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ABSTRACT

WORKING FOR WORK IN RURAL MICHIGAN:
A STUDY OF HOW LOW-INCOME MOTHERS NEGOTIATE PAID WORK

By

E. Brooke Kelly

Globalization and economic restructuring have fundamentally changed the nature
and distribution of paid work, decreasing the job security of low-wage workers as the
social safety net created by what we have known as welfare diminishes due to reforms
initiated in 1996. Much of the scholarly work on welfare reform, poverty, and the
implications of a changing economy for low-wage workers has focused on urban
contexts. As a result, we know little about what is necessary for low-income mothers in
rural areas to get and keep a job. Though welfare reform has initiated a dialogue about
promoting employment among low-income mothers and what qualifies as legitimate
“work,” a better understanding of the material conditions of low-income mothers’ lives is
needed. This research is designed to fill a gap in knowledge by defining and exploring
the negotiation of work, that is, the invisible and taken for granted labor necessary to
attain and sustain paid employment.

To reveal such labors, I utilize feminist critiques of objectivity and standpoint
theory to focus on the efforts of two diverse samples of mothers (one Latina, many of
whom migrate to perform agricultural labor, the other white, settled, primarily employed
in the service sector) who lived in two different rural county contexts to attain and sustain
paid work. In-depth interview data with thirty-three Latina mothers comes from a

longitudinal, multi-state research project (2000-2001), which monitors rural low-income



families in the context of welfare reforms. In addition, in 2002 I conducted in-depth
interviews with twelve white settled mothers in a different rural county.

Analysis of the material conditions of these low-income mothers’ everyday lives
reveal that both groups of mothers undertake an inordinate amount of overlooked labors
so that they can work at low-wage jobs, such as maintaining social networks, dealing
with inadequate transportation so that they can get to work, improving education,
training, and/or English language skills, dealing with inconsistent and inflexible working
conditions and/or a hostile work environment, and managing family life so that it does
not interfere with the schedule of low-wage employment. Such efforts are necessary on
an everyday basis to sustain low-wage employment and are compounded by the
conditions of the work itself. The nuanced data also reveal variations in the experiences
and obstacles that rural low-income mothers face based on particular rural economies and
life situations structured by race/ethnicity, residential mobility (migration), education,
and family structure. Such findings on the everyday efforts of rural low-income mothers
to get and keep employment challenge how we think about and theorize what qualifies as

“work” and its implications for social policy.
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Chapter One:
Introduction

Globalization and economic restructuring have fundamentally changed the nature
and distribution of paid work and the job security of workers, creating what the Merriam-
Webster dictionary has officially dubbed “McJobs, a low-paying job that requires little
skill and provides little opportunity for advancement” (CNN.com 2003). As the social
safety net created by what we have known as welfare diminishes due to reforms initiated
in 1996, these low-paying jobs typically have 'been filled by women and people of color
(Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1998). A growing body of research has emerged to assess the
implications of such a change on the conditions and availability of employment for
workers and families (see Barndt 2002; Rubin 1976; Stacey 1990; and Schor 1991). The
existing literatures on economic restructuring and welfare reform are, however, primarily
urban-based (for exceptions see Albrecht et al. 2000; Duncan et al. 2002; and Grengeri
1994). This dissertation begins to fill a gap in this literature by focusing on rural
economies and employment conditions. Such economic shifts have been accompanied by
changes in social policies, such as welfare, thereby shaping the context of low-income
workers’ employment.

The aim of welfare reform, to promote the employment of mothers living in
poverty, initiated dialogue and research about work, what qualifies as legitimate work,
and the resources needed to assist low-income mothers in acquiring jobs. This dialogue
included research and policies aimed at diminishing mothers’ barriers to low-wage
employment, such as transportation and child care. Research that begins with the
material conditions of low-income mothers’ everyday lives confirm that such resources

are vital to making paid work a viable option (see Edin and Lein 1997 and Newman



1999). Though this dialogue of research and policy addresses barriers to attaining
employment, I am aware of no research that systematically examines the material
conditions and context of mothers’ lives to assess what they need to do on an everyday
basis so that they can work at low-wage jobs.
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Therefore, this dissertation begins to fill this gap by focusing on rural low-income
mothers’ efforts to get and keep employment, i.e., negotiating work. More specifically, I
address the following research questions.

