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ABSTRACT

ACCOMMODATION AND RESISTANCE AMONG RECIPIENTS AND
WORKERS: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS OF WOMEN AND WELFARE

By

Catherine E. Pelissier

In the United States, where poverty is often viewed
as the outcome of character deficits, what is the
significance of participation in the welfare system? How
do the women who comprise the majority of both adult
recipients and low-echelon workers make sense of their
places in the welfare bureaucracy, of each other, and of
prevailing ideologies of poverty and gender? This
dissertation addresses these questions by examining the
experiences of welfare recipients and workers as they are
constructed and expressed in talk and conversation.
Emphasis is placed on the extent to which the women's
discourse was constrained by, and served to perpetuate or
challenge the cultural and social systems within which
they live day-to-day.

The study is based on seventeen months' investigation
of two welfare rights groups located in a small city in
Michigan, and of daily life in a rural county welfare
office. Data were gathered by means of participant
observation, tape recordings of naturally occurring
conversation, and interviews conducted with both workers

and recipients.



The study focuses on recipients' and workers'
accommodation and resistance to received stereotypes and
ideologies, and on the nature of the relationship between
the two groups of women. The study found that recipients
and workers did not blindly reproduce received stereotypes
and ideologies, but rather invoked or challenged them for
their own purposes at hand, purposes that were often
resistant to the welfare system. In addition, the women
often drew on ideologies prevalent in the wider society in
their constructions and critiques.

Despite fundamental similarities in the women's
backgrounds, recognition of commonalities and expressions
of comembership between workers and recipients was rare.
Current economic differences between the two groups of
women overshadowed commonalities based on gender and
economic vulnerability.

While their critiques of the welfare system had no
discernible impact on the welfare bureaucracy, both
recipients and workers were constructing identities and
interpretations of the system that were in opposition to
received views. Insofar as the women were engaged in
counter-hegemonic projects, possibilities for structural

change in the future remain open.
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CHAPTER 1
OVERVIEW AND BACKGROUND

Introduction

In contemporary Western culture, poverty is often
viewed as the outcome of individual deficits rather than
of economic or supernatural forces. This view is
particularly the case in the United States, with its
Horatio Alger stories and ideologies of opportunity. 1In
addition, government programs designed to address poverty,
known collectively as the welfare system, have "become
critical in determining the lives and livelihood of women"
(Piven 1984:15). Women, in other words, are the principal
subjects of the welfare system; they comprise the majority
of the adult poor and the majority of welfare workers in
the United States. Little is known, however, of the day-
to-day experiences and views of the women who work for and
receive welfare, specifically with regard to how they
interpret and construct their positions in the welfare
system, each other, and received ideologies of poverty and
gender.

While feelings of degradation associated with being
on welfare are often alluded to in the literature (e.g.,
Piven and Cloward 1971; Sidel 1986; Wineman 1984), the

nuances of such feelings are not explored; nor are the



3

«D



2
ways in which recipients express their feelings in
conversation with each other addressed. A similar
criticism may be made of the literature on welfare
workers: while it is common knowledge that workers are
overburdened (Prottas 1979; Wertkin 1990), and that, like
many women in "women's" occupations, they suffer from low
pay and status (Ehrenreich and Piven 1984; Wineman 1984),
we know little of how workers express or construct their
experiences as workers.

A second gap in our knowledge concerns the
commonalities among workers and recipients. 1In focusing
on either workers or recipients, much of the literature on
welfare seems to mirror the institutionalized divisions
between them; with the exception of commentaries pointing
out that women are indeed the principal subjects of the
welfare system (Fraser 1989), and that they have a
potential for establishing comembership and solidarity
(Piven 1984; Withorn 1984), little effort has been made to
compare the experiences of workers and recipients and to
explore commonalities as well as differences among and
between them.

Finally, recipients and workers are often portrayed
as powerless, and are given little credit as active agents
engaged in creating meaning and struggling to improve
their worlds. Indeed, there is ample evidence that

"disempowerment remains intrinsic to centralized
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3

bureaucratic assistance"” (Wineman 1984). However, I will
argue that workers' and recipients' actions, as embodied
in their conversational interchanges, do not arise from "a
mere suffering of, but froﬁ a creative response to"
(Willis 1977:132) the exigencies of the welfare system.

This dissertation addresses the gaps and shortcomings
in our knowledge of women and welfare by examining the
experiences of welfare recipients and workers as they are
constructed and expressed in talk and conversation. The
analysis of talk, as it occurs both naturally and in the
context of interviews, allows for detailed explorations of
how women who receive welfare and women who work for
welfare participate in constructing meaning and identity
in their worlds. 1In situating workers and recipients
together in the welfare system, this dissertation

additionally explores their commonalities and differences.

Organization of Dissertation

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical issues
which inform my endeavor, and describe the social and
historical context of welfare in the United States.
Chapter 2 includes a description of the populations
included in the study and the methods used to gather and
analyze data. My focus in Chapters 3 and 4 is on the
views and perspectives of recipients and workers,

following which, in Chapter 5, I discuss possibilities for



4
comembership between workers and recipients, two groups
who are considered -- and who often consider themselves --
to be in an antagonistic relationship to each other.
Finally, in Chapter 6, I explore some implications of this

study for both theory and practice.

Theoretical Issues

A great deal of contemporary social theory is
concerned with the relationship between human action and
structural constraint (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Giddens 1984;
Ortner 1984). This dissertation speaks to that
relationship by exploring both the ranges of and limits to
women's creative participation, as workers and recipients,
in the U.S. welfare system.

In their introduction to Women and Social Protest,

West and Blumberg (1990:4) take as a working assumption
that, "throughout the ages and cross-culturally, women of
different classes and races have acted on their felt
concerns whenever and however they were able." This
assumption recognizes both sides of an agency-structure
dialectic. On the one hand, it recognizes that

social construction "is not carried out in a social
vacuum" (Bourdieu 1990:131); thus the interpretive and
constructive work that welfare workers and recipients
engage in must be viewed within the context of powerful

and dominating ideologies that in many ways erect
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5
boundaries to interpretive and constructive possibilities.
A dominant system, in other words, contains the power to
"impose the principles of the construction of reality"
(Bourdieu 1977:165; see also Gramsci 1971), thus placing
limits on what is available for women to think with (Smith
1987).

On the other hand, West and Blumberg's assumption
recognizes agenéy, the power of human beings to create and
impose meaning, and to act in the world. As Alverson
(1978:6) has stated:

The self must exist in part by virtue of the freedom

or power of the individual to create meaning in the

world. And it is this ability to bestow meaning and
hence to help constitute the nature of the
environment that is the privilege of consciousness
and distinguishes it from a mere thing.

My goal in this dissertation is to recognize the
power of structural and social constraints, while
underscoring the creative and active engégement of women
as participants in the welfare system. Specifically,
women's active engagement in constructing their world and

its meanings will be examined in the context of the social

and cultural constraints to which they are subject.

The Production and Reproduction
of Culture and Society

A second major issue in anthropology to which this
,\ Q.' {v n
dissertation speaks concerns the production and cot

oo~
Al
.
/

reproduction of culture and society. The most recent
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6
approaches to this enduring concern in anthropology have

been characterized by Ortner (1984) as "practice"

approaches, the central problem of which is "that of e

trying to understand how the system constructs actresses 1?{5
and actors and how these agents realize and transform the -
system"” (Collier and Yanagisako 1989:29). At the most
~ abstract theoretical level, my focus is on how
participants in a particular "system," the welfare system,\“'
reproduce or transform some of its key features, namely,
stereotypes and ideologies concerning recipients, workers,
and the place of welfare in society.

As I am using them here, the concepts of production
and rggfngEE}gg refer to a single social process; I am
not using them in what are taken to be typically Marxist
senses,’ but rather am using them to refer to the ongoing
production (creation, transmission, transformation) of
culture and society, or, more specifically, of
institutional arrangements and systems of meaning.

The concern with ongoing production and reproduction
is based on the claim of social construction theorists and
students of interaction that phenomena such as gender,
class, inequality, or values and ideologies, are sggigl;y

constructed, maintained and changed (e.g., Berger and

Luckmann 1966; Erickson 1975a, 1986; Erickson and Shultz

! vanagisako and Collier (1987) point out, however,

that Engels, not Marx, treated the two as separate
phenomena.
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1982; McDermott and Roth 1978). Such phgnqmena must,
first of all, be locatgd in their doing; they are not
given, and people do not simply enact them; rather, they

are accomplished or occasioned by participants interacting

in particular contexts (Erickson 1975; Erickson and Shultz
1982; Moerman 1988).2 The analytic focus of this
dissertation, then, is on both the content of women's
interpretations and the processes of constructing
interpretations in conversation.

Again, however, while a practice approach focuses on
real life activities and on the agents doing those %;1
activities, it also recognizes that "'the sy§EEgj does in
fact have [a] very powerful, even 'dete{@ining' effect
upon human action EEQ/Ebe shapgiof events;" the emphasis
on "ac;ion and interaction is thus not a matter of denying
or minimizing this point, but expresses rather an urgent
need to understand where 'the system' comes from" (Ortner

1984:146). Participants in interaction are thus not free

to construct anything they want -- society is not "the

? The ways of phrasing this connection are as

numerous as the debates concerning its nature. For my
purposes, Giddens (1984), who focuses on "structuration"
and structure as "virtual," and Mehan (1979), who focuses
on the "structuring of structures" and "constitutive"
ethnography, provide useful frameworks for thinking about
this connection. Despite ongoing debates -- most of which
point to either the neglect of "micro" studies to connect
to "macro" phenomena, or the neglect of "macro" studies to
illustrate what the "macro" phenomena look like at the
ground level -- most scholars would agree that what are
considered "micro" and "macro" mutually implicate and
constitute each other.
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plastic creation of human subjects" (Giddens 1984:26) --
but are often constrained by the system and by what is
culturally available for them to think with. My emphasis
on the interpretive and constructive accomplishments of
participants in conversation does not therefore imply that
actors are free from all constraints; rather, I take
cultural systems to be simultaneously constraining and

enabling (Collier and Yanagisako 1989; Giddens 1984).

Accommodation and Resistance

One element of the concern with the production and
reproduction of culture and society is the concern with
the reproduction over time of systems of iQESEfiiEY‘ In
their relationships to one another, the welfare system,
and to society at large, women workers and women
recipients are situated in hierarchical and oppressed
social spaces. According to Collier and Yanagisako
(1989:34-35), practice approaches, "in viewing cultural
systems as simultaneously cgEEEEEEQing people and egggligg
them to ggfigt and shape the system...substitute a dynamic
instability of struggle and resistance for a static,
Durkheimian equilibrium."” This formulation allows for a
connection between accommodation and resistance and
production and reproduction, providing a useful framework
for an analysis of recipients' and workers' talk and

conversation. Accommodation and resistance, then, are

e
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here seen as key means whereby production and reproduction

are accomplished.
In examining how women jointly invoke or produce
stereotypes and interpretations in their talk with each

other, my concern is to explore the ways in which these

stereotypes and interpretations represent gradjients of AArEan 4

accommodation and resistance to prevailing ideologies.
The emphasis on gradients is crucial here because, as
Bookman and Morgen (1988:viii) discovered with working-
class women, the women in my study were neither full-time
zealous radicals nor full-time "downtrodden poor folk
trapped in 'worlds of pain'." Rather, their talk was

sometimes resistant, sometimes accommodating, and often a

little bit of both as they drew on one prevailing ideology

in order to resist another, or vacillated between
different positions in different contexts. Like
ideologies and stereotypes, then, accommodation and
resistance are accomplishments and occasions, being both
patterned yet unique in each instance. What at an

abstract 1 1 may look like contradiction may at the
g{gggg.lE¥el be seen as reasoned participation with

specific others in particular contexts. T n -

Inggqalfty and the varieties of accommodation and
resistance associated with it have served as the focus of
many discussions of colonialism, class, and gender. 1In

n—— TT— e

this section, I briefly outline key works and approaches

o
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10
that have informed the approach I take in this

dissertation.

