
Definitions of social inclusion and social exclusion can often reveal more about the political values of those doing the defining than they reveal “truth” about the term being defined.  However, it is worth focusing specifically upon the question of definition in order to explore and highlight differences between political, academic and journalistic concepts of inclusion and exclusion.  

The rhetoric of social exclusion emerges from the E.U.  The first recorded use of the term was by Rene Lenoir (1974) in Les Exclus: Un Francais Sur Dix in which the term was used to refer to people dislocated from the mainstream of society in France.  Ten years later, ‘social exclusion’ appeared in Article 2 of the Council Decision of December 1984 on specific European Community action to combat poverty. Here, poverty was defined more widely than a lack of money but as, ‘material, cultural and social resources which are so limited as to exclude people from a minimally acceptable way of life’ (in Duffy, 1998: 20).  In 1989, social exclusion was adopted by the European Commission in preference to poverty, (Cousins, 1998).   However, it may be argued that social exclusion is a qualitatively different, more ephemeral state than poverty.

In the UK since this time, definitions of social exclusion have emerged from both the traditional “left” and “right” of the political spectrum.  Although “left” and “right” are of limited use in today’s political landscape they can provide a starting point for locating the political values of those providing definitions.  A “left-wing” stance typically tends to associate exclusion with poverty and the material consequences of deprivation.  In defining people’s experiences of poverty, Townsend (1979) wrote, ‘Their resources are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities’ (1979: 31).  Although Townsend does not refer specifically to social exclusion, his definition of poverty is such that it relates material deprivation to the act of being excluded from engaging with mainstream society.  Social inclusion would necessarily be brought about through poverty alleviation; that is, increasing the financial resources available to excluded individuals or families.

Other more “left-wing” commentators, for example, Lister (2004) also define social exclusion in relation to poverty: ‘it is a way of looking at the concept of poverty rather than an alternative to it’ (2004: 74). The alienating impact upon the lives of individuals brought about by the economic and political systems of late capitalist society is also emphasised by Duffy (1998) who argues social exclusion is based upon an ‘inability to participate effectively in economic, social, political and cultural life, alienation and distance from the mainstream society’ (1998: 241).  

A more typically “right-wing” stance tends to focus upon the presumed causes of poverty rather than its effects.  It associates exclusion with individual immorality and work-shyness and focuses upon people’s behaviour as the cause of their poverty and consequent exclusion.  Phillips (writing with Murray in 2001) defines social exclusion as being about ‘behaviour that has created a lifestyle which is permanently dislocated from the habits and way of life of the majority’ (2001: 19) and places the blame for such behaviour upon single-parent families and the breakdown of the institution of marriage.  Young (1999: vi) also places a focus upon social breakdown in his definition of social exclusion.  

Most definitions of social exclusion merge complex political ideas and move between “left” and “right” wing discourses often in the same sentence (Levitas, 2005:27). For example, Demos argue, ‘social exclusion is not the same as poverty’ (Perri 6, 1997: 3) and focus upon dislocation from the mainstream of society which appears to be a “right-wing” stance.  However, the definition concludes by conceding, ‘this disconnection tends to coincide with vulnerability to poverty, crime and family breakdown’ (ibid).  The “left” “right” spectrum offers only a starting point upon which to locate the definitions of social exclusion provided by New Labour. 
The election of New Labour in 1997 heralded the emergence of the rhetoric of social exclusion and social inclusion into the mainstream of British political discourse.  The term was adopted by New Labour from the discourse of the E.U. as it underwent a process of conscious reinvention, moving away from “old-left” concerns with, for example, economic redistribution and nationalisation.  The lack of rigid definition attached to the term social exclusion was fully exploited by New Labour as they engaged in a process of actively constructing definitions and shifting between one construction and another (Levitas, 1998: 8; 2004: 45).  A close analysis of government documents or key speeches reveals the emergence of a number of dominant constructions: at various times social exclusion comes to be equated with poverty (Blair, 1997: 1,); unemployment (SEU: 1998); low aspirations (Blair, 2006: 16); a lack of basic literacy or numeracy skills (DfEE: 1998); or an “immoral” approach to personal behaviour and responsibilities (Blair, 1997: 9).  In general, the past decade has witnessed a shift from social exclusion being constructed in fairly broad terms as unemployment or poverty (Blair, 1997: 11); to more recently, a narrowly focussed concern with the behaviour of small groups such as young people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) (Blair, 2006:29; DfES, 2007: 39).
In his speech Bringing Britain Together (08/12/1997) Blair claims social exclusion, ‘is about income’, which appears to place his definition on the political “left” with concerns about material deprivation - we assume he means lack of income.  However, Blair continues the sentence with ‘but it is about more’, and then lists all the factors that are more significant in the construction of exclusion than ‘material poverty’ thus relegating its importance.  ‘Prospects and networks and life-chances’, are described as more important than income.  Social exclusion is thus presented as (a lack of) opportunities and networks which places it firmly within the field of social rather than economic capital whilst simultaneously distancing it from any structural political or economic causes.  There is no indication here of the national economic problems, inherent racism or sexism that could result in poor social capital. The state of exclusion thus becomes defined as an outcome, not a process; as Fairclough describes, ‘it is a condition people are in, not something that is done to them’ (2000: 54).  

Blair claims social exclusion is a ‘very modern problem,’ which again distances it from poverty, which is not a modern problem.  The use of the phrase ‘harmful to the individual’ is interesting as it both shifts the focus from social class interests and implies a risk to individual psyche that goes beyond the material conditions of their existence.  This is reinforced in the next phrase, ‘damaging to self-esteem,’ which repositions poverty as a psychological rather than an economic problem.  After these highly individualised effects, Blair argues that social exclusion is ‘more corrosive to society as a whole’ although the focus on outcomes as opposed to processes of exclusion implies that it is the excluded individuals that are corroding society rather than the socio-political economic causes.  Blair claims finally that social exclusion is ‘more likely to be passed down from generation to generation’, although we are left unsure of what exactly is inherent: we know it is not material poverty (as this is more than that) so presumably it is poor networks and a lack of opportunities.  Blair’s definition of social exclusion begins by expressing a left-wing concern over lack of income but ends with a more right-wing concern over individual behaviour.

When social exclusion is considered to be an outcome of a person’s circumstances there is a blurring between the markers of exclusion and the causes of exclusion.  Whether exclusion from school, for example, occurs because a child is socially excluded or the school exclusion results in later social exclusion is left unclear.  This leads some commentators to argue against the New Labour definition of exclusion; Oppenheim of the influential Institute of Public Policy Research  (IPPR) claims that social exclusion is ‘about the processes which lead to people being marginalized from the mainstream’ (1998: 14)  [my emphasis].  Likewise, Room (1995) similarly focuses upon processes, describing social exclusion as ‘the process of becoming detached’, from the ‘sets of mutual rights and obligations which are rooted in some broader moral order’ (1995: 105).  Perri 6, writing for Demos, argues that indicators of social exclusion need to include measures of both processes and conditions (1997: 3) and the New Labour discourse of social exclusion shifts easily between a focus upon outcomes and processes.  Indeed, this lack of concrete definition, or ‘rhetorical elasticity’ (Stewart, 2000: 4) is turned to the political advantage of New Labour.  

It is possible to observe shifts that have taken place in the definitions of social exclusion and inclusion that are presented in a range of government documents.  In 1999 we are told: ‘Social exclusion takes many forms.  It can be direct or indirect, and can embrace both groups and individuals.  Exclusion also has a geographical dimension; embracing rural, urban and suburban areas alike’ (DCMS, 1999b: 9).  This definition is so broad as to encompass virtually anyone.  However, the same document argues that social inclusion is brought about through ‘community activity’, which hints at a construction of exclusion based upon a lack of social engagement rather than a lack of wealth.  Three years later, community activity is more specifically defined in Everybody Wins: Sport and Social Inclusion (CCPR: 2002).  Sport, we are told, can promote social inclusion because it has ‘the power to unite people … it is a key tool in breaking down social barriers and creating a healthy civic society’ (2002: 10).  This defines exclusion as very much a social problem and removes any connection to poverty.  By 2006, in Reaching Out: An Action Plan on Social Exclusion there is no longer a specific need to define social exclusion but the issues covered reveal a further shift in thinking.  Reaching Out argues for a ‘lifetime approach’ to tackling social exclusion focusing primarily upon ‘better identification and early intervention’ (2006: 24).  In the space of seven years the group defined as socially excluded has shifted from virtually anyone to ‘children in care, teenage mothers, and children with the poorest educational attainment’ (2006: 59).