1. What labors are necessary for rural low-income mothers to attain and sustain paid
employment?

2. What are the implications of context for attaining and sustaining paid work?
3. How does the experience of negotiating work differ by race/ ethnicity?
Residential Mobility (i.e., settled workers vis-a-vis migrant workers)? Region?

Education? Family structure and marital status?

4. How does gender structure the negotiation of paid employment among family
members?

5. What are the implications of the process of negotiating work for family life?

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

An additional gap in knowledge results from the way knowledge about low-
income mothers and their families is acquired. Rather than beginning with the material
circumstances of mothers’ everyday lives, research and policies are often based on
assumptions about them. For example, the time restrictions placed upon recipients of
assistance under welfare reform rest on the assumption that low-income mothers are lazy
and do not want to “work.” Feminist scholars, such as Smith (1990: 6), suggest that

“facts” produced by such research and policies are often separate from and even



dissimilar to the reality from which they originate, i.e., low-income mothers’ everyday
lives. Therefore, to reveal the labors necessary for rural low-income mothers to get and
keep employment and shed new light on dialogues about work in a restructured economy,
I rely on such critiques of attaining knowledge and standpoint theory. Standpoint
theorists (Smith 1990; Hartsock 1983; Harding 1991; Haraway 1988) propose that
beginning with the everyday lives of women (and those who are the least privileged in
our society) yields new insights into our understanding of social life. For example, by
beginning with the material circumstances of women’s everyday lives, feminist and
family scholars have documented a collection of invisible and taken for granted labors,
typically performed by women, that are necessary to sustain family life, i.e., reproductive
labor.

Similarly, the idea for and insights gained through this research project emerged
from the material circumstances of a group of Latina agricultural workers. I became
familiar with these mothers and their lives through my involvement in a multi-state
research project, Rural Families Speak, aimed at assessing the well-being of rural low-
income families in the context of welfare reform. The group of mothers interviewed in
Michigan for this project were Latino agricultural workers, many of whom migrated from
another state on a semi-annual basis to perform this labor. The striking amount of work
that these mothers and their families go through so that they can work for pay initiated
my thinking about and conceptualization of negotiating work, the work necessary to
sustain paid work. Thus, the conceptualization upon which this dissertation is based
began with the standpoints and everyday lives of rural low-income Latina agricultural

workers.



To address the invisibility of the labors involved in negotiating paid work, I draw
on Erving Goffman’s (1959) distinction between “backstage” and “frontstage” behaviors.
Goffman differentiates between the more public “presentations of self” from the unseen
behaviors that take place “backstage.” In a similar manner, the “backstage labors”
necessary to support paid work often go unseen or unacknowledged as distinct from paid
work, despite the fact that they are not part of the job description, but are essential to
sustaining paid employment.

In my conceptual framework, several components characterize the backstage
labors necessary to support low-income mothers’ paid employment. Necessary self-
maintenance, such as haircuts, uniforms, and/or training and education encompass self-
preparation. Mothers must also manage transportation so that they can be available for
paid work. Interaction work includes necessary interactions with others through
networking to attain work, as well as the emotional labor (Hochschild 1983) necessary to
deal with the conditions of low-wage employment. As mothers, women also need to
manage reproductive labor, the work necessary to sustain family life, so that it does not
interfere with their employment. Such work involves the coordination, or management
of all of these labors or components, including paid work, within the context of everyday
life. All of these labors involved in negotiating work are shaped by the context of
economic restructuring and welfare reform. The research project, then, holds the
potential to reveal previously overlooked and taken for granted labors necessary to low-
income mothers’ paid work and contribute to our understanding of how changes in the
nature and distribution of paid work at the macro level implicate individuals at the micro

level.