Agency and Self-identity

In his study of the Tswana of Botswana, who have been
subject to colonial rule for over 100 years, Alverson
(1978:7) works to "interpret the correspondences between
the material incorporation of the individual into
society's institutions and the content of his [sic]

conscious self-identity." Contrary to the "scars of s

B

pqqggggiﬁfgggig, which argues that forces of oppression,
such as colonialism, intrude on meaning and self-identity
in the same way that they intrude on material conditions,
Alverson argues that people have the power to create
meaning, self-identity, and life projects which resist

those imposed by external forces.

ATAR N S : ‘\ 4
Following Alverson, I will demonstrate that welfare yg¢5tg?

workers and recipients are actively engaged in R I R

Jj:f')\) 5‘-’3‘:

constructing their meaning-worlds. The evidence for such l@«&

A4 Lol
e.s‘.“".‘,\ St

a claim, as with Alverson's, is provided by workers' and ;" (7. -

'i.’“ s et y-.(?
.

recipients' talk. Recipients, it will be argued, do not [ ' ¢,

T
“Q‘.'l\rl;r/*' f r

TR AP

P

simply inzggpglize the views of the welfare system or

-

T — Ve .o

h 1

e T )
(%

society at large concerning their sglg:gggth or place in -

society; rather, they interpret these views, and in so

doing create and impose their own meanings, some of which

— e~

may in certain ways accommodate those external images, and
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others of which resist them. This is accomplished,

e
moreover, within the context of severe material

constraints. Workers also strqgg}e»with externally
imposed definitions, particularly in terms of their

relatively powerless position in the bureaucratic

hierarchy of the welfare system. Like recipients, ,
however, they interpret their situation and actively By

construct their own meanings within it.

Everyday and "Hidden" Forms of Resistance

In his work on peasant resistance in Southeast Asia,
Scott (1986) emphasizes what he calls "everyday forms of
resistance, " meaning resistance in the mundane, day-to-day
process of living. While examinations of peasant
resistance have traditionally focused on organized
uprisings and insurrections, Scott (1986:1) calls for an
exploration of "less obvious and non-confrontational forms
of resistance," including "symbolic or ideological
resistance," for example, "gossip, slander, rejecting
imposed categories, [and] the withdrawal of deference"
(ibid.:22).

In addition to "everyday forms of resistance," Scott
(1990) discusses "hidden transcripts," forms of resistance
that people engage in "backstage," away from the view and
hearing of the dominant group, or that are disguised so

that members of the dominant group may only suspect their
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true meaning. Together with "everyday forms of
resistance," the notion of "hidden transcripts" provides
the means to explore and characterize the activities of
people who, for reasons of safety (ranging from the
preservation of one's employment to the preservation of
one's life), are dissuaded from outright rebellion.
As Moore (1988:180) has pointed out, "knowing when to give
in is an integral part of knowing how and when to resist,
if you happen to be poor and weak." In addition, Cloward
and Piven (1979:656) claim that forms of resistance (what
they call "deviance") are constrained both by material
options, and by what is considered to be "'sex
appropriate,' 'age appropriate,' [and] 'social-class
appropriate'" (see also West and Blumberg 1990).

Scott's (1986) emphasis on everyday resistance
provides the means to circumvent dichotomies between
intentions and consequences of resistance, or, in feminist
parlance, between the personal and the political:

It is no coincidence that the cries of "bread,"

"land," and "no taxes" that so often lie at the core

of peasant rebellion are each joined to the basic

material survival needs of the peasant household.

Nor should it be anything more than a commonplace

that everyday peasant politics and everyday peasant

resistance (and also, of course, everyday compliance)
flows from these same fundamental material needs. We
need assume no more than an understandable desire on
the part of the peasant household to survive--to
ensure its physical safety, to ensure its food
supply, to ensure its necessary cash income--to
identify the source of its resistance to the claims

of press gangs, tax collectors, landlords, and
employers (Scott 1986:26).
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It is precisely the fusion of self-interest and

resistance that is the vital force animating the

resistance of peasants and proletarians (ibid.).

In what follows I take up Scott's emphasis on the
everyday, with the goal of looking at forms of both
accommodation and resistance. I am also primarily
concerned with symbolic or ideological resistance;
although recipients' and workers' descriptions of
instrumental actions are alluded to, the overall emphasis
is on accommodation and resistance as discussed and
accomplished through talk and conversation.

Scott's interpretive framework for peasant resistance
is a materialist one. While the material constraints
suffered by recipients are more severe than those
experienced by workers, when placed in a broader context,
the economic vulnerabilities of both groups of women
reflect the economic marginalization of women in U.S.

society. Both, moreover, suffer similar ideological

constraints having to do with prestige and self-worth.

The Nature of Political Activity

Scott's (1986, 1990) criticism of the traditional
emphasis on quggifgg_igfgfgection to the neglect of less Oﬂ;?j“
dramatic, everyday, and sometimes hidden forms of - VS
resistance resonates with feminist critiques of what may . ...

be grouped under the rubric of "male bias" in the social

sciences. In taking as basic the notion that the personal
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is political,’® feminist scholarship has provided great
impetus for a focus on the everyday, and has additionally
made a strong case for a concomitant reexamination of many
taken-for-granted assumptions, such as what constitutes
political activity.

The invisibility of women in many studies of
political activity has prompted feminist scholars to Fj{?ﬁf::fj
question standard definitions of politics and to call fo;

a broadening of such definitions to include "the everyday
struggle to survive and to change power relations in our

society" (Morgen and Bookman 1988:8; see also Moore 1988).

The edited volume, Women and the Politics of Empowerment

(Morgen and Bookman 1988), includes many examples of

activities that fall outside the realm of electoral- 81&£‘F 5(9
—_— FAIA

representative politics but which may nevertheless be .+ =vi

considered "political." Of particular relevance here is
Thornton Dill's article on African American domestic
workers, in which she refers to women's stories of using
"confrontation, chicanery, or cajolery to establish their
own limits within a particular household" as "stories of
resistance"” (1984:37). In another context, Nelson

(1984:217) argues that, "claiming benefits from public

3 "The personal is political," characterized by

Philipson and Hansen (1990:6) as the "revolutionary battle
cry of the women's liberation movement" of the 1960s,
points to the connections between personal and everyday
issues, such as sexuality and domestic arrangements, and
politics and social structure (see also Morgen and Bookman
1988).
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social programs is a political as well as an
administrative act" (see also Gordon 1988). Works such as
these provide both theoretical and methodological
contributions to the framing of phenomena of interest, and
thus to what is visible and what is not (see also West and
Blumberg 1990).

Morgen and Bookman (1988:4) define political
activities as those that

are carried on in the daily lives of ordinary people

and are enmeshed in the social institutions and

political-economic processes of their society. When

there is an attempt to change the social and economic

institutions that embody the basic power relations in

our society -- that is politics.

In this dissertation, I consider ideologies, perceptions,

and stereotypes as key features of social institutions,
T T
and, in addition, consider conversation as one location

for attempts to change the world -- i.e., politics.

Women Together, Women Apart

.. .knowledge in everyday life [is] socially
distributed, that is, [it is] possessed differently
by different individuals and types of individuals
(Berger and Luckmann 1966:46).

In Feminism and Anthropology, Moore (1988:11) calls

for a "deconstruction of the category 'woman'," for a
movement beyond the assumption of shared biology and
oppression to a consideration of both difference and
similarity (see also Ramazanoglu 1989). Recent works in

feminist anthropology and sociology have taken up this
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call, and have examined the intersections of, for example,
gender, class, ethnicity, culture, and religion, among

others. The collection of articles in Women and the

Politics of Empowerment, for instance, provides numerous
examples of how women's experiences of gender oppression
are "structured by class, eppq}c, and racially specific
experiences"” (Morgen and Bookman 1988:11). In her study
of pro-choice and pro-life women, Ginsburg (1989:6) points
to the ways in which an issue (in this case, abortion) can
separate women -- a reminder that "women, even with
similar class and cultural backgrounds, rarely experience
themselves or act as a homogeneous social group with a
universal set of interests." The point is that women are
not homogeneous, and that feminist scholarship, in order
to accommodate all women, must recognize and explore
difference.

The focus on both women workers and women recipients,
rather than on either one or the other, allows for an
exploration of both what it is that welfare recipients and
workers share, and what it is that they do not share. I
will argue that there are both fundamental similarities
and fundamental differences in the women's situations,
experiences, and interpretations. In addition, I will
explore the conditions under which women recognize their

commonalities and those under which they stress their
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differences, with the goal of gaining insight into both

the constraints to and the possibilities of comembership.

A Focus on Talk:
Contested Definitions and Symbolic Power

Language is a primary means by which we share our
lives with others, providing the means to typify and
categorize experiences in ways that have meaning for
ourselves subjectively, and objectively for others in the
same category of experience (Berger and Luckmann 1966).
The use of language in interaction -- talk, or
conversation -- is a significant and fundamental means by
which humans experience and construct their worlds, and
create meaning (Giddens 1987).

As Bourdieu (1990:54) has claimed, "politics is,
essentially, a matter of words." In this dissertation, I
focus on the spoken word, and view talk and conversation
as a key location for the ongoing interpretation and
consﬁructiqn of the social world. Accordingly, I examine
talk and conversation among (and on occasion between)
welfare workers and recipients. Although some talk
between myself (as an interviewer or participant) and
workers and recipients is included, the bulk of my data
consists of what is referred to as naturally occurring

talk, talk produced for reasons other than that there was
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a researcher present (see Chapter 2 for further discussion
of this issue).

In the analyses to follow, I focus on talk as a way .~
of interpreting and constructing characterizations or .’f, b
classifications that help participants "place" themselves i;;
and others in particular social spaces. These spaces are |
contested and disputed. Recipients and workers are in
continual struggles with themselves, one another, and the
welfare system in their attempts to impose their view of
reality; in other words, particular interpretations,
stereotypes, and ideologies are the targets and means of
accommodation and resistance. The power to construct
groups or categories is the power of what Bourdieu
(1990:137) refers to as "worldmaking," the struggle over
which is part and parcel of an ongoing struggle over the
perception of the social world. Workers' and recipients'
struggles over the perception of the social world may thus
be seen as bids for the power of "worldmaking."