Through the preceding discussion exploring the origins of the terms; their political importance to New Labour; the variety of definitions that are used by academics and politicians; those from the political left and right; definitions that were used in 1997 and those applied ten years later; I have tried to demonstrate that exclusion and inclusion are not naturally occurring states but social and political constructions.  This is not intended to deny the reality of the many problems facing people in their lives.  Poverty, teenage pregnancy, drug and alcohol misuse, and unemployment all exist and cause problems for both the individuals concerned and wider society.  Similarly, racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination can have real impacts upon people’s lives and prevent people from being fully included in society.  However, social exclusion and inclusion are relatively fluid concepts.  Groups that may have been defined as excluded in 1997 may not be ten years later. 

New Labour and Social Exclusion

Tony Blair’s first speech as Prime Minister on 2nd June 1997 marks a crucial first step in the process of constructing social exclusion.  Blair begins by making reference to ‘the poorest people’(1997: 1 as the focus for his concern; ‘poor’ can be understood both in the economic sense of being financially constrained (whilst it lacks the specificity of poverty) but also in a more general sense of being hapless and unfortunate.  We assume Blair is making reference to material deprivation and the use of the superlative indicates that this is a minority of people.  However, Blair ends this sentence with ‘have been forgotten’ (1997: 1) making us consider the more general sense of poor.  The problem for the poorest then is not solely one of finance but also the psychological trauma of being ‘forgotten’.  This sense is continued in the next sentence when Blair adds: ‘They have been left out … told they were not needed, ignored … except for the purpose of blaming them’ (1997: 1).  This constructs the excluded as victims of the previous Tory government.  The danger is that rather than empowering those labelled socially excluded, the victim label serves only to infantilise.  

Blair begins his speech in the first person (1997: 1) which personalises his words and distances him from the faceless collective of government; he then moves on to refer to ‘our country’ (1997: 1) [my emphasis] thus neatly including the audience into his vision.  However, it is the third person ‘they’ (1997: 1) which is employed when referring to the excluded, ‘the poorest people’ are therefore not included in the potential audience, ‘they’ are constructed as a distinct group.  When the next section of the speech begins with: ‘We need to act in a new way because fatalism and not just poverty is the problem we face’ (1997: 2) [my emphasis], it becomes unclear exactly how inclusive the ‘we’ is intended to be.  Blair could be suggesting the more middle-class audience of his speech are facing problems with the excluded; experienced as crime, drug pushing, anti-social behaviour (as expanded upon later in the speech) and so need to act in new ways towards the excluded.  The phrase, ‘fatalism and not just poverty’ (1997: 2) returns us to the ‘poorest … forgotten’ (1997: 1) of the introduction, reminding us that Blair considers himself to be dealing with a double problem: material hardship on the one hand accompanied by psychological weakness on the other.

Blair continues his speech by naming the groups to whom he is referring: ‘people like single mothers’ (1997: 9); ‘five million people of working age live in homes where nobody works.  Over a million have never worked since leaving school … 150, 000 who are now deemed to be homeless and 100,000 children not attending school’ (1997: 10).  However, despite references to the homeless and truants, it is the unemployed who become Blair’s real focus for the remainder of the speech, (1997: 12).  Blair’s concern with unemployment is interesting because it is clearly not focused upon the poverty that results from being without work.  He makes reference to ‘three generations that have never had a job’ (1997: 13) suggesting a cyclical cause of unemployment - and hence exclusion; the children of non-workers also being more likely to suffer from low levels of self-esteem, lower levels of educational attainment, higher rates of exclusion from school and higher incidences of teenage pregnancy.  The problem with unemployment is not financial but psychological – these are people who have ‘lost hope, trapped in fatalism’ (1997: 13).  

Almost ten years on Blair returns again to the themes of social exclusion in his speech of September 11th 2006, Our Sovereign Value: Fairness.  Explicit references are now made to social exclusion as the term is an integral part of current political language.  Such repeated references serve to naturalise social exclusion; it now appears as if the excluded as a distinct group have been an ever-present feature of society.  However, active construction is still ongoing.  Blair’s aim is to demarcate two layers of the excluded: those whose problems are solely material, who have been helped by an increase in financial resources such as tax credits; and those whose problems are more deeply entrenched than this (2006: 4, all numbers refer to copy of speech reprinted in appendix).  His concern is with the latter, a surprisingly specific ‘2.5% of every generation’ (2006: 15).  Blair begins this process of demarcation by claiming, ‘some aspects of social exclusion are deeply intractable’ (2006: 2) [my emphasis].  

However, it soon becomes clear that what Blair means by ‘aspects’ are, in fact, people.  He continues, ‘The most socially excluded are very hard to reach’ (2006: 2) reinforcing the idea that there are degrees of exclusion.  The phrase ‘hard to reach’ implies a physical attempt to draw people into the fold of government; and whilst Blair has been successful with some, this has proved harder with others because ‘their problems are multiple, entrenched and often passed down the generations’ (2006: 2).   The notion of exclusion as cyclical was hinted at in 1997 but now it is combined with ‘multiple’ and ‘entrenched’, simultaneously reinforcing both the irresolvability of the problems and the permanence of the exclusion.  

Blair describes the specific nature of the most socially excluded: ‘material poverty may be acute but it is not necessarily linked to a lack of work or income per se but may well be the result of a multiplicity of lifestyle issues’ (2006: 4).  This focus upon “lifestyle issues” constructs this most excluded group on the basis of their behaviour rather than their lack of financial resources.  Behaviours such as, ‘drug or alcohol misuse, mental illness’ (2006: 4) are labelled problematic although many may question the crude lumping together of these different and complex issues. To this small minority can be added: ‘people who either may not want to engage with services or do not know how to’ (2006: 16).  In effect, part of the behaviour that denotes extreme exclusion is not taking advantage of government services; opting-out of intervention marks the self-excluder out as deviant.  The majority of the ‘hard to reach’ may well be those who do not wish to be reached.  

The argument that deviant “lifestyle issues” are ‘passed down the generations’, enables government institutions to ‘detect and predict the children and families likely to go wrong’ (2006: 5).  This belief in determinism marks a fundamental shift from the focus upon individual responsibility that prompted the 1997 emphasis upon getting people fully engaged with the labour market.  Instead, policies now become focused around the earliest years of a child’s life.   Blair is critical of the fact that ‘the welfare state more or less disappeared after childbirth until it was time for school’ (2006: 12) and wants to see more formalised programmes of intervention into the lives (and families) of the youngest children.  As part of the proposed Social Exclusion Plan, Blair notes that ‘More than anything else, early intervention is crucial’ (2006: 27) and yet he goes on to argue, ‘The protective factors are not surprising – affectionate families, adequate attention from parents’ (2006: 27).  This call for affectionate families can appear to stand in contrast to the formalised intervention proposed.  

The goal of promoting social inclusion has been attached to a range of publicly funded services from museums and libraries (Libraries for All, DCMS: 1999a; Museums for the Many, DCMS: 1999b); sports and leisure facilities (Everybody Wins: Sport and Social Inclusion, CCPR: 2002); health services (Reducing Health Inequalities and Promoting Social Inclusion, DoH: 2003); to schools and colleges.  Further Education (FE), in particular, has been placed at the forefront of promoting social inclusion.  There are a number of reasons why FE lends itself to this role.  The sector emerged from the Mechanics’ Institutes of the nineteenth century and therefore has a vocational tradition which has been successfully maintained.  When social inclusion is considered to be brought about through engagement with the labour market, FE can provide people with the necessary skills for employability.  Until recently, a student’s presence in an FE college has always been based upon a presumption of voluntarism, they have chosen to study because they consider it to be a “good bet” in terms of furthering their own social mobility or there is a subject about which they are sufficiently interested.  This voluntarism creates an “adult” environment and, for some lecturers, a perceived radicalism as adult education can challenge the injustices of the compulsory school sector (Walker, 2003: 171).  For some working in FE colleges, promoting inclusion is considered to be a way of returning to the more traditional, student-centered approach associated with widening participation to diverse sections of the community (Hyland, 2003: 86; Kirton, 1999: 192; Jackson, 1997: 458).  Many of the reasons why FE has been adopted as a vehicle for promoting social inclusion such as the perceived social radicalism of the sector, based upon its ability to offer second chance learning to those who missed out on educational opportunities whilst at school and the voluntaristic nature of attendance; may risk becoming lost in attempts to formalise programmes and attendance.