RESEARCH DESIGN

To investigate these research questions, this study takes an exploratory,
comparative, and in-depth approach with two diverse samples of low-income mothers
who live in two different rural counties. Through my involvement in the Rural Families
Speak, multi-state research project, I gained insights into the work that sustains thirty-
three Latino agricultural mothers’ paid work. For analysis, I rely on in-depth interview
data (2000-2001) with this group of mothers. I also conducted follow-up interviews,
during 2002, with four of these mothers. These mothers’ circumstances initiated my
thinking about negotiating work. Therefore, I became interested in the extent to which
rural low-income mothers engaged in other types of employment and potential
employment work to support such efforts. To investigate distinctions between rural
contexts in the labor necessary to get and keep employment, in 2002 I conducted in-depth
interviews with twelve white settled mothers in a different rural county where low-
income mothers primarily had access to low-paying service jobs. Interview questions
were open-ended, focused on informants’ employment histories, and addressed topics
such as child care, transportation, self preparation, working conditions, community job
context, and experiences of acquiring and leaving jobs. Mothers in both counties had at
least one child and a household income that was two hundred percent of the poverty
level. Qualitative analysis of interview data with these two diverse groups of mothers in
two rural county contexts reveals insights into diverse experiences in negotiating work
based on county contexts, work opportunities and type of work available, race/ethnicity,

and residential stability/mobility.



ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION

This dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter Two, I review literature on
the contexts of economic restructuring and welfare reform that shape the circumstances
of the local rural economies in which low-incdme mothers live and labor to negotiate
employment. Next, I outline the theoretical foundations of my study and my conceptual
framework in Chapter Three. Here I focus on the ways feminist critiques of “objectivity”
and scientific investigation and standpoint theory can potentially reveal invisible and
taken for granted labors and inequalities. Then, in Chapter Four, I address my
methodological approach to revealing such labors in the two rural county contexts with
Latinas employed in agriculture and white mothers primarily employed in low-wage
service jobs. I move in Chapter Five to the context of employment in the two counties
studied, referencing Census data and data gathered from in-depth interviews with mothers
in each county. Here I outline the employment options available in the county to the low-
income mothers interviewed as well as their own work experience and histories. In
Chapter Six, I use interview data from mothers in both counties to elaborate on all of the
work they need to do to get and keep employment, i.e., to negotiate work. In Chapter
Seven, I continue this discussion, focusing on the work of managing or coordinating
family life around the inflexible demands of employment as addressed in mothers’
accounts of their experiences through interview data. Next, in Chapter Eight, I focus on
the implications of mothers’ (and their partners’) efforts to manage paid employment for
family life. Finally, in Chapter Nine, I conclude the dissertation with a summary of my
findings and a discussion of the contributions and limitations of this study, and I provide

recommendations for future research.



Chapter Two
Establishing the Context within which
Contemporary Work is Negotiated:
The Macro Structures of Economic Restructuring and Welfare Reform

This dissertation examines the backstage labors necessary for rural low-income
mothers to get and keep employment. In this chapter, I lay out the macro structure within
which employment is negotiated. To better understand the specific circumstances in
which these women labor to get and keep employment it is necessary to examine the
larger structures that shape local rural economies and, therefore, the jobs to which women
have access. Large economic transformations influence the movement of industry,
propelling jobs to some areas and expelling them from others. Similarly, radical shifts in
the welfare system have implications for the potential employment of rural low-income
mothers by dissolving a potential safety net and pushing low-income mothers into the
least desirable and lowest paying jobs created by the restructured economy. Thus, forces
such as economic restructuring and welfare reform shape the circumstances of the local
rural economies in which low-income mothers live and labor to negotiate employment.
In this chapter, I begin by addressing economic restructuring. Then I focus on reforms in
the welfare system as they intersect with economic restructuring to structure the larger
context in which rural low-income mothers negotiate paid employment.

ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING
An Overview
During recent decades, the U.S. has witnessed a restructuring of the economy in

which markets have become global, involving the movement of jobs, capital, and people



(Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1998; Sassen 1998). Faced with new competition from abroad
which led to reduced profits, United States businesses began, in the 1970s, to lay off
workers in manufacturing (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1998; Harrison and Bluestone 1988),
moving production overseas or to other locales in the United States—such as southern
and/or rural areas—where there is a supply of low-cost labor and few regulations for
businesses (Harrison and Bluestone 1988; Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1998).' These are
generally areas with limited welfare systems (Pinch 1997). In addition to moving,
manufacturers also are increasingly mechanizing production, and using strategies such as
sweatshops and industrial homework characteristic of early competitive capitalism to cut
costs (Sassen 1993).