Workers' and recipients'’ tg&k, then, is taken to be 0//

cogg;;tutive'ofrtheir accommodation or resistance: the ,///

~————

"discourse of the hidden tranééfipt,” éééording to Scott
(1990:189), "does not merely shed light on behavior or
explain it; it helps constitute that behavior." Again,
although I will on occasion make reference to what may be

called "practical" acts of resistance, such as avoiding Ny
"( i "

certain tasks at work or not reporting other able-bodied S

I~~: [ ['; {

‘
./ , e, :
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adults living in the household, my main emphasis is on the
work that people do in talking with each other to make
sense of what is going on in their lives. I take this
talk to be in itself accommodating or resistant activity.

The symbolic power of "worldmaking," however, is not
removed from the "everyday." Recipients' and workers'
classifications of themselves and each other are both
accomplished in the course of and are directly implicated
in the day-to-day activities of their lives as recipients
and workers. ' In the end, whose view prevails has serious
implications for the daily lives of both workers and
recipients -- e.g., for how long a recipient has to wait

for her food stamps, or for how often a worker is

officially challenged by her clients.

Continua and Contextualities

In this study, I do not take accommodation and
resistance to be mutually exclusive, but rather consider

them as opposite ends of a continuum, within which there

is a range of variation, and within which "mixed forms"* -

- partaking of both accommodation and resistance -- may be

considered. The following statement by Bookman and

‘ I borrow the phrase "mixed forms" from Erickson

and Mohatt (1982), who use it to refer to the
communication practices of communities in interethnic
contact.
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Morgen (1988:viii) with regard to working class women
holds as well with the women in this study:
Their consciousness and their actions contain
elements of both consent and resistance, and embody

contradictory ideas about their place as women, as
minorities, and as members of the working class.

Furthermore, it is often the cggﬁgg;, rather than the )

EEE itself, which determines the dividing line between
accommodation and resistance. The stories or
characterizations of workers and recipients, while
resistant in the immediate context of their relationship
to the welfare system or each other, often appear
accommodating when examined in the context of the larger

culture, and in terms of mainstream ideologies and values.

For example, in resisting the welfare system's qgigf

requirements, recipients often invoked ideals of family
N~————

and motherhood that have been identified by feminists as

patriarchal ideologies inimical to the interests of women

(Ramazanoglu 1989:148-149).

Summary

The theoretical issues of concern in this
dissertation include the ongoing production and
reproduction of the hierarchical relationships between
recipients and workers and between each group and the
welfare system. The production and reproduction of these

often taken-for-granted hierarchical relationships is

/

’
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accomplished, at least partly, through accommodation and
resistance to received ideologies; accommodation and
resistance, in turn, are often located in talk and
conversation. In what follows, then, I explore the work
that women in the welfare system do to recreate or

transform what is taken to be given.

Women and Welfare

Historical Background and General Overview

Piven and Cloward (1971) have outlined the historical
roots of the U.S. welfare system, connecting it with
relief measures enacted in sixteenth century Europe to
cope with population change and the evolving market
economy. In this section, I provide a brief outline of
the history and substance of welfare, with an emphasis on
Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and fggd

—_—

stamps, the major welfare programs of concern in this
—_—
study.
The immediate forerunner to AFDC was Mother's
Pensions, a state-level, "outdoor relief" progfam5
providing cash to women bereft of male breadwinners to

enable them to stay home with their children. This form

of relief was to be provided specifically to morally

® Outdoor relief consists of money, subsidies, and
other benefits given to recipients in their own
communities and homes, as opposed to indoor relief, best
known as the poor house.
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upright families; the majority of recipients, according to ‘

,} V

Abramovitz (1988:193), "turned out to be both widowed and
white." The program was started in 1911 and continued
until 1935, but it was never instituted in all states, and
included at its maximum only 50 percent of the counties in
the nation (ibid.; see also Piven and Cloward 1988).

This situation changed in 1935 with passage of the
Social Security Act, which required all states to
implement a new program called A}d to Depgqégnt Children
(ADC). As its name indicates, ho&ever, ADC did not
provide provisions for mothers directly, but only for
their children; it was also initially limited to single-

parent families. Coverage for mothers was introduced in
‘/ P

1950, and in 1961 the program expanded to included“ Q}‘
unemployed parents, thus providing aid to intact families
with an unemployed male head (Abramovitz 1988:317; Piven
and Cloward 1988). Finally, in 1962, Aid to Dependent
Children was renamed Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) to reflect a targeting of families rather NS
than of individual children.

Aid to Families with Dependent Children is a "means-

testeq" program, meaning that individuals must meet VA e

—
1

criteria regarding income and assets in order to qualify RN
v 0 g A - ,_'__,,,___/ ’ ., .} .

<

for assistance. The goal of the program is to provide for l" .

IEEAT O PUGL
7 -

shelter and other needs of destitute families, such as

electricity and heat. Families that qualify for AFDC

"
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automatically qualify for Medicaid, which covers health
cqgg,ggggs. Food costs are covered by food stamps, a
separate program enacted in 1964 and administered by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture. The food stamp program
provides recipients with coupons (as opposed to cash) that
may be used to purchase food items only. In addition to
ostensibly providing for families' basic needs, welfare
departments also have Workfare programs, which require .
that recipients with children over a certain age (the age
varies by state) attend school or other job training
programs, or find employment.

Although the Michigan Department of Social Services
(DSS) was established in 1939, Michigan has a long history
of welfare programs. Poor laws were enacted as early as L
1790, and poor houses were established in the early 1830s,
even before Michigan was admitted to statehood in 1837.

The Department of Social Services that was established in

1939 had its origins in the State Welfare Department, Voo,

established in 1921, and its predecessors, the State Board

of Corrections and Charities, established in 1879, and the

Vot

Board of State Commissioners for the General Supervision AR

C v o
of Charitable, Penal, Pauper and Reformatory Institutions, '

established in 1871 (Office of Communications, Michigan \ s

Department of Social Services 1989).

”
/
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The Michigan Department of Social Services is
responsible for administering the AFD\C6 and food stamp‘
programs in the state. These programs are part of what
the Department classifies as Figgnqiql Support‘ProgrSEé; e
The remaining programs are divided into Heal?h Care "

Services and Social Services:’ All programs are Vo e

administered thrqugh county offices, to which potential

recipients must apply. The funds for AFDC come from both
federal and stat;‘;;urces. In fiscal year 1990, 46.2 :% ;a
percent of the DSS budget came from federal funds, while i;’ri%
48.2 percent came from state funds (the remaining 5.2 -
percent came from "other" funds). The federal funding for
AFDC was 55 percent and the state funding, 45 percent. Of
the Department's entire budget, the greatest single
portion, 39 percent, was spent on the Financial Support

Programs. Although the state shares administrative costs

of food stamps with the federal government, funding fq;

the actual food obtained through the program is 100

P

percent federal, through the Department of ﬁgg;culture.

TN ———
(All of the above is from the Michigan Department of
Social Services Biennial Report 1989- 1990 ) _

The division between finéﬁcial heaIth and social

services in Michigan is reflected in the division of labor

¢ In Michigan, AFDC is often referred to as ADC, in
both state publications and by recipients and workers. I
use AFDC here because it is the correct acronym for the
program, and because it is common usage in the literature.

P
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among workers in the Department. Most notable is the
division between those in the Social Programs, who
typically hold degrees in social work or psychology, and
those in Financial Support Programs, who are not
designated as "professionals" and usually do not have
college degrees. The non-professional workers are
referred to by the welfare department as Assistance
Payments Workers, and are the focus in this dissertation.

R i L, N
Their job is to interview prospective recipients, process

the paper work involved in applications, and monitor cases

on an ongoing basis.

Potential recipients must meet two criteria of
eligibility in order to receive welfare benefits. First,
a potential recipient must have at least one child. Poor
adults without children are not eligible for AFDC.’
Second, applicants' income and assets must fall below a
cffﬁéiﬂ_liﬂif established by the state. Once applicants
have met the eligibility criteria, they receive b{:ﬁggk}y
chgggs (referred to as "grants") to cover rent,

electricity, and personal needs.® The amount of the grant

varies for different areas of the state, called zones, in

7 Pprior to fall 1991, when the program was

terminated, single adults could apply for General
Assistance, a solely state-funded and -administered
program.

® r"personal needs" refers to items other than
basic shelter needs, including, for example, clothes
and toiletries.
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order to reflect differences in the cost of housing:;

—— N e ; A

additionally, individual grant levels fluctuate to reflect

g

changes in recipients' other sources of 1ncome. As

—— /.\ Vo

stated, AFDC recipients are automatically eligible for f““ifvs'ﬂ

- Fout
Medicaid, and many also receive food stamps.’
To qualify for and continue to receive welfare,
recipients must enroll in the Michigan Opportunity and -
Skills Training (MOST) Program; only women who are three

or more months pregnant or who have a child less than one
— BE . ;

—— - .—-"‘d" )

year old are exempt. The MOST program requires recipients
e

to participate in some form of quSation or job_training,

to aggigg;z,sgek out or hold paid employment, or to work

as_a_volunteer in various forms of community work

(including work for the welfare office). f:»-*7

The Functions of Welfare

In 1971, Piven and Cloward published the now famous
Requlating the Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare, in
which they describe how public assistance programs serve
to regulate the labor force in capitalist economies. They
claim that public welfare programs expand during times of
economic contraction in order to quell civil protest, and

contract during periods of economic expansion in order to

® Although most recipients receive both AFDC and
food stamps, applicants may choose not to apply for food
stamps, or, conversely, may receive food stamps but not
AFDC.
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force people into low-wage labor. Public assistance thus
serves as a mechanism of both social and economic control.

More recently -- and more optimistically -- Piven and
Cloward (1982) claim that the expansion of public
assistance in the 1960s and 1970s has changed the nature
of the relationship between the welfare system and the
economy. In their view, because poor people consider
welfare a "right" rather than a privilege, and because it
offers a viable alternative to low-wage employment,
welfare now poses a tQEeat to capitalism. Wineman (1984)
disagrees with this optimistic assessment, claiming that,
regardless of the nature of its relationship to corporate
capitalism, the welfare system remains, at base, a
degrading and disempowering _system. This sentiment was
clearly shared by the women who participated in this
study.

In addition to the debates concerning the functions
of public assistance in general are analyses of the
particularly gggggggq nature of the welfare system. From
a feminist perspective, the welfare system serves to

regulate not only the economic behavior of women, but also

their social -- and particularly sexual -- behavior
(Abramovitz 1988; Gordon 1988). While there is
considerable debate in the literature over what may be
called "economic" versus "feminist" approaches to

understanding the functions of welfare, the two need not

LIRY
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be seen as mutually exclusive: the welfare system can be
analyzed in terms of its regulation of women's social and
sexual behavior, and of their economic behavior (see
Abramovitz 1988).%°

The distinction between "desery{pg" and "undeserving" \
poor -- an integral distinction in public assistance
policy throughout its history -- has very specific and
gendered features. The key attribute of a "deserving"
male has been his willingness to labor. Able-bodied men
unwilling to labor due to alcoholism or some other moral
failing were -- and continue to be -- categorized as
"undeserving."