As these facets associated with the FE sector are exploited by governmental policy makers, the sector comes to be at the forefront not just for the promotion of social inclusion but also its very construction.  FE policy documents define the state of being socially included variously as having skills for employability (human capital) (DfES: 2002, 2003); as having skills for democratic participation (DfES: 2001); as having high levels of self-esteem (DfEE: 1998b; DfES: 2006); or, as having high levels of social capital (DfES: 2006).  As these definitions shift, the boundaries between groups demarcated as included and excluded also shift.  This can have material consequences for the lives of individuals in terms of their access to welfare benefits, educational provision and other public services.

 Social Exclusion and New Labour


The decision by the Labour Party to adopt policy to tackle social exclusion was an entirely conscious move in the process of political reinvention from “old” to “New” Labour.  This section will explore more fully the social and political factors that led to social exclusion policy forming a key focus for such a transition.  The E.U. proves influential; one of New Labour’s first acts of government was to sign the European Social Chapter and “catch-up” with the rest of Europe in terms of social policy (Byrne, 1999: 96).  New Labour welcomed the shift from poverty to social exclusion that had taken place within the discourse of the E.U. and recognised that this was more than mere rhetoric; the focus of policy was now problems such as ‘ill health, poor education or isolation’ (Whelan, 1995: 32).  However, in developing policies to tackle social exclusion, New Labour was also influenced by the political agenda of the U.S. and this shall also be explored here.  Domestically, New Labour sought to define itself in opposition to the perceived excesses of Thatcherism and was influenced by the writings of Hutton (1996), the Commission on Social Justice (1994) and Giddens (1998).  

The Underclass

Although the language of social exclusion adopted by New Labour emerges from the E.U. many of the ideas expounded and policies proposed suggest that the U.S. has been a greater source of political influence than Europe.  In the absence of a welfare state, the U.S. has traditionally been less likely to turn to financial redistribution as a solution to poverty and more likely to focus upon individual morality, behaviour and responsibility.  The specific history of the U.S. links the issues of poverty and race more firmly than in the U.K.  Indeed, this may be one reason why poverty was “re-discovered” by American academics and politicians in the 1960s.  Harrington's (1962) Other America: Poverty in the United States alerted people to the existence of widespread material deprivation and Lewis’ (1961) Children of Sanchez, Autobiography of a Mexican Family proposed the idea that poverty was a result of the socialising of children into a culturally deprived environment and was therefore passed from generation to generation.  This connection between intergenerational behaviour and poverty became influential in Britain in the 1970s during a period of economic recession which exposed the limits of the welfare state and the continued existence of poverty.  

Lewis’s arguments for the cyclical nature of poverty influenced the American neo-conservatives with their conceptualisation of a structural underclass: a group removed from the mainstream of society.  In this way, poverty is understood as a result of individuals’ behaviour; morally irresponsible behaviour is passed on from one generation to the next and is therefore considered inherent.  The moral irresponsibility is demonstrated by individuals refusing to take paid employment to support their families or in producing children out of wedlock that they cannot afford to support.  According to this argument, the provision of welfare benefits supports and indeed promotes moral irresponsibility.  Neo-conservatives argue for a “re-moralisation” which involves the promotion of “civic obligations” such as accepting work, supporting one’s family, respecting the rights of others and acquiring, through formal education, the basic skills that are required for employability, (see Mead: 1986).  Work comes to be seen as a moral imperative, if recipients of benefits were made to work, ‘they would function better, bringing closer an integrated society’ (Mead, 1986: ix).  

Following the publication of The Bell Curve (Murray: 1994) the concept of a structural underclass came, in the U.K. at least, to be discredited even amongst the right wing circles in which it had initially been lauded.  Murray made explicit connections between inherent intelligence, class and race which were unpalatable to more liberal British politicians.  Still, New Labour employed the term “underclass” prior to and immediately proceeding their 1997 election victory.  In a 1997 speech given to The Lord Mayor’s Banquet, Blair claims a central purpose of government is to, ‘tackle crime and its underlying causes of a social underclass set apart from society's mainstream’ (10/11/1997).  New Labour finally settled upon the rhetoric of social exclusion as it was considered to offer, ‘A more neutral alternative to the Anglo-American “underclass”’ (Smith, 2005: 56, see also Levitas, 2005: 20) although many of the associated ideas concerning morality and behaviour have persisted (Fairclough, 2000: 52).

British theorists 
New Labour policy makers were also influenced in their decision to adopt a focus upon tackling social exclusion by ideas to emerge from the U.K. immediately prior to their election victory.  The Report of the Commission on Social Justice (1994) commissioned by the late John Smith proves significant.  The main concern of the report is with the, ‘equal worth of all citizens, their equal right to be able to meet their basic needs, the need to spread opportunities and life chances as widely as possible’ (1994: 1).  This is soon characterised as an ‘inclusive society, where rights carry responsibilities and individuals have the chance to realise their potential’ (1994: 3).  The relationship between state and citizens is thus renegotiated away from a welfare state, which provided financial benefits to those in need through a process of wealth redistribution, towards an emphasis upon “equality of opportunity”.  In practice, the state will no longer guarantee to meet people’s needs but it will instead provide people with the opportunities to meet their own needs through education.  This again reflects a shift in emphasis away from the traditional values of “old” Labour.
Hutton’s The State We’re In (1996) argues for social inclusion as a product of British capitalism becoming co-operative and committed, led by a capitalist class with moral responsibility – a system he terms “stakeholder” capitalism.  His aim is to show how the political, economic and social aspects of society are interconnected; he aims for a middle ground between structured Keynesianism and the deregulated market.  He focuses upon social inequality, which he claims to be the cause of, ‘family stress, the crisis of parenting and the general communal decay which are at the root of so many of Britain’s social problems’ (1996: 15).  His proposed solution is to target inequality and insecurity through a “moral economy” which brings people into a new and committed relationship with a remodelled welfare state.  Blair (1997) echoes Hutton’s language when he argues for, ‘Britain rebuilt as one nation, in which each citizen is valued and has a stake’ (The Will To Win, speech 08/12/1997).  The notion of each citizen being “valued” is crucial to the morality of New Labour, it suggests a tolerance of difference and a respect for diversity, but crucially also implies the pairing of rights with responsibilities and the almost impossibility of not owning a stake.  
New Labour was further influenced by the writings of Anthony Giddens, (1998, 2000).  Political thought labelled as “Third Way” gained popularity amongst Western leaders in the late 1990s.  Giddens characterises the Third Way as rejecting both top down socialism and traditional neo-liberalism.  The key elements of Third Way politics emphasise community, responsibility, accountability and equality of opportunity.  Giddens argues ‘There is no future for egalitarianism at all costs’ and that instead emphasis should be placed upon equality of opportunity, (2000: 85).   The distinction between equality of outcome and equality of opportunity is crucial here.  Whereas equality of outcome necessitates direct financial redistribution to the poorest people (favoured by “Old” Labour) equality of opportunity does not.  A focus upon “equality of opportunity” (although traditionally a more liberal stance) is more in keeping with the drive towards social cohesion and inclusion (providing opportunities for people to enter the labour market, making everyone equally employable) sought by New Labour.  The goal of tackling social exclusion provides a practical focus for the Third Way politics of equality of opportunity.