The transformation and decline of manufacturing jobs in the U.S. has been
accompanied by increases in work in the service sector and in information technologies.
A number of reasons have been offered for the growth of service jobs. For example, as
U.S. firms adopt customer-focused strategies to generate a competitive edge in the global
economy (Macdonald and Sirianni 1996), workers (in jobs such as clerical work,
customer service, telemarketing, and transportation) are required to support the
manufacturing sector. As part of a global economy, technological advances such as the
Internet as a distributor of goods and services allow for the exchange of information and
require new skills and workers (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1998; Harrison and Bluestone
1988; Mcdonald and Sirianni 1996). Another explanation for the increase in service
sector jobs is the feminization of the workforce. “The entrance of more women into the

[paid] workforce has led to increased demand for those consumer services once provided

! Recent research (McGranaham 1999, as cited in Gibbs 2002) suggests, however, that in the rural South,
manufacturers are now favoring better educated—and presumably more trainable—workforces instead of
low-skilled, low-wage workers (Gibbs 2002).



gratis by housewives ([e.g.,] cleaning, cooking, child care...), which in turn has produced
more service jobs that are predominately filled by women” (Macdonald and Sirianni
1996: 2).2

Industrial jobs, traditionally filled by men, are being replaced by service jobs that
are increasingly filled by women. In an economy based primarily on the creation and
transfer of ideas and services, rather than the creation of commodities, workers with
education and training in technologies and ideas benefit. Those with less education, who
would have had access to a living-wage through a unionized manufacturing job, have less
job security in a service and information economy. Between 1979 and 1985 about 30
million service jobs were created. About half of these are what most of us would
consider “bad” jobs (e.g., clerks, cashiers, custodians, nurses’ aides, security guards,
waiters, retail salespersons, and telemarketers) (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002). They are
deskilled, non-union, poorly paid, with little autonomy and poor job security, and they
are typically filled by teenagers, women, and racial minorities (Baca Zinn and Eitzen
1998; Hodson and Sullivan 1995).% Many of these “newly created jobs also are part-time
and temporary as companies shift to ‘no-commitment’ hiring” (Ryan 1999: 335) in a
competitive global market. Thus, this economic transformation from manufacturing to
service and information technology work leaves mothers who have little education with
some of the least desirable job options in the nation.

While a growing body of literature addresses the implications of economic

restructuring for inner-city areas, poverty, and families (see Wilson 1997, 1996;

? This explanation also sheds light on the low pay and temporary nature of many service jobs, since
feminized sectors tend to be characterized by low pay and few benefits.

? “Though the increase in service sector jobs has meant greater opportunities for black women and has
allowed them to move out of domestic service into the formal economy, they have remained at the lowest
rung of the service employment ladder” (Mcdonald and Sirianni 1996, 14).



www.urban.org [The Urban Institute]), less research is available on rural areas. Below I

review some of the extant literature on economic restructuring and non-urban areas. |
begin with a section on the implications of economic restructuring for rural economies,
first addressing what is rural. Then, I address how these economic transformations affect
family poverty in rural areas. Finally, I review various literatures to illustrate the ways
race and ethnicity are implicated in a restructured economy with a focus on Latino
agricultural and migrant workers.* All of these sections serve to lay out one of the major
macro contexts that structure the conditions and availability of the low-wage employment
that rural mothers with limited resources must negotiate.

Implications of Restructuring for Rural Economies
What is Rural?

To address the implications of economic restructuring for rural areas, it is
necessary to establish a working definition of what is meant by rural. There are many
ways the term rural is defined. The most common Federal definitions stem from the
Department of Commerce’s Bureau of the Census and the White House’s Office of
Management and Budget (OMB). According to the Bureau of the Census,

Metro/urban areas can be defined using several criteria. Once this is done,

nonmetro/rural is then defined by exclusion—any area that is not metro/urban is

nonmetro/rural. Determining the criteria used has a great impact on the resulting
classification of areas as metro/nonmetro or urban/rural. The Census Bureau
classifies 61.7 million (25 percent) of the total population as rural, OMB classifies

55.9 million (23 percent) of the total population as nonmetro. According to the

Census definition, 97.5 percent of the total U.S. land area is rural; according to the

OMB definition, 84 percent of the land area is nonmetropolitan. USDA/ERS

estimates that, in 1990, 43 percent of the rural population lived in metropolitan
counties....

* In this section and others, I focus on Latinos and Latino migrant workers because they constitute one of
the samples I address in this research.