The case with women is different. Willingness to
labor has been only one criterion in determining a woman's
status as "deserving" or "undeserving;" the other has been
her general moral stature, more specifically, her sgfggl
behavior, which has usually been discussed in terms of'her%‘I\”

[

"fitness" to raise children.!’ Indeed, until 1968, ' . \

\*2 A B

welfare departments held a mandate to raid women's homes

in the middle of the night in order to determine if they

1 In terms of government expenditures on welfare

programs (as opposed to discussions concerning the
fundamental need of capitalism for access to cheap labor),
Neubeck and Roach 1981:316) argue that, "the ideological
preoccupation with the morality of the poor is strongly
shaped by a concern for holding down economic costs."

11 7he notion of moral "fitness" harks back to
Mother's Pensions (Nelson 1990).
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were engaging in illicit sexual affairs. Called "man in
the house" rules, such policies were ostensibly designed
to ensure that women be supported by the men in their
lives rather than by the welfare department; however, they
are clearly part and parcel of society's view of poor
women as ppgﬂiﬁFuous. Indeed, if such couples were
caught, it was the woman who was punished by losing her
welfare grant, rather than the man being punished by being
legally forced to provide financial support for his
partner and her children.!? The "suifgp;g home" rules
enacted in the southern states, which penalized women with
illegitimate children, reflected similar sentiments, and
served the additional function of providing a way to
coerce women into low-paid labor (Piven and Cloward 1971,
1988).

According to Abramovitz (1988:315), "tensions between
the need to reproduce the labor force and to assure a
supply of low-paid female labor along with general
disregard for_§}ngle mothers and racist attitudes shaped
the ADC program frém the start and help explain the
program's stigma and low status." The need to regzggpce

the labor force through women's unpaid labor was evident

in frequent policy statements to the effect that women's

12 As Piven and Cloward (1988:642) have pointed out,
however, such rules were also "almost surely intended to
prevent nonmarket income from reaching men in the low-wage
labor pool."
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"natural" role was to raise children; as such, Abramovitz
(ibid.:315) claims, ADC "institutionalized the state's
role in subsidizing the reproduction of the labor force."

In addition, along with Piven and Cloward (1971),
Abramovitz (1988) has pointed out that the refusal to
provide aid to "undeserving" women effectively provided
for workers to meet the demands of the low-paid market.
Indeed, Piven and Cloward (1988:643) have claimed that
"the preoccupation with family morality was deceptive" --
that market forces have always been at the heart of
welfare policy. This is evidenced, for example, by
"workfare" programs which do not confine women to family
roles, but rather force them into low-paid employment.

Nevertheless, the issue of morality remains a
powerful one in the discourse of welfare, and although
official refusals to help women on the basis of their
sexual behavior no longer exist,'’ the provisioning of aid
continues to have moral overtones. At a more subtle level
than official policy, workers' perceptions of potential
recipients' moral characters have an impact, ranging from
whether or not applicants receive welfare, to how quickly

their applications are processed, to the amount of

13 This situation may be changing, insofar as
several states, including Michigan, are considering
instituting policies that would penalize women who give
birth to additional children while receiving welfare.
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information they receive on other assistance programs for
which they might be eligible.

The distinction between the "deserving" and
"undeserving" poor points to fundamental beliefs about
poverty, wealth, and adulthood in the United States.
Parker (1973) has pointed out that Western views of
poverty and wealth were transformed during the Industrial
Revolution from phenomena associated with the workings of
God to phenomena reflective of personal and moral
character. These views were part and parcel of the
European poor laws that formed the basis of relief
measures instituted in the United States. As Polanyi
(1989:153) claims in her "grammar" of American culture,
"proper people"” (adults) should be able to take care of
themselves; those who cannot are less than "proper
people." Other authors have pointed to the importance in

the United States of beliefs in the work ethic and in

‘e
v

economic opportunity (e.g., Horatio Algeg-rags—to-riches
\
stories) (Abramovitz 1988; Hertz 1981).
Welfare, however, is not only a demeaning and

pugifive form of public assistance; in providing for at
least some financial needs, welfare also provides women
with an alternative -- albeit an unattractive one -- to
dependence on men or abusive relationships (Abramovitz

1988; Piven 1984; Piven and Cloward 1988). As such, it

challenges society's view of women's "place." Pearce and
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McAdoo (1983:170) have claimed that, "inconsistencies in
social welfare policy may reflect the general ambivalence
in American society about the role and status of women.

Enabling women to become 'primary' earners is not yet a

T N——
N

societal goal.™

As already pointed out, however, women's association
with the welfare system includes not only receiving
welfare, but also working for welfare (Ehrenreich and
Piven 1984; Fraser 1989; Gordon 1990; Withorn 1984). Mink
(1990), for example, demonstrates that middle-class women
reformers were instrumental in the construction of the
American welfare system. Women's continued role as
workers in the welfare system reflects both occupational
segregation and cultural views concerning women's roles as
caregivers (Ehrenreich and Piven 1984; Fraser 1989) --
views that, as Abramovitz (1988) has pointed out, have
often been applied differently to women in different

classes.

Shrinking Support for Public Assistance

Aid to Families with Dependent Children and food
stamps combined failed to provide income equal to the
federal poverty level in all but one state (Alaska) even
prior to the federal cuts instituted by the Reagan
administration's Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of

1981. The 1981 cuts, combined with the 1983 cuts, made
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significant rquggions in both AFDC and food stamp

benefits (Joe 1983:181-2). Financial incentives to work
betig

were also reduced, rendering low-wage work even less
profitable than before the cuts (ibid.:183). Writing in
1983, Pearce and McAdoo pointed out that, "the reQ}myglpe
of the average welfare payment, accounting for inflation
and the declining size of recipient households, has
decreased by approximately 20 percentfin the last decade"
(1983:165). -

States have also been making cuts in their welfare
programs. In Michigan, as a result of both budget
reducsigps and inflation, the purchasing power of AFDC
grants was reduced by 21 percent between 1981 and 1991
(Michigan DSS Information Packet 1991). Governor John
Engler, elected in 1990, has proposed severe cuts in both
grant levels and department staff; as of this writing,
however, many of the proposed cuts are being forestalled

by the courts (with the exception of General Assistance,

which was eliminated in fall 1991).



CHAPTER 2

PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS

In this chapter I describe the participants in the
study and the methods of data collection and analysis.
Following Briggs (1986), I take theory and methods to be
inextricably tied:; particular theoretical perspectives
entail particular methodological approaches, and
methodological questions have issues of theoretical import
embedded in them. My division between the theoretical
framework outlined in Chapter 1 and the discussion of
methods presented in this chapter is thus somewhat
inappropriate. The discussion of talk and conversation in
Chapter 1, for instance, points to a methodological
emphasis on conversational exchanges. The phenomena of
interest, and the ways in which we go about exploring
them, then, are considered separately here only for

purposes of discussion.

Participants!

Assistance Payments Workers

The main group of Assistance Payments Workers

(hereafter referred to as AP workers, or simply workers)

! Initial and continuing access to participants is
discussed in the section on data collection.

34
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included in this study was comprised of 17 women ranging
from 24 to 59 years of age, with an average age of 40.
This group made up the entire work force of AP workers in
Kenyon County, a rural county in central Michigan.? The
women had been involved in AP work from one to 18 years,
with an average of 11.5 years.

In addition to participant observation at the welfare
office, 1 attended a three-day training session for new
workers. Thirty workers who had been in the welfare
department for six months or less participated in the
training. On occasion, I draw on data from the training
session.

Assistance Payments workers are concerned with
administering the Financial Support Programs of the
Department of Social Services (including AFDC and food
stamps). In Kenyon County, AP workers are responsible for
interviewing potential recipients, processing their
applications, opening, closing and maintaining cases, and
conducting yearly reviews.?

Workers are organized in units, each of which is
headed by an AP Supervisor, who often has been an AP

worker herself. Workers consult their supervisors when

2 with the exception of the State Governor, all
personal and place names have been changed to maintain
confidentiality.

® In other counties in Michigan, these duties are
divided among different categories of AP workers.
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they have specific questions concerning departmental
procedures, or when they wish to pursue "exceptions, "
which entail receiving departmental approval to bend the
rules. In all cases, AP supervisors have the final
decision-making power.

In the Department hierarchy, AP workers are one level
above clerical workers. Unlike workers in the other units
of the Department (e.g., Social Services), AP workers, as
noted above, are not classified as "professionals." Only
18 percent of the AP workers in Kenyon County had
completed their BA degrees.

All of the AP workers included in this study are
white, partly as a result of the population composition of
Kenyon county. The absence of diversity was recognized by
the workers, who felt that minority workers would be
uncomfortable in a white rural setting and thus would not
stay in the position for long (field notes 8/1/90).%

There are no statistics available on the ethnicity of AP
workers throughout Michigan; thus there is no way to
evaluate the represgptativeness of my sample for the
state. 1 am aware, however, that there are other counties
in Michigan with more ethnic variation among AP workers

than the county in this study.

‘ Nevertheless, the county did hire an African

American worker several months after this study was
completed. As of this writing, eight months later, she is
still there.
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Welfare Recipients

The group of welfare recipients included in this
study was comprised of 79 women that I encountered in
welfare rights groups and at the welfare office. My

——N

primary focus was on six women who were currently or had
been core members in on; of two welfare rights groups, the
Madrid Welfare Rights Organization (MWRO), and Low-Income
People for Equality (LIFE); core members were defined as
continually active participants. Both groups were located
in Madrid, a small city in central Michigan. Of the six
women, one was no longer receiving welfare at the time of
the study, and one had recently moved from the AFDC
program to General Assistance (GA, welfare for adults not
living with children®); both were included in the study,
however, because they were core members in MWRO or LIFE.
The remaining fgur women were enrolled in either or both
AFDC and food stamps. They ranged in age from 24 to 48.
Tegﬁg;her women whom I interviewed or who attended welfare
rights meeting; on a more or less regular basis are also
included in the study. Of these ten, one was no longer
receiving welfare, and one had received welfare in the

past but was currently on SSI (disability). Finally, 24

women who attended welfare rights group meetings only once

® fThis program was eliminated in fall 1991. L
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or twice, and 39 women I encountered at the welfare office
in Kenyon County are occasionally referred to in the
following chapters.

The group of welfare recipients was less stable over
time than the group of AP workers. With the exception of
the AP workers I encountered at the training session, the
17 workers in Kenyon County remained in one geographic
area (the welfare office) for a set period of time each
day. This was not the case with welfare recipients,
despite the fact that my overall focus was on we;fare
rights4grggp§! which one would consider to be relatively
neatly bounded. Participants came and went, and even the
core membership was not stable over long periods of time.
My attempts to interview individual recipients encountered

numerous barriers, ranging from sudden moves to work
—

schedules that fluctuated frequently and d4id not allow for.

time to just "sit around." 1In some cases, women expressed
a willingness to talk to me, but we just "never got around
to it" -- every time I called or came by wasn't a "good
time," and a "good time" never presented itself.