The Labour Party in Transition

The concept of social exclusion has played a useful political role in cohering disparate factions within the Labour Party at a time of political transition from “old” to “New” Labour.  Traditionally, Labour’s “left-wing” has argued the case for economic redistribution, considering inequalities of wealth and resources to be caused by inequalities at the heart of society.  However, in the transition to New Labour, many on the Left argued that ‘egalitarian goals have been rendered politically unfeasible’ (Gray, 2000: 19).  Those retaining sympathy for the egalitarian cause repositioned their arguments away from economic redistribution for its own sake, towards the view that redistribution creates a better social environment for everyone.  For example, Lister declares, ‘inequality is bad for national prosperity, health and social cohesion’ (2000: 43), echoing the view of the Commission on Social Justice that, ‘economically, inequality is very inefficient’ (1994: 23) and that ‘Squalor and crime carry enormous economic as well as social costs’ (1994: 20).  We must bear in mind, however, that in the shift from economic re-distribution to tackling social exclusion, what is being proposed is merely a different means of dealing with the, perhaps inevitable, negative consequences of the capitalist system.

A breakdown in social cohesion and a consequent increase in individual alienation are seen by many on the political “left” as the legacy of the Thatcher years; Mandelson and Liddle argue, ‘the economic and social cost [of social division] has been huge in lost human talent, national wealth foregone and gravely weakened public finances’ (1996: 4).  There is little evidence to substantiate the perception of social breakdown having resulted from Thatcherism.   It is clearly politically advantageous to the carefully constructed image of New Labour for it to be defined in opposition to Thatcherism.  Likewise, the decline of the welfare state brought with it consequences; characterised by Offe as ‘anarchic, crisis-inducing and which undermine the social tolerance for modernisation processes’ (1996: 8) and by The Report of the Commission on Social Justice as, ‘increasing alienation and disaffection among many people’ (1994: 82).  For many in the Labour Party, a concern over social breakdown replaced demands for economic redistribution.

The concept of social exclusion was useful for the Labour Party because it could imply a focus upon alleviating either poverty or the consequences of social breakdown thereby appealing to many political factions during this period of transition.  Mandelson (1996) seeks to reassure Labour Party supporters, ‘New Labour approaches tough decisions from a bedrock of traditional left-of-centre values and instincts’ (1996: 18).  This is followed by a precursory attempt at defining social inclusion as central to the New Labour agenda: ‘everyone should have a stake in society and no one should be excluded from it’ (1996: 19).  Given the elusive nature of such political rhetoric it is worth examining the policies which are to bring about such a society which include a focus upon getting the unemployed back into work (1996: 19), challenging the irresponsible who neglect their obligations to their families and communities (1996: 20) and reminding people that ‘rights carry with them obligations’ (1996: 20).  Despite Mandelson’s rhetoric, all of these policies are arguably more associated with the political “right” rather than “left”.

The establishment of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) provides further evidence of how the concept of social exclusion appeases all political factions through shifting between a “left” and “right” wing discourse.  The SEU employs the nominal form “exclusion” in its definition, which distances the act of excluding from the responsibility of any particular group or political policy (see Fairclough 2000: 54): ‘Social exclusion happens when people or places suffer from a series of problems’ (SEU: 1997).  The word ‘suffer’ portrays the excluded as victims, albeit in the absence of any perpetrator.  Of the problems cited; ‘unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, ill health and family breakdown’ (SEU: 1997) many are linked to poverty which would appeal to the political “left” and yet focus becomes centred upon the notion of a “vicious cycle” created by ‘being born into poverty or to parents with low skills’ (SEU: 1997) which perhaps returns us to something more akin to the concept of the U.S. underclass.

Theories of exclusion

Academic critiques of social exclusion policy pre-date the election of New Labour with, most notably, Silver (1994), Room (1995) and Jordan (1996) commenting on E.U. proposals to tackle exclusion.  Silver outlines three paradigms of the social exclusion discourse to emerge from the E.U.: solidarity, specialisation and monopoly (1994: 532) and Room likewise explores ‘competing paradigms of analysis’ (1995: 103).  Jordan comments upon the way, ‘the focus has moved to individual pathology’ (1996: 3) and morality is used to form the basis of inclusive communities.  Since 1997 other writers have focussed more upon the relationship between New Labour and social exclusion in the U.K.  Levitas (1998, 2005) has usefully identified three discourses of social exclusion: MUD, RED and SID.  Fairclough (2000) uses this analysis provided by Levitas to explore the ways in which New Labour exploit the rhetoric of social exclusion. 
Although Silver’s (1994) work is necessarily based upon an analysis of social exclusion to emerge from the political philosophies of Europe rather than the UK it is of particular interest to me as she considers the problems associated with social exclusion being ‘a vague term loaded with numerous economic, social, political, and cultural connotations and dimensions’ (1994: 536) yet recognises that ‘the power to name a social problem has vast implications for the policies considered suitable to address it’ (1994: 533).  Silver relates the various definitions of exclusion to three broad paradigms based on different notions of social integration (as opposed to the later, and more UK based, social inclusion): insertion, citizenship or solidarity.  

The first paradigm Silver considers is one of (social) solidarity which is dominant in French political philosophy as a description for the bonds that exist between individuals and society.  Such bonds are presumed to be based upon shared cultural and moral norms rather than shared economic interests.  Exclusion is said to occur when these bonds break down.  Moves away from a common culture towards the construction of cultural boundaries define the poor, unemployed and ethnic minorities as ‘deviant outsiders’ (1994: 570).  Processes of integration are presumed to re-establish moral and cultural bonds and reinvigorate social solidarity.  Secondly, Silver explores the paradigm of specialisation which is more prevalent in Anglo-American liberal societies.  Specialisation in the market creates an economic division of labour and social differentiation.  Co-operating and competing individuals create structures which can act as boundaries to ‘impede individual freedom to participate in social exchanges’ (1994: 542).  If such boundaries are legally enforced or do not allow for people to move freely across them, hierarchically ordered social categories result.  Exclusion is a result of such discrimination.  Notions of citizenship which emphasise individuals’ rights and the competitiveness of the liberal free market are presumed to challenge the discriminations leading to such forms of exclusion.   Thirdly, Silver considers the monopoly paradigm which ‘views the social order as coercive, imposed through a set of hierarchical power relations’ (1994: 543).  Those within the hierarchy hold a monopoly over (particularly economic) resources and therefore share a bond of common interest which acts to exclude those who lack sufficient financial capital.  Social cohesion occurs as a result of such a shared bond of common interest and those who are excluded threaten social cohesion.  Such a perceived threat to social cohesion is thought to be overcome through the provision of a ‘minimum income for social integration’.

The basis of Silver’s theory, that definitions of social exclusion are open to exploitation to suit particular political purposes and that there is a relationship between defining a problem and determining the policies considered suitable to address it, remains convincing despite political and geographical shifts of emphasis since the time of her original writing.  Silver’s outline of specific paradigms for constructing exclusion is perhaps less relevant to the current political situation in the UK.  In 1994, Silver explored how a competitive free market could challenge discrimination.  Fourteen years later such a belief in the workings of the market is rarely held by political elites.  New Labour initiatives such as ‘New Deal’ (1998), ‘Welfare to Work’ (1997) and ‘Modern Apprenticeships’ (2004) explicitly recognise the limitations of the market in tackling social exclusion.  In the UK, the welfare state and unemployment benefit pre-dated the French minimum income for social integration with an emphasis upon the minimum finances an individual needs for basic survival rather than engagement with society.  So, whilst the underlying premises of Silver’s theory remain highly relevant, the specific details of the paradigms she describes are more useful for capturing a snap-shot of the significance of the social exclusion discourse to the EU in the early 1990s.

The writing of Room (especially 1995a, 1995b) is significant as his involvement in the EU “Observatory” to explore policies to combat poverty and social exclusion of 1992 led to his analysis of the differences in Anglo-Saxon and Continental approaches to social and economic problems.  Whereas discussion in the UK had focussed upon poverty as an essentially distributional issue, ‘the lack of resources at the disposal of an individual or a household’ (1995a: 105); French political thinkers considered the relational issues, ‘inadequate social participation, lack of social integration and lack of power’ (1995a: 105), associated with social exclusion.  This reflects the historical legacy of a political focus upon social homogenisation in French society.  An exploration of the differences between Anglo Saxon and Continental analyses of poverty and social exclusion reveals the changes that have been necessary in British social policy to converge with the emerging EU social exclusion agenda; conversely the adaptations that have been made by New Labour to EU policy are equally revealing of governmental approaches.  