10



The Bureau of the Census defines an urbanized area by population density.
According to this definition, each urbanized area includes a central city and the
surrounding densely settled territory that together have a population of 50,000 or
more and a population density generally exceeding 1,000 people per square mile.
... [A]1l persons living in the urbanized areas and in places (cities, towns, villages,
etc.) with a population of 2,5000 or more outside of urbanized areas are
considered urban populations.

(as cited on http://www.nal.usda.gov/ric/faqs/ruralfaqg.htm).

The White House’s Office of Management and Budget (OMB) uses slightly different
criteria to designate an urban area, and how much of that area and its surroundings are
excluded from the designation as rural. A “metropolitan statistical area” is defined as a
city or urbanized area with at least 50,000 inhabitants. The main distinction, which
generates the differences in the percentage of rural areas and citizens, relates to how
much of the areas and people surrounding a major metropolitan or urban area are
designated as part of that area and, therefore, not rural. OMB includes the county in
which the central city is located as well as additional fringe counties if they are
economically and socially integrated.

These two common measures of designating an area as rural illustrate some of the
complexities of defining a term, which, for all practical purposes, is defined by what it is
not. The main differences in the definitions of rural have to do with how much of a
fringe city or county of a major city, or how much population is necessary to designate a
place as urban. Therefore, I adopt a more generalized working definition of rural,
defining it as areas and populations that are neither part of nor dependent upon a major
metropolitan area/city.

Economic transformations have specific implications for rural economies.
Historically, rural communities have been characterized by small, sparse populations and

economies based on natural resource-based extractive industries such as mining, forestry,

11



lumbering, fishing and farming (Gibbs 2002). > Competition from overseas
manufacturers pushed many traditional industries such as mining and logging out of rural
areas (Dolan et al. 2003: F14). Between 1940 and 1992, the number of farms also rapidly
declined and, by 1990, the proportion of farm people was less than two percent (Albrecht
et al. 2000) and the number of job openings in all natural-based industries was small
enough to make them unlikely avenues for entry-level workers (with the exception of
international migrants in some cases) (Gibbs 2002:58). As has been the case for
manufacturing, the decline of agriculture in rural areas is related to competition and
technological developments. Advances in technologies increased farmers’ production,
leading to larger farms and, therefore, reducing the number of farms (Domer 1983 and
Paarlber 1980, as cited in Albrecht et al. 2000); smaller family-owned farms were no
longer able to compete. Loss of farm employment, however, was offset by increases in
the number of manufacturing jobs and, more recently, by jobs in the service sector
(Fuguitt, Brown, and Beale 1980, Hirschl and McReynolds 1989, Kassab and Luloff
1993, as cited in Albrecht et al. 2000: 91-92). Nevertheless, the proportions of sectors in
which residents of rural communities find employment varies greatly from one area to the
next.

The shift from manufacturing to a service economy in rural areas has “largely
mimicked changes in urban American over the last quarter century, but with a lag”

(Gibbs 2002: 58). In the mid-1970s, manufacturing employed about 19 percent of the

3 Although employment in these industries often involved mastering a complex set of skills, workers rarely
required much formal education. This helps explain the historically low education levels characteristic of
workers in rural areas (Gibbs 2002). “The ratio of adults without a high school diploma to college
graduates are nearly two to one in rural areas, compared with near parity in urban areas” (Gibbs 2002: 56).
Rural production is often routinized, demanding little training or education (Norton and Rees 1979, as cited
in Gibbs 2002: 56; see also McGranahan and Ghelfi 1998).
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rural labor force, declining gradually to 16 percent of employment in 1998 (Gibbs 2002).
Since one strategy of manufacturing industries to reduce costs was to move their
production sites to rural areas (Harrison and Bluestone 1988; Baca Zinn and Eitzen
1998), the decline in manufacturing in rural areas was not as dramatic as that experienced
in urban areas. In many counties in the rural South, especially, manufacturing remains an
important source of jobs for men and women without a college education.®

However, the restructuring of manufacturing has also entailed a re-organization of
manufacturing work involving increased mechanization, sweatshops, and industrial
homework (Sassen 1993). These changes have implications for the gendered distribution
of jobs in rural areas. Some assembly plants moved from urban to rural areas, drawn by
the comparatively low labor costs and lack of union organizing and regulations for
businesses. Businesses also have been drawn to rural areas by popularized images of
rural folk, such as their “strong work ethic” and “traditional values.” For example, plants
may contract out some of their assembly work to be done at a piece rate in a worker’s
home. Grengeri (1994) documents such a case in the Midwest in which rural women
were specifically targeted to perform such labor because of ideas about rural women’s
traditional place in the home and family. Defining rural women as secondary wage-
earners cements their status as low-wage earners who do not require supplements such as
health insurance or a living wage. Such ideas about gendered labor are also relevant to
understanding the emergent service sector jobs that now predominate in rural areas and

are most often filled by women.

