its own Calvinistic roots of poverty representation. It will be up to future research 

to answer these questions, as they study Dutch welfare culture.   
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Appendix 1 – The Codebook 

This is the final version of the codebook I used. The codes were based on the concepts and 

terms previous studies on representations of poverty used, such as those of Morris (1994), 

Golding and Middleton (1982), Paugam (2005) and Pickering (2001). The codes on family 

values, work-ethic and proper behaviour have been taken from Golding and Middleton‘s 

study on representation of poverty in the 1970‘s British newspapers. For the codes on deviant 

behaviour I have drawn from Morris‘s study in the representation of the underclass, whilst I 

used Pickering‘s conceptualisation of ‗othering‘ to formulate the codes on rationality and 

money handling skills. Paugam‘s focus on exclusion here is reflected in my codebook as well, 

as I formulated codes for exclusion.     

 The numbering of categories is irregular in some places. This was caused by the 

process of altering my code to relevance and use in the process of my analysis: the adding, 

removing and merging of codes lead to a code that is numerically creative. Because of these 

adaptations, I have been able to ensure that my coding matches the particularities of my 

material. I did this to create categories which are relevant in relation to my source material 

and honour the gathered knowledge in previous research. Examples of the categories which 

were added later are ‗to be poor is a shame‘, ‗honesty‘ and ‗bad luck‘.  

 

1 values 

1.1Sex/gender and family 

1.1.1Matrifocal (single mother-families) 

1.1.2 Promiscuity  

1.1.3 Not raising kids properly  

1.2 work ethic 

1.2.1 poor are lazy 

1.2.2  poor are hardworking 

1.3 deviant behavior 

1.3.1 substance abuse 
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1.3.1.1 alcohol abuse 

1.3.1.2 drug abuse 

1.3.2 crime 

1.3.2.1 violence  

1.3.2.2 theft 

3.5 pretending to be a victim  

1.4 proper behaviour 

1.5  honesty (inserted for 21
st
 century because honesty was not related to a bigger frame of 

decency) 

1.6.2 decency (used frequently in the 19
th

 century, includes honesty and goes beyond it to 

include other values) 

1.6.3 indecency 

1.6 religious values 

1.6.1 piety (showing signs of being religious, for example visiting the church frequently) 

1.6.4 impiety  

3 fate 

3.1 disease 

3.2 natural disaster: flood/fire/earthquake 

9   bad luck (added for 19
th

 century)  

3.3  crisis 

3.3.1 unemployment due to lack of jobs 

3.3.2 loss of orders 

3.3.3 problems in the housing market 

3.4 structure 
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4.1 the state causes poverty 

4.2 companies cause poverty 

4.2.1 banks 

4.2.2 other companies 

4.4  society causes poverty (society represent a separate entity from government policy here)  

4.4.1 exclusion causes poverty 

4.4.1.1 no access to education 

4.4.1.2 discrimination 

4.4.1.3 gender discrimination 

4.4.1.4 ethnic discrimination 

4.4.1.5Discrimination on wealth ( this means you are discriminated against because you‘re 

poor) 

4.4.1.6 age discrimination 

5 bonafide poor relief 

5.1 private charities 

5.2 welfare programmes 

5.3 relief aimed at activation (money to help the poor help themselves) 

5.4  relief aimed at the relief of current needs) 

6. being poor is a shame 

8 individual responsibility 

8.1  money handling skills 

8.1.1 economical (spending no more than absolutely needed) 

8.1.2 wasting money 
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8.2 rationality 

8.2.1 poor are rational 

8.2.2 poor are irrational 

The individualistic representation of poverty has been calculated by adding up the following 

codes:1.1+1.1.1+1.1.2+1.1.3+1.2.1+1.3+1.3.1.1+1.3.1.2+1.3.2+1.3.2.1+1.3.2.2+1.6.3+1.6.4+

3.5+6+ 8.1.2+8.2.2 Whilst the structural representation of poverty has been calculated by 

adding these codes :1.2.2+1.5+1.6.1+1.6.2+4.2+4.2.1+4.2.2+4.4+4.4.1.1+4.4.1.2+4.4.1.3 

+4.4.1.4+4.4.1. 5+ 4.4.1.6. For the fatalistic representation of poverty I added the following 

codes :3.1+ 3.2+9 +8.1.1+8.2.1 and the crisis category was calculated by adding up these 

three codes: 3.3.1+3.3.2+3.3.3.    

 I added this extra category since the 2008 financial crisis is a hybrid of fatalistic 

and structural representations of poverty. This high level of hybridization meant that I could 

more adequately measure the level of hybridization by creating this extra category than by 

adding a rest category of non-assignable.   

 The codes 5, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4 are not included in Feagin‘s typology 

calculations, because they deal with bonafide forms of poor relief. I have chosen to refrain 

from ordering them in his typology to prevent over-interpretation of the material, since the 

relations between Feagin‘s typology and defining bonafide sources of poor relief are part of 

my examinations. I would prevent myself from checking that relation if I already considered 

them part of Feagin‘s typology in my codebook..  More research on the relation between 

social welfare policies and representation of poverty needs to be done before these categories 

can be accurately typified according to the individualistic, fatalistic and structural model 

 