Room is one of the first academics to define social exclusion for a UK audience and in so doing provides a point of reference for subsequent definitions.  Room defines social exclusion as the process of becoming detached from a nation’s social rights and moral order (1995b: 7).  He explores the way in which national and EU legislation can hasten processes of social exclusion, through, for example, a focus upon workers’ rights as opposed to more general rights for citizens to work ‘or earn a decent wage’ (1995b: 5).  By emphasising the processes of detachment the exploration of disadvantage shifts away from a snap-shot of an individual’s financial status at any particular moment towards a consideration of more generalised and persistent disadvantage (1995b: 7).  This reveals disparities that exist in the distribution of life chances, an idea that has become central to New Labour’s linking of equality of opportunity to social inclusion.  A focus upon processes of detachment as opposed to just outcomes helped shift a UK analysis away from distributional towards more relational concerns and represents a move away from a static towards a more dynamic analysis.  Instead of counting the numbers of people considered to be in poverty, Room argues the need to monitor the processes which result in people being in poverty.  In this way, deprivation comes to be linked not just to individual lack of income but to the environment whole communities inhabit with issues such as the poor quality of schools, few transport links and limited access to local services serving to reinforce and perpetuate household poverty (1995b: 238).

Jordan’s (1996) work, although from the field of social work, is useful for my analysis of social exclusion and inclusion because of his particular focus upon individual morality, social capital and social exclusion.  Jordan argues that two assumptions often implicit in New Labour policy; that the socially excluded are morally deviant and that they lack social capital, are both misplaced.  Jordan recognises that social exclusion is often considered in terms of individual psychology or moral deviancy: ‘the perception of a deviant and dependent “underclass”, living on crime, practising various kinds of social deviancy and claiming from the labour and property of the rest of the community’ (1996: 35).  However, Jordan considers morality to be the ‘informal constraints on the actions of individuals into which they are socialised in childhood’ (1996: 22).  Those labelled as socially excluded are then not lacking ‘informal constraints’ but have been socialised into a different morality.  

Jordan argues that the association of social exclusion with unemployment and the emphasis upon bringing about social inclusion through getting people into work has forced people into taking low paid jobs which may involve working long, anti-social hours in what may be insecure, temporary jobs.  This, combined with an inflexible benefit system means people who attempt to engage with the system in a legitimate manner, “obeying the rules”, may experience periods of financial hardship as a temporary job ends and benefits have yet to start.  In such circumstances working illegitimately as part of the “black economy” actually appears, far from immoral, to be a rational economic choice, ‘illegality is often a more secure and rewarding source of income for survival than the new flexible labour market’ (1996: 36).  As governments enforce increasingly strict legislation to prevent those who claim benefits working at the same time, people are pushed further away from legitimate employment or surviving off benefits alone.  Such legislation therefore serves to enhance the government’s own construction of social exclusion.  People are forced into networks with other individuals in similar circumstances in order to avoid detection.  Communities begin to develop their own morality based upon illegitimate work and non-compliance with state institutions.  In this way, legislation to force people into employment in order to promote social inclusion serves only to enhance their sense of social exclusion as defined by the government.  

Jordan also explores the notion that the socially excluded are considered to lack social capital.  Policies to encourage participation in the labour market or further education and training are considered to promote social capital amongst individuals and consequently raise the levels of social capital within communities.  Jordan however argues that those labelled as socially excluded are not lacking in social capital.   Networks of people working in the black economy provide individuals concerned with high levels of social capital.  They may belong to highly developed networks of support that include the provision of informal employment opportunities or childcare.  Compulsory social inclusion, Jordan argues, is counter-productive because it destroys the spontaneous social capital that unemployed people have built up within their communities.  

The work of Levitas (1998, 1999, 2004, and 2005) is important because she argues that the concept of social exclusion, ‘has been subjected to changes in meaning that are closely related to the political arguments encapsulated in Third Way debates’ (2004: 43).  Levitas’s identification of three discourses of social exclusion (MUD, RED and SID) provides a useful methodological tool for discourse analysis.  These labels describe political discourses and do not necessarily compete with each other; they can often overlap or be applied interchangeably.  Indeed, Levitas recognizes the political advantage of the ‘co-existence of these different meanings in a single speech’ (1999: 8) in as much as supporters of RED can be mobilized behind a moral agenda.

MUD is most often associated with the political right and focuses upon the perceived (im)morality of the excluded.  Levitas claims those employing this discourse focus on ‘the behaviour of the poor rather than the structure of the whole of society’ (1999: 6) thus ignoring social inequalities.  Emphasis is particularly placed upon the role of welfare benefits which are considered to encourage financial irresponsibility, state dependency and children born outside of marriage.  RED is most concerned with the causes and characteristics of poverty.  Redistributionists consider inequalities of wealth and resources to be caused by inequalities at the heart of society and this results in the structural generation of processes of exclusion.  Traditionally, this is the position held by what was the political left or Social Democrats, who argued that the redistribution of wealth was central to a more egalitarian society.  Proponents of SID perceive of exclusion as a problem not primarily of morality or economics but of social disaggregation with people no longer having any sense of belonging to their community resulting in rising crime and anti-social behaviour.  SID prioritises economic efficiency and social cohesion through the integrative function of labour market participation.  Levitas criticises those employing SID as reducing ‘the social to the economic,’ which ‘simultaneously limits understanding of economic activity to market activity’ (1999: 7).

Levitas argues that these three discourses of social exclusion serve to bring together the views of both the traditional “left” and “right” in their agreement over the importance of paid work, which is seen as a necessary key to economic improvement, inclusion and the fulfilment of moral responsibilities.  Levitas explores the problems associated with social exclusion being defined ‘in terms of unemployment rather than poverty, coupled with a view that the primary cause of poverty itself is unemployment caused by unemployability’ (1999: 4).  Whilst RED focuses upon inequalities of wealth, which could be reduced through encouraging more people to work and simultaneously making employment more attractive; MUD focuses upon the “inherent moral weaknesses” of the excluded which could be solved by forcing people to take responsibility for their own financial needs through working and finally SID focuses upon the breakdown of communities which results from exclusion which could be solved through the integrative function of labour market participation.  So, it seems that whatever the understanding of the causes of exclusion, participation in the labour market is always perceived as a potential solution.  Levitas argues that some forms of employment may involve people working long, anti-social hours in isolation (1999: 16) which is hardly conducive to inclusion and by the same token, unpaid (often women’s) work such as caring responsibilities is devalued.  Furthermore, Levitas argues that the concepts of exclusion and inclusion serve to obscure those inequalities that exist between those nominally defined as included and ‘differences between owners and non-owners of productive property’ (1999: 3).

Levitas’s analysis is useful for revealing how current political discourse is changing from what has gone before.  The emphasis New Labour place upon the behaviour of the socially excluded, particularly regarding engagement with the labour market for example, is criticised for shifting the focus from economic redistribution through taxing the wealthiest and increasing benefit payments to those without work.  Levitas’s traditional left wing stance pushes her to argue for RED as a means of overcoming poverty.  However, the problem here, and the cause of my differences with Levitas’s work is that although her analysis correctly identifies changes in discourse that have taken place in the past  and potential political causes for such changes in discourse, her analysis transfers less well to the political world ten years post-Blair’s election.  For example, Levitas’s main concern with the discourses of MUD and SID is that they detract attention away from RED – which she considers to be the real goal of a Labour government.  

Whilst Levitas identifies other problems associated with MUD, for example, that it is a gendered discourse, most recent shifts in attitudes have become so accepting of MUD that it is almost not a separate discourse but the dominant discourse.  Poor parenting, for example, is considered to be at the heart of so many problems in society that new forms of intervention into people’s lives have been developed, such as Family Liaison Officers in schools, plans to tackle childhood obesity and plans to raise the age of compulsory participation in education or training.  The successful portrayal of the socially excluded as victims in need of support means that such proposals are not challenged for portraying a section of society as immoral but welcomed as radical for finding solutions for vulnerable families. 