¢ Rural production work is often more routinized and demands less training or education than similar work
in urban areas. Rural areas have retained a relatively large share of the nation’s low-skill, low-technology
industries and less skilled occupations (Norton and Rees 1979, as cited in Gibbs 2002: 56; see also
McGranahan and Ghelfi 1998).
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Services are now the source of slightly more than half of all rural jobs.” This
growth of the rural service economy paralleled and reinforced the mass entry of women
into the formal labor market. Today, services and trade provide 73 percent of rural
women’s total employment, compared with 39 percent of men’s. In their analysis of the
impact of restructuring on the gendered distribution of labor in rural areas, Albrecht et al.
(2000) found a positive relationship between the percentage of men employed in a given
area and the proportion of the labor force employed in agriculture and manufacturing. In
contrast, the percentage of men employed was inversely related to the proportion of the
labor force working in the service sector. Further, within rural service sectors, women
are relatively concentrated in retail trade, which has the lowest average pay of any major
industry (Gibbs 2002: 58-59). Service sector earnings in rural areas have fallen farther
behind manufacturing since the early 1980s, increasing the chance of deteriorating wages
for workers who might formerly have become machine operators, but are now sales
clerks or cashiers. In some areas, jobs in the service industry may be the only
employment available (Gibbs 2002: 71)

Gorham (1992) suggests that rural areas have been hit harder by economic
restructuring than urban areas because rural economies are less diverse (Gorham 1992).
Jobs are more dispersed in rural areas, with fewer employers in the local labor market and
less variety of jobs than in urban areas (Gibb 2002). Rural workers are often dependant
on a single industry or company for employment, which makes them extremely
vulnerable to changes or downturns in local labor markets (Lichter and Jayakody 2002:

82). On average, unemployment rates and the share of employment in low-wage

7 This compares to about two-thirds of jobs in urban areas located in the service sector (Gibbs 2002). A
study of rural, low-income families (Bokemeier and Wells 1997; Bokemeier et al. 1995) confirms that the
majority of new jobs in rural markets are in the service industry.
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industries tend to be higher in sparsely populated, remote counties than in those closer to
cities (Gibbs 2002: 64) Nevertheless, the problem is not unemployment, but
underemployment (Licher and Costanzo 1987, as cited in Lichter and Jayakody 2002:
82).

Restructuring in rural areas also affects migration patterns and poverty levels,
following a sequence of events outlined by Fitchen (1995: 193-94).

Loss of employment in a rural community, especially if major or sudden,
accelerates the pace of out migration of community residents, particularly young
adults with completed high school education. Population decline creates a glut of
unwanted housing and vacant commercial buildings, which the owners (often
absentee heirs or outside investors) decide to rent out, either whole or portioned
into apartments. At the same time, low-income people residing in cites both close
by and distant, small and large, are being squeezed by rising housing costs and
meager employment incomes or welfare support and are attracted to a rural town
by its lower housing costs, better living conditions and schools, and in many cases
by the presence of relatives. “Pioneer” migrants subsequently are followed by
low-income relatives and friends in the familiar pattern of chain migration and by
other non-related “push outs” from the cities, adding momentum and impact to
the migration....To the extent that inexpensive rental housing rather than jobs is
the chief attraction, the incoming population is apt to be poor and the community
thus experiences a secondary rise in poverty following on the heels of poverty
caused by the initial employment loss.