With one exception (an African American woman), the

welfare recipients with whom I worked are Anglo. In

Michigan, 50.5 percent of AFDC recipients are Anglo, while

45.7 percent are African American; the remaining 3.8

percent fall into the category "Other" (DSS Information . .

Packet, March 1991). More people of color were not

r

b
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included as participants in this study because they by and
large did not participate in either of the two welfare
rights groups in Madrid.® Members of both welfare rights
groups expressed a considerable amount of racist

sentiment, usually focused on claims that minorities (and

sometimes "foreigners") received special treatment not \£r~f1'

.

accorded to Anglos. Although such claims were often
contested, I would speculate that the existence of such
sentiments rendered the groups inhospitable for members of

ethnic minority groups.

Representativeness of Samples

The sample of AP workers included in this study is
too small to warrant claims that it is representative of
AP workers in Michigan or the United States. Accordingly,
this study can only be said to be representative of one
group of workers in one county in rural Michigan. Several
characteristics common to AP workers in general, however,
indicate that the patterns exhibited by this group of
workers may be similar to those exhibited by workers in
other welfare offices -- although such a claim could only

-

be supstantiated through further gtudy,

——

® fThere was one African American woman present at

the first two Madrid Welfare Rights Organization meetings
I attended, and the one African American woman I
interviewed was on the MWRO mailing list, although she was
not an active participant.

a
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There are structural similarities in AP work
throughout Michigan, and to a lesser degree, throughout |
the United States. All AP workers in Michigan deal with
the same state welfare policy, and all workers throughout
the nation deal with the same federal welfare policy.
Assistance Payments workers in Michigan, moreover, have
similar responsibilities and working conditions, even
though these are divided along lines of specialization.

In terms of work structure and organization, then, the
Kenyon County office was not unique, but was in many ways
similar to other welfare offices in Michigan, and perhaps
in the United States.

As a group, the workers included in this study were
also exposed to some of the same social phenomena that
other workers are exposed to. Several workers in Kenyon
County had previously worked in other counties, both rural 31)
and urban, and all the workers attended state-wide
conferences and training sessions. As a group, then, the
women in this study were not isolated from other AP
workers in Michigan; they were given opportunities to
exchange experiences and views with other workers, and
were exposed to official departmental views concerning
both their work and the populations whom they served.

Asgigfance Payments workers, throughout Michigan and
the United States, serve a population with similar needs

(shelter, food, medical care) and characteristics (the

y Voo e

‘s&‘
Lo e 1A, -
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majority are women with children). In addition, the AP
population itself in Michigan is relatively uniform with
regard to gender (87 percent female) and education (less
than 20 percent college educated) (Wertkin 1990). As
members of American society, AP workers are also exposed
to society-wide stereotypes of poor people in general, and
of poor women in particular. Although the extent to which
women believe these stereotypes prior to becoming AP
workers no doubt varies, it is reasonable to assume that
all AP workers enter the welfare system with some
familiarity with such stereotypes.

Given the similarities in work structure, content,
and organization; contact among workers throughout
Michigan; shared characteristics of both AP workers and of
the population they serve; and the society-wide nature of
stereotypes of poor people, workers in the Kenyon County
office may produce constructions that have characteristics
in common with those produced by other workers in other
welfare offices in Michigan, and perhaps in other areas of
the United States.

As with AP workers, the sample of welfare recipients 5303
included in this study is small, and thus cannot be said .
to be representative of welfare recipients in either
Michigan or the United States. In addition, the
recipients on whom I place the strongest focus were

involved, to one degree or another, in welfare rights ’.
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groups. The vast majority of welfare recipients in Golden
County, in which the two welfare rights groups were based
did not participate in either group. I would speculate
that many women on welfare are isolated, and suffer from
fear of confronting the welfare system (a fear that was
often expressed even by the women most involved in welfare
rights), lack of knowledge of how to go about conf;ggting .
the szfsem, or embarrassment over receiving welfare. In
this sense, then, if I were to claim representativeness,
it would be to claim that the women are representative of
the type of welfare recipient who tends to get involved in
welfare rights groups -- in other words, of women tending
toward activism.

As with the AP workers, however, the welfare
recipients in this study share a number of characteristics .. . °"
with welfare recipients both state- and nation-wide. The
majority of AFDC recipients, as indicated above, are women
with children. They all must contend with a welfare
bureaucracy that, because of federal mandates, shares
certain features across states; and they all have to

contend with poverty as it is shaped in the United States.

—_— -

As pggrwpeoplg and as poor women, they are subject to the foo
ggg;egtypeg,attgcheq.po these groups in the United States. '

In addition, as with AP workers, the recipients in this “““j4~,
study -- as I suspect may be the case with a segment of

the welfare population in general -- were geographically
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mobile; they moved across both state and county lines,
interacting with a number of welfare offices, and drew on

r

these varied experiences in their constructions of_ (o

themselves and of the welfare system. On the basis of
these common characteristics, then, it is possible that
the constructions produced by the women in this study
share certain features with those of women in other
welfare rights groups in other counties and states, and
perhaps with those of women on welfare in general, when
they have the opportunity to diggyss welfare with each
other.

B For my purposes, then, I am assuming that it is
reasonable to view the particular group of workers I
worked with in Kenyon County as workers in the geaggic
sense, and to view the recipients I worked with in Golden
County as recipients in the generic sense. Certainly,
workers and recipients themselves ta%ked of each other
more often than not in generic terms, drawing, in their
constructions, on their various experiences with each
other over time.

In sum, I dg;not claim that my sample is
representative of either workers or recipients in general.
As a result of the shared cbéfgpteristics outlined above,
however, the constructions explored in the following

chapters may have some currency among workers and

recipients in other settings. The extent to which the
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description and analysis presented here characterizes the
issues surrounding women and the welfare system in the
late 1980s and early 1990s in the U.S. remains to be

refined by further studies.

Data Collection

Research Sites

Research with welfare workers was conducted at the

welfare office, in both private and shared spaces. 1 also

—

encountered workers at one three-day training session and
at a conference.

Work with welfare recipients was conducted primarily
at the meeting places of the two welfare rights groups and
at women's homes and in restaurants.’ In addition, I
attended legislative hearings and participated in several
public degggnggsigps in front of the state capitol and at

the welfare office.

Access

Welfare workers and recipients differed in terms of
accessibility. 1In the welfare office, I had daily access

to the same group of women over an extended period of

7 Some of the women preferred to meet in restaurants

for interviews. Perhaps they did not want me to see their
homes, or perhaps they were interested in my invitations
to lunch.
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time. My access to welfare recipients was more sporadic,
often not occurring on a daily basis, and usually lasting

only several hours at a time.

Access to Welfare Workers

Initial access to welfare workers was granted by
state and county officials. Although I had initially
requested permission to work with AP workers in Madrid
(where the two welfare rights groups were based), I was
refused access by the county director. An official at the
state welfare office correctly predicted that the director
of the Kenyon County office would be more interested in my
study, and thus I sought, and received, her permission to
conduct the study in her office. Prior to beginning
participant observation in the welfare office, I met with
two workers and their supervisor to negotiate the
conditions of my presence: I was not to interfere, and I
was to help (e.g., run errands) when warranted and
possible. Following this negotiation, I attended a staff
meeting at which I introduced myself to the entire group
of workers. Finally, once I began participant observation
at the welfare office, I solicited workers' permission to
observe and discuss their work on an individual basis. By
the end of my three months at the office, only two women

had refused to let me observe their interviews with

~—
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recipients; one of them also declined to be interviewed.
Access to workers' interviews with recipients was also

——

subject to the permission of recipients.

—_—

Access to Welfare Recipients

I learned of the Madrid Welfare Rights Organization
(MWRO) through the telephone directory, and after speaking
with one of its members, was invited to attend a meeting.
In contrast, one of the members of Low-Income People for
Equality (LIFE) heard of my study through a nutrition
counselor at the county health department, and called to
invite me to attend one of their meetings. Permission to
regularly attend the meetings of both groups was
subsequently granted by the core members of each group.
Since the participants varied from meeting to meeting,
however, I sought permission to tape record meetings at
each event. Interviews with recipients were requested on
an individual basis.

In addition, my initial contact with some recipients

P

'
occurred over the phone. This usually occurred when they

called for advice on welfare (during the three months when

I volunteered for this duty with MWRO); in a few cases, 1

8 fThese refusals were not outright, but rather took

the form of delays and other evasions. Once I got the
feeling that the two workers were not comfortable with my
presence, I stopped pursuing them.
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used MWRO's phone list, for which I had received

permission of the group.

Continuing Access

With both groups of women, access was repeatedly
negotiated across time. I had to have something to offer
the women in exchange for their time, energy, and
confidences. Although a sympathetic ear often seemed
rewarding to the women -- especially to recipients who
found little sympathy for their plight among the general
public -- the sheer weight of practical and matgf@al
coqfffgigts suffered by both groups of women warranted
additional contributions on my part. These contributions
took the form of work at the welfare office (xeroxing,
running errands), and providing transportation, computer

work (for MWRO and LIFE), and occasionally food for

recipients.

Methods of Data Collection

Methods of data collection for this study included
participant observation and interviewing. In keeping with
the goal of the ethnographic enterprise, emphasis was
placed on gaining access to the meanings held by
participants (Erickson 1979; 1986). My focus throughout

the study was on talk, particularly that occurring among
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welfare recipients and among welfare workers, although
some talk occurring between the two groups of women was
also included. A second focus was on interviews with the
women; these were most often conducted with the women on
an individual basis, although on occasion they occurred

with two or more individuals.

Conversations

As outlined in Chapter 1, talk is an important
vehicle for the construction and expression of world
views, identities, and meanings. Conversational exchanges
among workers and among recipients, then, as they occurred
naturally (as opposed to being orchestrated by an outside
researcher), provide key data for this dissertation.
Accordingly, whenever possible I kept a tape recorder
running when I interacted with either recipients or
workers. A constantly running tape reco:der allowed me to
be opportunistic and to avoid imposing my own definitions
of what was important onto the event (by turning the
recorder on and off when something I deemed "important"
was happening -- an action that no doubt would have been
noted by participants) (Erickson 1986). Since a running
tape recorder was a feature of my presence, participants
were able to get used to the recorder as they got used to

me.
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Interviews

Although there are numerous problems with interviews,
including both issues of validity and power, they are
nevertheless very valuable sources of data on the ways in
which people experience and interpret their worlds.

In this study, I followed two approaches to
interviewing. One was to schedule events called
"interviews" with individual women, for the purpose of
discussing their experiences with the welfare system.
Although I orchestrated these events, I made every effort
to follow Briggs's (1986:93) admonition to "listen before
you leap" -- in other words, to conduct interviews in ways
that capitalized on, rather than vigiﬁfed, received ways
of communicating. Although I had sets of questions in
mind, the order in which questions were answered, and how
participants chose to answer them, were unspecified. In
addition, other topics or approaches to topics introduced
by the women were not glossed over but rather pursued.
Mishler (1986) has claimed that respondents will often
produce stories when they aren't prevented from doing so
by the asymmetries of power so often evident in
traditional approaches to interviewing; along with
numerous other scholars, he claims that stgffes and other
nagfefixgs are "one of the natural cognitive and
linguistic forms through which individuals attempt to

order, organize, and express meaning" (1986:106). The
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workers and recipients who participated in this study
often did respond to my inquiries with s§9£§g§.