Fairclough’s work (2000) is significant for two reasons: firstly, he explores the impact of language in constructing social exclusion and secondly, he criticises current social exclusion policy for assuming that cultural deficiencies form the basis of exclusion.  Fairclough recognises that New Labour did not immediately settle upon the concept of social exclusion after their 1997 election victory but employed a number of other terms such as the “underclass” and the “workless class”.  As Fairclough indicates, despite the term “underclass” gradually ceasing to be used, the behavioural and moral connotations of the term remained firmly in place (2000: 52).  Work is consequently considered the solution to social exclusion because it corrects behavioural and moral problems through instilling discipline and personal responsibility as well as providing income to alleviate poverty.  Ultimately, Fairclough argues, the transition from a discourse of poverty to a discourse of social exclusion results in political goals of greater equality being replaced by demands for greater social inclusion (2000: 65).

Fairclough explores in some detail the impact of the language of social exclusion.  He argues that New Labour frequently define exclusion through listing the problems associated with it.  One effect of this is that a wide range of different problems, such as unemployment, single parenthood or poor quality housing, are made equivalent, ‘as just so many aspects of social exclusion’ (2000: 53).  This serves to not only reduce the differences between various social problems but also removes any opportunity to consider cause and effect.  For example, unemployment and poor quality housing are both considered equivalent aspects of social exclusion and there is no room to question whether one may have caused the other.  Furthermore, Fairclough explores the impact of New Labour presenting social exclusion as an outcome rather than a process, (2000: 54); exclusion becomes a condition people are in, something from which they passively “suffer”.  This is reinforced by the grammatical nominalisation of “exclusion” as opposed to the verb form “to exclude” which would necessitate an actor.  It therefore appears rational that projects designed to tackle social exclusion involve the socially excluded being acted upon rather than acting as self-determined individuals (2000: 64).    

The process of acting upon people’s lives in order to tackle social exclusion is termed by Fairclough, ‘cultural governance’ (2000: 61).  This involves a systematic approach to intervening in the perceived cultural deficiencies of individuals labelled as socially excluded.  Such cultural deficiencies may include poor parenting skills, anti-social behaviour or financial irresponsibility.  The socially excluded are persistently constructed in negative terms, ‘suffering’ from dependency and a ‘poverty’ of expectations which needs to be ‘tackled’ or ‘confronted’, (2000: 62).  Intervention is deemed necessary to instil a moral or behavioural code more appropriate to New Labour’s expectations.  The impact of such cultural governance upon the lives of individuals is surely questionable; at very least they are distanced from any sense of autonomy in their own lives.

In 1997, New Labour most frequently defined social exclusion in relation to unemployment.  Politically, as Levitas notes, this focus upon unemployment was advantageous as it combined economic arguments for increasing individual prosperity with the need for social integration and the need for individuals to accept greater moral responsibility for supporting their families.  As Levitas demonstrates (above) and Jordan (1996) also notes, the emphasis upon individual morality has been an important part of the social exclusion discourse since it was initially taken on board by New Labour.  Indeed, it is this focus upon morality that makes it seem that although New Labour adopted the rhetoric of the EU the particular policies owed more to the influence of the US underclass debates.  Over the period of office the focus upon morality and personal behaviour has become increasingly significant to New Labour's definitions of social exclusion.  In turn, social inclusion comes to be about conforming to certain behavioural norms .

Education Policy

Much academic discussion concerns the extent to which New Labour’s education policy differs from that of the previous Conservative administration (Paterson: 2003; Kendall and Holloway: 2001).  Within the first term of the Labour government consensus seemed to emerge around the opinion that there was little difference between Labour and Conservative education policy (Power and Whitty: 1999).  This was perhaps hardly surprising as the incoming government had pledged to retain the spending targets of the Conservative administration for the first two years of office, (Kendall and Holloway, 2001: 172); the stated aim of raising standards was retained as was OFSTED and its chief inspector, Chris Woodhead.  

However, more recent and more sophisticated analyses do point to some ideological differences in education policy.  Paterson (2003) indicates three such differences in his identification of the Labour Party’s educational ideology: New Labourism, which he identifies as emerging from the New Right and nineteenth century Liberalism although not reducible to either; developmentalism - a promotion of the competitiveness of the nation and finally, New Social Democracy in which the state is seen as the only way of mitigating the social consequences of the market (Paterson, 2003: 166).  The impact of the last two can be seen very clearly in education policies designed to promote skills for employability.  ‘Achieving economic well-being’ is one of the five key outcomes of the Every Child Matters (ECM) (2003) legislation.  Similarly, other goals of ECM with which all schools must legally comply, focus upon health and well-being.  This intervention is designed to tackle social problems which (if indeed they exist) may be seen by some to stem from the social consequences of the market.  

Atkinson and Savage (2001) identify notions such as duty, responsibility and obligation, an emphasis upon equality of opportunity – and a moral responsibility upon individuals to take advantage of such opportunities, as representing the values of New Labour (2001: 10).  Such values are also encompassed within policy to tackle social exclusion and this has undoubtedly influenced education policy.  Many of these values may have been present in education for some time and certainly before the election of New Labour.  In the past education was considered by many to be important for its own sake and values emerged through the “hidden curriculum”.  Now, education has explicitly extrinsic aims and values are taught and assessed as an explicit outcome of education.  Many of these “values” are shaped around the demands and expectations of employers.  The purpose for FE here becomes clear, to provide individuals with the skills needed by employers to ensure their employability and consequent inclusion.  Arguments to promote this essentially instrumentalist purpose involve economic justifications: more employable adults not only increases individual prosperity but also help bring about a more productive and competitive nation; and social justice: opportunities are extended to those previously denied them.  In order to meet this purpose, three main objectives for FE emerge from the documentation; firstly, to increase the vocational offer available, secondly, to widen participation and thirdly, to engage all adults in lifelong learning.  This political contextualisation is important to the process of document analysis as the language of policy documents does not appear in a vacuum but is socially, politically and culturally situated.

The first reference in government policy documents to post-compulsory education fulfilling aims that are now termed “socially inclusive” in addition to its existing educational and training provision comes in 1996.  John Tomlinson, in his report Inclusive Learning, notes that:

Our proposals would improve existing provision and extend opportunities to many who do not now participate in further education, to their loss and to that of the economy and the wider society. (1996:v)

This statement is a recognisable move towards denoting social inclusion as a goal of FE.  The phrase ‘extend opportunities to many who do not now participate in further education’ hints at the burgeoning recognition of non-participation as a problem, not just to the individuals concerned, ‘to their loss,’ but also to ‘the economy and the wider society’ (1996: v).   There is little new in linking educational achievement to the needs of the economy (see for example, Callaghan: 1976).  It was argued in the 1985 White Paper, Education and Training for Young People: 

The results of our lagging so far behind our competitors are serious: British employers have to recruit from a population which at eighteen and over includes a higher proportion of people with no formal qualification or with very limited occupational or academic attainment. (In Pring, 1995: 10)

It is the idea of non-participation being a problem to wider society that is qualitatively new in Tomlinson’s report; his claim is that there are broader social benefits to be reaped from widening participation as he emphasises:  

The combined effect would be to transform the further education system of this country to the immeasurable benefit of future generations, our economy and the quality of our whole society. (1996: 2).

Despite the repetition, Tomlinson does not elaborate upon the nature of the transformation in quality of our whole society, he does however denote the people considered excluded from FE:


Those now mainly excluded – those with mental ill-health, with emotional and 
behavioural difficulties and those with profound and multiple disabilities. 
(1996:6.)

It is interesting to note the emerging construction of the socially excluded as having psychological and emotional problems.  More than a decade on from Tomlinson this is considered by many to be a fairly narrow definition of exclusion.  It reveals Tomlinson’s concern with the educationally excluded, groups that would have been labelled as having “special needs” in compulsory schooling and for whom FE was, on the whole, considered irrelevant.  With participation being made compulsory to those up to the age of eighteen from 2013 this is something the sector is forced to confront. The intervening period has seen a blurring of the boundaries between the quite specific educational exclusion to which Tomlinson refers and the, essentially more political concept, social exclusion, with which FE policy comes to exercise concern.