My second approach to interviewing also followed
Briggs's (1986:121) call to avoid what he calls
”com@gp%qgﬁivevhegemony," or the imposition of particular
forms of communication. As Briggs outlines, standard
interviews impose not only the classic question-answer
format, but also may violate norms of who gets to ask
questions of whom, under what circumstances, and
concerning which topics. In addition to my approach to
interviews discussed above, then, I made every effort to
ask QQE§E£9QS informally, when the topic was already being
discussed. By attending closely to naturally occurring
conversation, 1 was able, on occasion, to insert my
research questions when they were topically and

contextually appropriate.

Data Analysis

Data analysis had two foci: the content of what was
said (e.g., the stereotypes of workers and recipients held
by the two groups of women), and the process by means of
which the content was produced (e.g., how the stereotypes
were jointly constructed or expressed by women talking
with each other). In what follows, I draw primarily on
content analysis, but make use of the tools provided by

various approaches to the analysis of conversational
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interaction (most notably sociolinguistics and
conversation analysis) where appropriate.

Ang&gsis was conducted in two steps: audio tapes
were indexed, and then segments of tape were transcribed.
The segments chosen for transcription were those that
seemed representative of a particular theme that emerged
when I listened to the tapes, or those containing a unique
occurrence that nevertheless, by virtue of the animation
in participants' voices or by their comments on the event
afterwards, seemed important. Transcripts of segments of
talk were then subject to content analysis, and, in some
cases, to an analysis of how participants jointly produced
the content.

As Mishler (1984:34) has pointed out, investigators
with different interests emphasize different features of
talk in their transcripts: "the notational system defines
what is relevant and how it is to be presented." 1In
accordance with my analytical foci, then, I draw on two
sets of transcript conventions. When discussing content,

the transcripts focus on words; accordingly, the details

Tty

of turn-taking and other extralinguistic features are Vb A n
omitted from the transcripts. This is not the case where

I am concerned with process as well as content. When

exploring talk as jointly produced, overlaps, pauses,

stress, and so on may convey as much meaning as do actual
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words -- or at least help to convey the meaning intended
by the actual words.

Analyzing talk as a jointly accomplished phenomenon
underscores the socially constructed nature of the
meanings and interpretations expressed through talk.
Participants in interaction alternately help one another
tell their stories or make their points (by, for example,
a strategically placed "uh huh" or expression of
surprise), or challenge or reinforce certain
constructions. When the analysis is focused on process as
well as content, I will use a different set of transcript
conventions that are designed to accommodate and represent
what, upon repeated listenings to audio tapes, seem to be
the most significant and prevalent features of talk among
welfare recipients and workers. This set of transcript

conventions is included in Appendix A.

Notes on Partisanship

Poverty and welfare are not neutral phenomena in
American culture. Nor is the relationship between women
on welfare and AP workers particularly cordial. Being a
member of this culture, I could neither feign ignorance of
issues surrounding public assistance, nor claim outsider
status. This situation presented me with a number of
dilemmas that I would like to briefly explore before

presenting the analysis of my data.
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Throughout the course of fieldwork, I made no
attempts to be "objective" -- to remain uninvolved in the
political aspects of women's lives, or to avoid "taking
sides" with them on important issues. There were two
aspects to my "place" in the field that I want to discuss
here: my place as a member of the same culture as the
women I was working with, and my partisan position with
each group of women.

Renato Rosaldo (1989) discusses at length Dorinne
Kondo's fieldwork experience in Japan. As a Japanese-
American, Kondo was subject to her hosts' cultural
expectations about someone who looked Japanese. The
experience was not as extreme for me, because I was not,
in fact, in another culture, but in my own. I was
nevertheless crossing class lines, and found it curious
that, because we were all American and all women, I was

expected to share certain assumptions about the world held

by workers and recipients, and to know about things that
they considered obvious, such as the nature of certain
kinds of relationship problems, or feelings of pride or
humiliation. Like Kondo, moreover, I had trouble with
"indelicate" questions, such as, for instance, those

pertaining to workers' incomes.’

® While income was not a taboo topic for welfare

recipients -- indeed, income insufficiency was a standard
conversational topic -- workers followed the more middle-
class notion that income is a more or less private affair.
In the end, I gained access to information concerning
(continued...)
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The second aspect of my relationship with the women
concerns my pagE}sgq positions, positions that I took as
an active member of my own culture, and that were expected
of me by the study participants. I began the study more
sy@ggfgggig\ggwqus‘we;ﬁggemygcipientg Egggvggrkers, since
recipients are the poorer of the two groups, and since
they fit into the category of the oppressed more than do
workers (at least in the popular left). This did not mean
that I took sides against workers. Workers, like
recipients, are women who suffer from both economic and
social inequalities in U.S. society; moreover, both are
"victims" of the welfare system: while women on welfare
are subject to both insufficient funds and stigma, workers
are overworked and have low status in the welfare
bureaucracy.

I was able to avoid some of the potential conflicts
of my partisan positions by working with workers and
recipients in separate counties. Although each group of
women was aware that I was working with the other, I was

not working with someone's particular worker, or with

°(...continued)
workers' incomes by means of a confidential questionnaire.
Although I wondered if my hesitancy to query workers about
their incomes was simply a projection of my own middle-
class values, rather than a reflection of norms which they
shared, I find it significant that I did not experience
this hesitancy with recipients. Was this, however,
because poor people don't have the same social standing as
members of the middle class?
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someone's particular client. The impact that working with
recipients and their own AP workers might have had on my
relationship with each group was quickly made evident to
me through the attempts made by both workers and
recipients to recruit me to their points of view.

I was surprised at the degree to which I was expected
and recruited to be partisan. This, I think, reflects a
very important commonality among the two groups of women:
their powgflg§§pess and their politicization of their
resggctive situations. Both groups of women wanted me to
share their respective points of view, as when I was
invited by a worker to agree with her characterization of
a recipient as a ch{igrgbuser, or when I was invited by a
recipient to agree with her that politicians realize the
ramifications of cuts in the welfare budget and yet pursue
them anyway.

As part and parcel of this recruitment, both groups
of women had high expectations of the results of my
research. Since they themselves were relatively
powerless, they expected me to express their concerns, to
legizipige thg;r cases. This was particularly so with the
AP workers, who felt that they had no voice with

administration and management. I, on the other hand,

could document their plight and thus force management to
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make long-needed changes. Workers assumed, of course,
that management wouldn't like my report.'°

As stated, although I "took sides" with both groups
of women, I was more sympathetic to the plight of
recipients than to that of workers. I sympathized with
the demands placed on workers, and with their low status
in the welfare bureaucracy, but was more touched and
outraged by the plight of the recipients, who, in addition
to being overworked and suffering from the stigma
associated with being poor, also had to contend with not
always having enough food to eat.

In either case, however, my participation in the
women's constructions was minimal. Although in individual
interviews I often supported, or at least did not
challenge, the women's views, when with more than one
worker or recipient, I became, for the most part, a
peripheral participant, making few substantive !
contributions to the topic at hand. In Appendix B, I draw
on evidence from the transcripts to illustrate my point
that the kinds of contributions that I made to
participants' constructions were minor when compared with
the constructive work that they accomplished with one

another.

19 The expectation that my study would vindicate the

workers, or demonstrate to the world that recipients were
victims and not villains, seems to indicate that the women
did not consider me so much as "one of them" as an
outsider who could verify and legitimize their perceptions
of reality.



CHAPTER 3

WELFARE RECIPIENTS AND WELFARE RIGHTS GROUPS

In this chapter, 1 explore the views of women on
welfare about (1) their identities as welfare recipients
and as women; (2) key others that feature in their lives
as welfare recipients; and (3) the workings of the welfare
system. Specifically, I focus on the women's views as
they are constructed or expressed in discourse, and on how
particular ways of making sense reflect accommodation or
resistance to received welfare and gender ideologies. The
analysis focuses on women's life stories and on naturally
occurring conversation in welfare rights group meetings.

The chapter is divided into two sections. In the
first, I explore five prevalent themes in recipients'
welfare biographies. These themes concern views of
employment and education, the weight of material absences
and of social stigma, and perceptions of the structural
constraints of the welfare system and of how best to deal
with them. The themes reflect varying degrees of
accommodation and resistance to mainstream U.S. ideologies
concerning women, welfare, and the nature of economic
success.

In second section, I focus on welfare recipients

interacting with each other in the context of welfare

57
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rights groups. My emphasis in this section is on the work
that the women do together to construct palatable images
of themselves as welfare recipients, and to construct
images of key others in their lives, most notably, welfare
workers, politicians, rich people, and men.

I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the
differences between talk produced in my interviews with
recipients and that produced in welfare rights group
meetings. I argue that participants in welfare rights
meetings accomplished constructions that were either
absent or only nascent in the interviews, and fully
developed or altered those that were present. Thus,
although elements of resistance were clearly evident in
the welfare biographies, the comembership established at
welfare rights meetings both strengthened the resistance
and provided grounds for the development of new
perceptions. The welfare rights meetings also provided
greater opportunity for participants to explore and either
appropriate or dismiss mainstream models of women's roles
and the nature of economic success and security. My
argument is not that women were transformed by their
participation in welfare rights groups as in a before-
after sequence, but that the meetings provided a context
conducive to expressions and constructions that differed
in both content and tone from those found in the interview

data.
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Themes in Recipients' Welfare Biographies

Recipients' stories and comments portray the
experience of being poor, female, and on welfare, and
provide insight into how women make sense of the welfare
system and their place in it. The five themes described
here emerged naturally from the women's narratives; they
represent patterns in how this particular collection of
women on welfare interpreted the welfare system and their
relationships to it. The themes also represent what the
women believed was most important for me, as an outsider,
to know.

Throughout discussion of the themes, I will point to
elements of accommodation and resistance. In so doing, I
draw on three narrative types outlined by the Personal
Narrative Groups (PNG) in their book, Interpreting Women's
Lives (1989). The first type of narrative "reveal[s] that
the narrators do not think, feel, or act as they are
'supposed to.' Such narratives can serve to unmask claims
that form the basis of domination...or to provide an
alternative understanding of the situation" (PNG 1989:7).
A second type of narrative "unfold[s] within the framework
of an apparent acceptance of social norms and expectations
but nevertheless describe[s] strategies and activities
that challenge those same norms" (ibid.). Finally, a

third type of narrative is produced by "women who
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apparently thrive within the established norms and
parameters or even assertively contribute to the
maintenance of prevailing systems of gender domination"
(ibid.). I will refer to these three types as counter-
narratives, mixed narratives, and status quo narratives.
Note that both talk itself and the activities described in
talk may be viewed in terms of accommodation or

resistance.

The Women

The twelve women interviewed ranged in age from 19 to
48, and had at least one child each (see Table 1). Eight
of the women had been married at least once, three of whom
had been married more than once. Three of the women were
presently living with men who contributed to household
expenses.

The women's reasons for their initial contact with
the welfare department included divorce, having a baby,
husband's unemployment, husband being placed in jail, and
being kicked out of a parent's home. Half of the 12 women
had received welfare continuously for 18 months to 10
years. Maggie, for instance, received welfare for three
vyears prior to entering graduate school. Jody, on the
other hand, had remained on the welfare rolls for the nine
years since her divorce. The remaining six women had been

on and off of the welfare rolls a number of times; they
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had been connected to the welfare department
intermittently for an average of 12 years. Pat, for
example, had been on and off welfare for 25 years, with
each episode as a welfare recipient lasting anywhere from
nine months to several years. Mary received welfare for
one to two years, was out of the welfare system for two
years, and then got back on the rolls for another five.
Their relationships with the welfare department were
interrupted by periods of employment providing sufficient
wages for survival, or by support from men.! The majority
of the other women I encountered through telephone
conversations, at welfare rights groups meetings, and in
the welfare office (either directly or via their files)
also had sporadic relationships with the welfare
department. Only three of the 12 women had relatives
other than their own children who had ever received
welfare.?

All twelve women had been employed for pay. Many of
them had worked numerous jobs, and many had worked while
on welfare. As with the sporadic nature of many women's
interactions with the welfare system, this finding is

supported by the literature (Zopf 1989:4).

! Women can, and often do, work while receiving

welfare, and also often live with men who contribute
financially to the household. In the cases referred to
here, the woman's (or her partner's) job paid enough that
public assistance was no longer needed.

2 For one woman this information is unknown.
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The three factors the women most commonly associated
with their participation in the welfare system were men,
children, and jobs. In many cases, the reason that
divorce was so economically devastating was that child
support was insufficient or not forthcoming.? Coupled
with the disadvantages experienced by the women in the
labor market (only three of the women had been able to
find employment paying more than the minimum wage!), the
burdens of providing child care if they did work left them
financially wvulnerable.

Poverty was not simply a problem of unemployment per
se, then, but was related to the specific nature of
women's economic marginalization in U.S. society, a
significant aspect of which has been their financial
dependence on men and their financial responsibility for
children. The multiple factors associated with women's
experiences with the welfare system have been used by
feminist scholars to criticize the "male pauper" model of
welfare, which has as its subject the single able-bodied
adult male. As Pearce (1984:510) points out,

the traditional analysis of the problem of poverty

for the able-bodied poor has been quite simple: their

problem is joblessness, and the solution is to 'give'

them a job....The simple formula 'joblessness is the
problem, jobs are the solution' does not work for

3 7This is the case throughout the U.S., despite
class stratification (Ehrenreich and Piven 1984).

‘ As of April, 1990, the minimum wage was $3.80 per
hour; it was raised to $4.25 per hour in April, 1991.
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women because their poverty is different from that of
men.

Although they did not use the term, the women in this
study clearly recognized the shortcomings of the "male

pauper"” model.

Themes

Working is Expensive

The 12 women I interviewed were unanimous in the
conviction that working was costly: it was a way to lose
money, not make it. By virtue of their educational
credentials, they, like many women on welfare, were for
the most part restricted to minimum wage work in the
service sector. Although minimum wage jobs provided more
income than AFDC, they typically did not provide either
Medicaid, which the women strongly desired, or child care,
which they considered a necessity. Minimum wage work,
then, was considered a losing proposition.

Martha had learned this lesson well. Martha started
receiving welfare after her divorce, when she was awarded
insufficient alimony to care for her five children. Her
first reaction to getting on welfare was to try to get off
of it, which she tried to do by getting a job -- contrary
to the advice of her worker at the time, who suggested
that she get an education, not a job. Martha quickly

discovered that she could not make ends meet, got back on

O —
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welfare, and decided to try the education route, with
which she has been struggling ever since. Her reaction to
a recent suggestion made by another worker that she find a
job illustrates what she learned from her experience:

You know, I had one [worker] who wanted me to go to a

high school or adult education classes and I said, "I

have all of high school and I have [a] really great

grade point [average]," and she goes "well then why
aren't you working?" I said, "I, I know I can go out
and get a minimum wage job or two or three, in a, you
know, this week. My problem is that whenever I go to
work, I can't pay... rent. Now if you can tell me
that I would be a couple hundred dollars ahead, you
won't have a problem, but I have not, I've never yet
come out ahead."” I mean, it's not like you can mark
your money "made at Quality Dairy"® [and it sounds]

better, you know [Martha, 8/8/90]

Other women echoed this sentiment. Mary, for
instance, argued that the welfare department's policy of
deducting a certain amount from an AFDC grant for each
dollar earned -- until the entire grant was terminated --
"punishes" people who try to work [Mary, 2/21/90]. Janet
experienced just this kind of "punishment" when she
increased her work hours only to find herself facing cuts
that would leave her unable to meet her rent and child
care costs [Janet, 4/24/90]. And Dee, like Martha, found
that she was poorer when working than when receiving
welfare: her welfare worker used her gross rather than

net pay to represent her income,® her food stamps were

® A local convenience store chain.

¢ The higher one's income, the greater the

corresponding reduction in welfare benefits.
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terminated, and she was left saddled with both
transportation and child care costs. She was barely
breaking even; it was "like I was just working for the
experience of it" [Dee, 2/17/90].’

While some women mentioned Medicaid, all the women
considered child care a key factor in their negative
assessment of employment. Jane, for instance, in
balancing the income generated by employment against the
costs of child care, decided that she was clearly better
off on welfare [Jane, 3/12/90; 3/28/90]. Addressing
herself to the welfare department, she said, "pay our baby
sitters -- pay them what they would want us to pay them --
then we'll go to work. But they [the welfare department]
don't want to" [Jane, 3/12/90].°

Work, then, was expensive for mothers; as Katie
summed it up: "it's just cheaper...to not work" [Katie
8/16/89]. Without provisions for child care, employment
was something that the women could rarely afford to engage

in. Their unwillingness to seek employment, then, -- or

7 Dpee, who had taken an economics course at the

local community college, felt that welfare--or, as she
called it, "wealthfare"-- worked to keep people poor so
that the wealthy would be provided with a cheap source of
labor [Dee, 2/17/90].

® Jane is referring to the fact that welfare child
care grants cover only a fraction of the actual cost of
child care.



67
to report it to the welfare department’ -- was a
considered and deliberate decision reflecting financial
necessity.

In Susan's view, the issue was not only one of
financial necessity, but also one of parental
responsibility. In discussing her efforts to get off of
welfare, Susan told me the story of her children's
molestation. Responding to pressure from her family to
stop engaging in prostitution -- from which Susan reported
she made up to $1500 weekly -- Susan took a job working
during the day for $200 a week. Because $200 was
insufficient to cover the costs of hiring an adult baby-
sitter, Susan was forced to hire some local teenagers to
care for her children. The teenagers sexually molested
the children, who were still suffering the psychological
repercussions three years later. For Susan, trying to do
things the "right way" by getting a "respectable" job
turned out to be the wrong way. Not only was she better
able to care for her family's financial needs as a
prostitute, but she was better able to protect them
physically -- she was, in her own definition, a better
parent. She learned that trying to play by the rules had
numerous -- and often unacceptable -- costs, and that

trying to get off of welfare could be a dangerous

% See the theme, The Requirements of Structural
Constraint, below.
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proposition, as she indicated when she said, "I put my
kid's lives in jeopardy to try to get off it [welfare]l"
[Susan, 8/9/90].

The "work is expensive" theme provides a clear
critique of the "male pauper" model of welfare. Unlike
single able-bodied adult males, the women, like most women
on welfare, were mothers, with primary responsibility for
the care of infants and children. Simple employment,
without provisions for child care, was thus insufficient
for their needs. This theme, then, provides a
specifically gendered critique of the welfare system.

The theme also provides an example of resistance to
the work ethic. The women did not consider employment as
valuable in and of itself (Dee was not interested in
working "for the experience of it"). Although many of the
women tried to work in order to either supplement or get
off welfare, they found work a losing proposition and
decided to give it up rather than stick it out. Their
refusal to work given the constraints of child care costs
and their indictment of the welfare system's totally
inadequate child care provisions flies in the face of an
official welfare ideology that states that people on
welfare should work and that the system accommodates women
by paying for child care. '

Martha's story about her interactions with a welfare

worker concerning employment provides a good example of a
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counter-narrative. Martha, in explicitly choosing welfare
over minimum wage work, and in claiming that money made at
a job is no better than that acquired through welfare
("it's not like you can mark your money 'Made at Quality
Dairy' [and it sounds] better"), counters the prevailing
view that any kind of work (independence) is better than
welfare (dependence). This view was the result of
experience: Martha tried to accommodate the prevailing
view, but found it impossible. Dee, Jane, and Katie also
provided examples of counter-talk.

Susan's story, focusing on the oppositions of
prostitution versus legitimate work, and being able to
care for one's children versus leaving them open to
mistreatment and assault, is (although I have not provided
a transcript here), a good example of a mixed narrative.
Susan tried to accommodate prevailing views of what
constitutes appropriate work, only to find that, in
practice, appropriate work hindered her abilities to
fulfill models of good parenting, which include both
financial and physical protection. In her experience,
then, the kind of work that allowed her to accommodate
models of both work (in and of itself, rather than in its
appropriate or inappropriate forms), and parenting was
prostitution, an illegitimate and stigmatized occupation.
This provides an interesting mix of positions: her view

runs counter to prevailing categories of appropriate and
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inappropriate work, but nevertheless does not question the
work ethic per se (as Martha seems to do); nor does she
question a mother's total responsibility for the care of

her children.

Education is the Way Out

If a minimum wage job was not the way to get off of
welfare, a well-paid job was, and the way to get a well-
paid job was to get an education. This view was shared by
all the women except Louise and Janet, who had higher
degrees and thus knew from experience that education was
not a panacea.

Katie was clear about the connection between low-
paying jobs, welfare, and education:

...the only way to get off welfare is to go through

school, that is the only way, because, you make more

money living on welfare than you do at a job...at a

minimum wage job -- or even a four dollar an hour job

[Katie, 8/16/89].

Accordingly, one of Katie's great frustrations was that
she could not get sufficient child care support from the
welfare department to enable her to attend and finish high
school.

Pat, too, felt that education was the way to get off
of welfare, as evidenced by her numerous attempts to get a
college degree. She had a lot of financial trouble, and

tended to begin but never finish programs, but considered

a degree or some kind of certification crucial. Jane also
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had a difficult time staying in school -- "I got sick of
going to school, I said the heck with school, I dropped
out of adult [education] six times" [Jane, 3/12/90] -- but
nevertheless saw it as important.

Other women, too, were pursuing educational
credentials: Mary was taking courses in interior design
and real estate on and off; Tara was working on her high
school diploma; Martha was taking courses in nursing;
Susan was taking paralegal courses; and Dee was in her
third year of pre-medical studies at a local community
college. Finally, Maggie and Janet hoped to end their
short careers as welfare recipients when they entered
graduate school.