Kennedy’s Learning Works, published the following year, 1997, moves the debate on from educational inclusion to the broader concept of social inclusion.  Her concern is more explicitly with widening participation not just to the educationally excluded but to the socially excluded.  Her argument is, ‘we have failed to recognise further education’s potential as a vital engine not only of economic renewal but of social cohesion’ (1997:2).  We see again the dual formulation of purpose (economy and society) reminiscent of Tomlinson but this time the nature of the benefits to society are made more specific in the concept of ‘social cohesion’.  A cohesive society is one which is to some degree united or held together as a unit, the implication is that FE can play an important part in “cohering” society.  Kennedy’s argument is that FE can do this because, ‘It is a weapon against poverty.  It is the route to participation and active citizenship’ (1997: 4).  ‘A weapon against poverty’ could be seen to eradicate the worst excesses of financial inequalities in society whilst the promotion of active citizenship potentially strives to engage members of the society in a common project; both could be considered as promoting cohesion.  Kennedy’s aim of promoting social cohesion hinges upon the notion that FE has the ‘potential to reach out to many who have previously been excluded or missed out or who want to advance their skills’ (1997: 4).  When Kennedy uses ‘excluded’ in this context it becomes apparent that she has in mind a broader social group than the people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities to whom Tomlinson refers.  

It is largely as a result of Learning Works that the New Labour government recognises the potential for FE to meet not just educational goals but political and social objectives.  Blunkett, in response to Learning Works notes that, ‘The Government recognises the FE sector as central to its educational policies and wider social agenda’ (Further Education for the New Millennium, 1998a: 7).  FE thus emerges from behind its traditional moniker of the ‘Cinderella sector’ (Brooks, 1991: 147) and begins to take centre stage, albeit more for its social than educational credentials.  

The importance of the new social and political role for FE is expanded upon by Blunkett in The Learning Age, also published in 1998 but written shortly after New Labour was first elected, which forms the government’s official policy response to Learning Works: 

Learning will be key to a strong economy and an inclusive society.  It will offer a way out of dependency and low expectation towards self-reliance and self-confidence.  In doing so, it will be at the heart of the government’s welfare reform programme.  We must bridge the “learning divide”, which blights so many communities and the widening gap, in terms of employment expectations and income, between those who have benefited from education and training and those who have not. (1998b: 3)

This quotation is worth unpacking as it offers us the first explicit link between FE and the political goal of social inclusion.  Blunkett starts with the, now familiar, statement of dual purpose but this time the benefits for society are labelled as inclusive (this is the year following the establishment of the SEU).  The conception of FE as a ‘way out of dependency’ differs from Kennedy’s ‘a weapon against poverty’.  For Blunkett in 1998 it is the dependency that is more of a problem than poverty.  This move away from financial poverty as a cause of problems is reinforced by the notion of a ‘learning divide’ as opposed to a wealth divide - society is no longer to be thought of as divided into the rich and poor but by ‘those who have benefited from education and training and those who have not’.  This conceptualisation of the causes of inequality results in the placing of ‘learning’ at the centre of welfare reform as opposed to financial redistribution.  It is interesting to note the repetition of ‘expectation’ - low expectations causing problems, high expectations providing the solutions - which is reminiscent of Blair’s desire to bring ‘hope’ (1997, The Will to Win).  This relies upon an essentially psychological construction of social inclusion and exclusion.  It could be argued that the attempt to acknowledge models of constructing social exclusion other than the dominant instrumentalist discourse are a political attempt to appease all within the post-compulsory sector at the start of New Labour’s term of office.  It may also be the case that many ideas concerning both social exclusion and FE remain to be clearly formulated.

In 1999, Sir Claus Moser produced his report Improving Literacy and Numeracy: A Fresh Start which considered solutions to the problem of the low levels of basic skills held by some British adults - presumably those who have not ‘benefited from education and training’ (Blunkett, 1998: op cit).  This report highlighted a number of issues which were central to the government’s focus on social inclusion.  Firstly, from an economic perspective, Moser argued that ‘Both literacy and numeracy have a profound effect on earnings. … Low earnings are much more likely if one has poor basic skills than if one has good basic skills’ (1999: 3.5).  This reinforces the government’s economic arguments for FE helping to promote social inclusion - increased learning results in qualifications and better job opportunities.  Secondly, this also signifies a focus upon particular groups - emphasis is placed upon basic skills and (in Blunkett, 1998b) welfare reform, the target audience for FE is firmly placed upon the lower socio-economic groups.  This is reinforced by Moser’s claim:  

A great deal of information is available about the social characteristics of people 
with poor basic skills levels. These have significant consequences for the capacity of local communities to regenerate, for democratic participation, for the criminal justice system, the public health agenda and for issues of social cost and social welfare.  (1999: 3.9)

Thirdly, Moser points to the "intergenerational" effect of poor basic skills: ‘Put simply, when parents have trouble with reading, writing or numeracy, it is more likely that their children will start with a similar disadvantage at school’ (1999: 3.7).  This concept of inter-generational exclusion echoes Blair’s 1997 argument that ‘With each generation aspirations are falling. So that whereas a generation ago even the poorest believed that they had a chance to make it to the top, now children are being brought up on benefits without ambition and without hope’ (1997, The Will To Win: 16 - see appendix).  

Moser’s concerns are taken up by Blunkett (2001) in Skills for Life: The National Strategy for Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills, which formed the government’s response to Moser’s report.  Skills for Life explores the impact of low-level basic skills upon the lives of adults and the role of FE in helping to raise skills levels.  Social exclusion is presented very much in economic terms: poverty is both a cause and an effect of social exclusion; education is to provide people with skills for employability enabling them to work and earn an income.  According to the document, achieving basic skills makes people, and the nation, more prosperous and therefore more socially inclusive.  Blunkett is quick to stress the economic arguments for promoting social inclusion through FE, ‘People with low basic skills earn an average £50,000 less over their working lives, are more likely to have health problems or turn to crime’ (2001:1) but the economic benefits of gaining basic skills are no longer confined to the individual’s earning potential but to the broader economic costs to society of crime or ill health.  

This shift in economic benefits means the “mission” then becomes to give ‘all adults in England the opportunity to acquire the skills for active participation in twenty-first century society’ (2001:1).  Here we see a subtle shift in emphasis, a focus simply upon basic literacy and numeracy skills could be (perhaps best) achieved through one-to-one tuition or even, conceivably, individual home learning programmes.  However, skills for active participation involve coming together into classroom situations - a focus on social as well as human capital.  This fits with a desire to tackle crime and improve health through participation in education.  Blunkett makes explicit the link between poor basic skills and social exclusion: 

As well as losing out financially, people with literacy and numeracy skills deficiencies may suffer in other ways.  Many have low self-confidence and low motivation.  Their children are more likely to struggle at school.  And they are more prone to health problems and to suffer social exclusion. (2001: 4) [my emphasis].  

This construction of exclusion depends upon concepts of “deficient” individuals with, ‘low self-confidence and low motivation’ and has implications of criminal and deviant behaviour and poor parenting.  This relies on education to promote social inclusion through raising levels of self-esteem and motivation and promoting “positive” values such as active citizenship.

In 21st Century Skills Realising Our Potential (2003) Clarke returns to the idea that a nationally successful economy requires a highly skilled workforce and develops many of the ideas raised in Success for All.  However we see the construction of social exclusion and the purpose of FE heading into new areas when the case is made for the government taking on board not just responsibility for individuals’ skills levels but also for individual fulfilment.  That New Labour should place “personal fulfilment” as a policy focus suggests an attempt to re-negotiate the boundaries between the private lives of citizens and the public responsibilities of the state.  At this stage however (2003) I would argue that a focus upon personal fulfilment is a political sop to educationalists arguing for “student-centred” provision and counteracts claims of instrumentalism.  

Although perhaps not appearing to be of such immediate concern to FE as the previously discussed documents, it is also important to consider the impact of ECM (2003) which formed the basis of The Children’s Act (2004).  The Children’s Act covers young people up to the age of eighteen or beyond if they were considered ‘looked after’ (in care) on their sixteenth birthday or if they have a learning difficulty.  With this remit, the vast majority of tutors in PCET will be directly affected by the demands of the legislation to make child protection a key focus of their role.  Those working in FE will have a new remit to co-operate with external agencies, such as Social Services, in reporting any welfare concerns and to place the social, emotional and economic welfare of students central to their teaching.  Teaching will need to meet the five outcomes of Every Child Matters; ensuring that young people are healthy, safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution and achieving economic well being.  

Organisations, such as the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE), already see the post-compulsory sector as playing a further role in relation to the ECM agenda.  They argue in their response to the green paper that ECM is an holistic approach to fulfilling potential which builds on current adult and family learning initiatives.  They claim ‘improving the confidence and abilities of adults/parents will have a lasting impact on children - and on their educational success in particular’ (NIACE: 2003).  This formally recognises building students’ confidence as a central objective of lecturers.  Increased self-esteem may have previously been an “accidental” outcome of a student’s engagement in learning but it was gained as a result of a focus outside of the self.  A formal attempt to build the confidence of students shifts the focus of engagement away from external objectives (the mastering of a particular subject) and onto the personal psychology of the individual student.  NIACE are also formalising a demand for lecturers to take responsibility not just for the students in the classroom but for future generations outside of the direct personal contact of the lecturer.

The ECM (2003) legislation acknowledges the role of education in tackling social exclusion through helping students gain skills for employability: ‘achieving economic well being’; however, the overall impact of the Act is to shift the emphasis in post-compulsory education away from instrumental objectives and onto social and psychological concerns such as ensuring students are healthy, safe and making a positive contribution to their communities.  This increases the workload of lecturing staff as additions to the curriculum are made without removing any content.  The result is that the transmission of knowledge and skills becomes secondary to both the act of participation and classroom activities akin to care or counselling.
Reaching Out: An Action Plan on Social Exclusion (H.M. Government: 2006) builds upon policies first proposed in ECM (2003).  In it, Blair makes clear the continued importance of tackling social exclusion to government policy, almost ten years on from the establishment of the SEU, with the statement ‘Tackling social exclusion is at the heart of this government’s mission’ (2006: 3).  This is followed by the claim, ‘It is our fundamental belief that everyone should have the opportunity to achieve their potential in life’ (2006: 3) which constructs social exclusion as a lack of opportunities or an inability of groups or individuals to take advantage of opportunities offered.  Blair calculates these people as ‘About 2.5% of every generation’ who ‘seem to be stuck in a lifetime of disadvantage.  Their problems are multiple, entrenched and often passed down through the generations’ (2006: 3).  So, this 2.5% of the population described as suffering inherent social exclusion becomes the focus for the policy proposals outlined in the report.

Although most of this report focuses upon ‘early identification and intervention’ (2006: 6) there are also implications for FE as it constitutes a ‘drive against social exclusion throughout the life cycle’ (2006: 6).  The focus upon specific groups includes children in care, adults ‘leading chaotic lives’, teenage parents and those with the lowest educational achievement, all of whom may come under the remit of post-compulsory education, explicitly in relation to aspects of the report such as, ‘improved social and relationships education’ (2006: 11).  As in ECM, there is clearly an instrumental focus to tackling social exclusion through increasing educational attainment in order to get more people into employment.  However, it is the social and psychological agenda for education that stands out more.  

Much focus is placed upon those either identified as, or at risk of becoming, NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training) and links are made here to the goals of ECM in terms of joining up children’s services and helping ‘teenagers and young people engage in a range of positive activities’ (2006: 62).  These include ‘improving teenagers’ access to advice and information on education, health, social and personal matters and career choices’ (2006: 62).  A particular focus for education comes to be reducing the teenage pregnancy rate as teenage pregnancy has been linked to ‘poor educational attainment, limited aspirations and disengagement from education, employment or training, poor social and emotional skills’ (2006: 65).  Again, as with ECM, building the self-esteem of individuals deemed to be at risk, ‘developing the confidence to resist pressure to engage in early sexual activity’ (2006: 66).  This shifts the goals of education and whilst some acknowledgement is given to an instrumental focus upon developing skills for employability, most emphasis is upon using education to develop essentially social and psychological aims such as encouraging youngsters to volunteer in their local communities and raising their levels of self-esteem.

The aim of Raising Expectations (DfES: 2007) is to ‘help young people improve their skills’ (2007: 47) which is similar to the aims of many of the previously published documents.  Raising Expectations differs in its focus upon the 16-19 age group and more specifically, upon that proportion of the age group presently disengaged from formal participation.  In this document, Alan Johnson, Secretary of State for Education and Skills, sets out his intention to explore, ‘the most effective model for engaging 16-17 year olds not in education, employment or training (NEET)’ (2007: 38).  The aim is that, ‘by 2015, some 90% of 17 year olds will be participating in some form of education or training programme’ (2007: 3).  Ultimately, what is proposed is ‘a new requirement to participate’ (2007: 19) or, compulsory participation for every young person up to the age of eighteen.  The justification for such a change in policy is based upon combination of economic and social justice arguments (2007: 11) familiar to us from previous documents.  

For those who do not fulfil their ‘responsibility’ to participate in learning, compulsion becomes a logical next step with, ‘a duty on providers to notify the system as soon as a young person drops out so that they can be re-engaged as soon as possible’ (2007: 8).  This compels those working within FE to play a role in monitoring young people and reporting non-compliance to an accepted behavioural-norm of enforced participation.  Persistent non-participation on behalf of the young person may result in an Attendance Order, breach of which could result in sanctions, ‘through either a civil or a criminal process’ (2007: 8). Despite the threat of legal proceedings for non-participation, compulsory participation, however, appears magnanimous when it is claimed, ‘it is those young people who are least well prepared to thrive in the world they are entering who are most likely to leave education and training early’ (2007: 10).  The role that education can play in helping such young people ‘thrive’ forms the basis of much of the document.

This need to alter the behaviour of young people hints at the new role for education.  In 1997, PCE was to be concerned with providing adults with skills for employability so they could be socially included through entry into the labour market.  Now FE has a new role to play in tackling social exclusion.  It may be explicitly involved in the provision of ‘parenting classes’ (2006: 36) but is more likely to be providing ‘joint programmes’ (2006: 39) for disaffected teenagers ‘truanting from school and drifting into offending’ (2006: 42).  What is important here is not so much the change in student make-up but the proposed change in purpose; a shift has taken place from a sole concern with skills for employability (which undoubtedly remains firmly in place for a majority of students) to an additional focus upon behaviour modification through a focus upon citizenship and vocational (how to behave in the workplace - punctuality, attendance, dressing appropriately) skills.  Blair relates the example of a college programme that ‘combined basic skills training with work experience, engaging the boy’s interest and getting him out of trouble’ (2006: 42)   Some may argue that FE has long since served such a purpose but that was an incidental by-product to the education on offer; the difference is that now the socialisation is not just about keeping people busy and therefore out of trouble but about actively changing behaviour.  

Blair’s plans to tackle teenage pregnancy involve ‘improved social and relationships education’ (2006: 48) again, education becomes redefined – it is no longer about imparting knowledge, or even skills, which may incidentally involve keeping youngsters off the streets, but a significant part comes to be about behaviour modification.  Blair continues by calling for ambition ‘on parenting support and training’ (2006: 49) and his meaning is ambiguous.  The intention could be for education to prepare youngsters for a future role as parents or it could involve bringing current parents into the classroom.  Blair then couples together a ‘support approach for adults with moderate and severe mental health problems’ (2006: 50) with ‘the Leitch review that will address the poor prospects for those with few qualifications or skills’ (2006: 50).   Those with mental health problems have already been highlighted as having poor qualifications, and those with poor qualifications as being less likely to secure employment.  Again, this hints at a shift in purpose for FE – no longer concerned solely with skills it will seek to support those with mental health problems to enable them to succeed in gaining qualifications.

Over the ten year period in which these documents were written, many concerns remain the same.  However, each subtle shift in focus alters the construction of the socially excluded and the consequent purpose of the FE sector in its role in bringing about social inclusion.  
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