As striking as the ubiquity of the perception that
education was crucial to "making it" was the frequency
with which the women began but did not complete
educational programs. Pat, Mary, Jane, Martha and Susan
all had trouble sticking with a program. Although my data
on this issue are sparse, it is reasonable to assume that
the financial and child care burdens the women experienced
when employed also plagued their attempts to go to school.
The difference, however, was that one never got ahead with
a minimum wage job, whereas, from the women's point of
view, completing an education offered a potential payback;

thus the positive valuations of education and the absence
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of criticisms of school similar to those made of work
(i.e., child care costs).

The "education is the way out" theme represents a
status quo approach that does not resist but rather
accommodates mainstream models of achievement and success:
the women felt that if they could only get credentials,
they would succeed. They did not criticize the lack of
child care support they received from the welfare
department when discussing education, as they did when
discussing employment, although the amount of child care
coverage provided was the same.!®

Not everyone, however, agreed that education was the
key to success. Louise had a college degree that she was
eventually able to use to get off of welfare, but it was
such a struggle that she eventually took a job teaching
abroad, remarking that [paraphrase] "I have to go overseas
to get a decent job!" Along with Janet, who also had a
college degree, Louise disagreed with the idea that the
problem of being on welfare was an individual one that
could be remedied by individual efforts (e.g., acquiring
educational credentials). The problem, rather, was
systemic, reflecting an inequitable economic structure

[MWRO, 5/9/90]. As such, the views expressed by Louise

1% Even though women spent fewer hours in class than

at work, child care was still a problem. As mentioned
above, Katie could not get the child care support needed
to enable her to attend classes for four hours per day.
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and Janet would provide examples of counter-narratives

resistant to the status quo.

Welfare Inadequacies and Weighty Symbols

Although the jobs accessible to the women and the
costs of child care often led them to "choose"!' welfare
over -- or, in many cases in addition to!?’ -- work, the
women also unanimously agreed that welfare did not provide
them with sufficient resources for survival. Maggie, who
reported not paying her utilities so she could pay her
rent, talked about how much she had missed the luxury of
toilet paper when she had been on welfare. Now that she
was no longer receiving welfare, Maggie was "phobic," and
always needed to have eight rolls of toilet paper in the
house; her friends who were still on welfare remarked on
her affluence when they saw her supply [Maggie, 5/26/89].

Problems making ends meet was something everyone had
to contend with, and comments about letting bills pile up,

wl3

using money from the "personal needs part of the grant

1 1 place this word in quotation marks to reflect
the women's belief that applying for welfare was never a
choice, but rather something that they were forced into
out of economic necessity.

12 In these cases, the women either didn't report
extra income, or were careful to keep their earnings below
a level that would negatively affect their grant (e.g.,
cuts in Medicaid coverage).

13 Welfare grants are divided into "basic needs, "
covering shelter and utilities, and "personal needs,"
(continued...)
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to pay for heat, and being hungry at the end of the month
were ubiquitous.!* Not only were welfare grants
insufficient to cover the expenses for which they were
targeted, but they did not account for numerous other
expenses, such as clothing, transportation, and laundry.

The symbolic -- in addition to the real -- force of
certain shortages was particularly poignant for the women,
and the absence of particular items, or classes of items,
was acutely painful to them. Two examples will serve to

illustrate this point.

Milk

Maggie's phobia about toilet paper, mentioned above,
was matched by an extreme desire to always have milk in
the house:

...and with a kid, and [you] know talking with
other...AFDC mothers, you always feel if you have

13(.,..continued)

covering clothes, shampoo, laundry detergent, and so

on -- in other words, "everything else." Food stamps
comprise a separate form of assistance, and are restricted
to food items only; it is illegal to use food stamps to
purchase toilet items, pet food, cigarettes, or alcohol.

4  sSuch comments reflect the reality of current
grant levels. In 1991, a family receiving both AFDC and
food stamps in Michigan lived at only 78% of the federal
poverty level (AFDC alone was at 53% of the poverty
level); and only 28% of AFDC recipients received enough in
their shelter allowance to cover actual shelter expenses.
At only 53% of the federal poverty level, the 1991 AFDC
minimum was the lowest in ten years (Michigan Department
of Social Services Information Packet, 1991).
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milk in the refrigerator, you know...then, you're
meeting some kind of maternal need....Milk is
symbolic or something, it really is [Maggie,
5/26/89].
Maggie and her friends recognized a powerful connection
between milk and motherhood, and the inability to provide
milk for their children meant that they fell short of

societal standards of motherhood.

Christmas

Christmas stories also served to underscore the
severity of the deprivations of poverty and welfare. 1In
the following exchange, Laura, Susan, and Susan's
boyfriend, Fred, discuss Christmas:

L: I cried and cried at Christmas because I looked at my
Christmas tree, there was nothing under it, my kids
had [nothing, my kids didn't have nothing]

F: we didn't have a whole lot either

S: we didn't have a whole lot

L: [can't decipher]

S: and then, you know what I had for one year for

Christmas?
L: I had stuff under there from my parents
S: I had--

L: my mom let me borrow some presents to put under my
tree so it wouldn't look so [blank] because it just
drove me crazy

S: when I was pregnant with her, and I had to move outa
my house, and sign my land over to my mom, so I could
get ADC, in Georgia when Jerry left the second time,
I was seven months pregnant with her, we had a pine
tree limb in a bucket in the house, and what Andy
made in first grade is what covered that tree, and I
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got three hundred dollars my first check, no food
stamps, no nothing....[skip segment] but, I took my,
my rental money, and I went to the store and I bought
ten dollars worth of Christmas stuff, and that's what
they had for Christmas.
[LIFE, 8/19/90, tape 2, side 1, segment 208-226].
In this segment, both Laura and Susan emphasize the
difficulty of not having presents for their children at
Christmas: Laura by recounting the extreme measure of
resorting to symbolic presents; Susan by telling how she
used rent money for presents, and by describing a pitiful
pine tree limb in a bucket decorated with a child's cut-
outs for want of finer ornaments.

The women often referred to absences at Christmas
time. What was most painful to them was their inability
to provide presents for their children -- an indication of
the importance of their identities as mothers, who, in
order to be deemed adequate, are responsible for providing
for all their children's needs -- "needs" in U.S. culture
including the delights of "childhood" as well as the basic
necessities of food and shelter.

In sum, the women experienced trouble meeting both
basic needs and "extra" needs, i.e., those material needs
crucial to adult identity in American capitalist society,
but unrecognized -- and, in a twist on a Marxist concept,
perhaps deemed "false" -- by the welfare system, and, when
it comes to poor people, by society at large. The

inability to fulfill these "extra" needs -- the need to
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have decent clothes, to be able to buy nice things for
one's children, especially at Christmas, and so on -- left
the women feeling doubly deprived, and doubly inadequate.

Susan resisted such feelings of inadequacy by using
part of her rent money to buy Christmas presents for her
children. The story she produces is thus a counter-
narrative: she resists both welfare rules and regulations,
and an ideology that says that poor people shouldn't have
"luxuries," especially at tax payers' expense. In a
larger context, however, Susan's resistance to one set of
circumstances and ideologies may be viewed as
accommodation to another social phenomenon, namely,
consumerism. It also reflects accommodation to the views
that it is a parent's (in this case a mother's)
responsibility to provide for all of a child's needs. At
this level, Susan's story might be considered an example

of a mixed narrative.

Stigma

All of the women referred to the stigma of being on
welfare (see Goffman 1963). Food stamps, since they are
such a visible marker of one's status as a welfare
recipient -- as Maggie said, "you're branded by your food
stamps" -- were often the focus of discussions of stigma:
M: I was living in this one apartment, and waiting and

waiting for [them], you know, you wait for the food
stamps to come
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uh huh
and, for like three or four or five days I [ ] and I
hope our food stamps come, and this was when I first
moved to Metuchen, and was living in kind of a middle
class, um, neighborhood
uh huh

and, I wou--I hated to go outside the door 'cause I
felt so different

uh huh, uh huh

and, and I went through a whole thing there where I
wouldn't even check my mail until after dark, you
know, I just felt so odd

oh, wow

anyway, so, um, it, it was one day, and the mailman
came, and Dale, [he] was like three or something,
and he was outside playing, he saw the mailman put
the food stamps in the mailbox and he started
screaming, "MOM! OUR FOOD STAMPS ARE HERE! OUR FOOD
STAMPS ARE HERE!," like this [laughing] you know

oh, God [laughs]

and I was just so humiliated, I said, "GET IN HERE!,"
you know, and, and in one way it was real funny, but
in another it was so pathetic

uh huh, uh huh

you know, and he was waiting so desperately for 'em
too

for 'em too

you know, and, it was just, and that's how it was

[Maggie, 5/26/89]

Maggie's references to being "humiliated" and to feeling

"different" and "odd" illustrate her experience of stigma.

Other words used by the women to describe feelings

associated with using food stamps included "embarrassing, "
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"horrible," and "degrading."!* Women told of getting
dirty looks from cashiers and people behind them in line
at the grocery store, and of cashiers holding up food
stamps and yelling loudly to other cashiers for change.'®

Some women developed strategies for dealing with the
stigma associated with food stamps. Maggie, for instance,
told of friends who would only shop late at night, and of
one woman who would dress up in her fanciest clothes to
shop, "for her pride" -- a strategy that may unwittingly
reinforce certain stereotypes of food stamp abusers. At
the opposite end of the spectrum, neither Mary nor Dee was
disturbed by others' reactions to their food stamps.
Dee's understanding was that welfare was a loan; once she
got a job, the social security deducted from her future
paychecks and the support payments made by her child's
father would go directly to the state to pay back her AFDC
and food stamp grants. Consequently, she felt no need to
be embarrassed or ashamed about using her food stamps.

Mary's construction of the situation was less
elaborate, but equally effective: simply put, no one else

in her family had ever been on welfare, Mary was

15 Interestingly enough, while regular paper money

has photographs of presidents, food stamp bills feature
photographs of the declaration of independence and the
liberty bell, as if to illustrate those great American
values and principles unattainable by recipients.

16  ®Change" here refers to smaller denominations of
food stamps. Recipients are not supposed to receive
regular money as change.
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temporarily "stuck" where she was, and she was not going
to be on welfare forever. She therefore had no reason to
feel bad: "I don't think that anybody treats me rude on
it or anything like that but maybe, I really don't pay
attention because it doesn't matter" [Mary, 2/21/90].

Mary's and Dee's reactions to the stigma of food
stamps were unusual. None of the other women I
encountered during the course of this study, either
fleetingly or on more intimate terms, expressed similar
sentiments. Regardless of their approach to it, however,
all the women in this study were aware of the stigma
associated with being on welfare, and felt compelled to
address it in one way or another -- by telling horror
stories about it, taking action to publicly identify
themselves as other than "welfare recipient," or by
refusing to give in to it.

The women's various responses to stigma illustrate
elements of both resistance and accommodation, providing
examples of both status-quo and counter-narratives. Many
of the women seemed to suffer acute embarrassment and
shame over food stamps, a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>