Thus, changes in job markets and urban economies are linked to the distribution of jobs,
people, and housing in rural areas, contributing to the distribution of poverty by region.
Fitchen’s (1995) work also illustrates the essential link between economies and the
movement of people, and the potential link between immigration and the racial/ethnic
composition of rural communities.
Economic Restructuring, Employment Opportunities, and Family Poverty in Rural Areas
The gradual shift from steady work in natural-based industries to manufacturing
and then to service sector employment holds particular implications for the employment

prospects of rural residents, and for the economic well-being of women with children
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particularly. The increase in large retail chains such as Wal-Mart have led to more part-
time and insecure jobs than those offered by the smaller businesses they have replaced.
Managerial, professional, and technical jobs (the higher paying jobs of a service and
information economy) are more likely to be clustered in urban areas, with low-income
portions of service work outsourced to rural areas (Gibbs 2002). The share of workers in
jobs that are low-skilled and at the low end of the pay scale is well above the nation’s in
rural America (Gibbs and Parker 2000, as cited in Gibbs 2002). “On average, it remains
slightly harder to get a job, and much harder to get a good paying job, in a rural
community” than in a city (Gibbs 2002: 52).

As a result, a “new poor” has emerged in the mid-west made up of young adults
with no agricultural ties, farm operators, farm workers, and elderly women (Flora 1992).
The “new poor” are wage earners, often working several low-wage, part-time jobs.
Long-term poverty is actually higher in rural than urban areas. The rural long-term poor
tend to “live by the rules,” participating in the labor force and using welfare only for
short periods of time. Thus, the rural poor are largely “working poor,” but they remain
poor because they lack access to well paying jobs.® “The non-metropolitan residents who
are not in poverty register higher rates of underemployment and greater proportions of
discouraged workers than do metropolitan residents” (Albrecht et al. 2000:88).

Such an economic context may help explain why increasing numbers of single
mothers pose a greater threat of poverty for rural children than urban children
(Bokemeier, Wells, Gross, Imig, and Keefe 1995). Although the rural poor are more

likely to be married than those in central cities, the number of female-headed families is

® The large number of rural poor highlight the fact that labor force participation does not guarantee an
income above the poverty level.
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growing (Rural Sociological Task Force 1993). Among predominately female held, low-
skilled occupations, the share of jobs that pay well is extremely low (2-4%) (Gibbs 2002:
70). The capacity of rural women to earn a good wage places an increasing number of
single parent families (as well as two-parent families) at risk of living in poverty.’
Feminist scholars have coined the term “the feminization of poverty” (Pearce 1978, also
see Folbre 1985; Albelda and Tilly 1997) to designate the increasing numbers of women
and children living in poverty due largely to gendered inequalities in the labor market and
the devaluation of care work.

Albrecht et al. (2000) find a relationship between the particular economic shifts in
rural areas and family structure (i.e., the increase in single parent families). As noted
above, the authors found that where the percentage of employment in agriculture and
manufacturing was high, men were likely to be employed. On the other hand, when the
proportion of the labor force working in the service sector increased, men were less likely
to be employed. These trends in men’s employment are related to marital status and
family formation. The percentage of married-couple households is highest where the sex
ratio is high, the percentage of women employed is low, and the percentage of men
employed is high. In contrast, female-headed households are most prevalent where
female employment is high and male employment is low. Therefore, Albrecht et al.
(2000) conclude, “The economic restructuring of rural America is tied closely to changes
in the rural family, as reflected in a significant increase in female-headed households.

This situation, in turn, is related to higher levels of rural poverty” (100).

® The low eaming capacity of women in predominately service sector employment combined with the
unlikelihood of men’s employment outside of a slowly declining manufacturing sector clearly holds
implications for the earning capacities of two-parent as well as single-parent families.
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In sum, although the problems of poverty are certainly not limited to single-
mother families, the particular manifestations of restructuring in rural economies
contribute to the increasing numbers of single-mother families and an increasing
likelihood that rural mothers and their children will live in poverty.

Examining Race/Ethnicity within a Rural Context:
Latino Agricultural and Migrant Workers

Although whites make up a large proportion of the rural poor (Rural Sociological
Task Force... 1993), discussions such as that above homogenize the poor and mask the
implications of race for rural residents. Latinos, for example, have an increasing
presence in many rural communities. In this section, I clarify some of the links between
economic restructuring and the lives and work of migrant and non-migrant Latino
agricultural workers. I begin with a brief discussion of how economic transformations
have affected Latinos as a group. Then, I provide a definition of migrant, seasonal, and
agricultural workers and present an overview of migration patterns and working
conditions for agricultural workers. Next, I address research on gender, family, and
farmworkers. Finally, I highlight the links between changes in the economy and the
social implications of economic restructuring.
Latinos, Economic Restructuring, and the Midwest

People of Mexican origin comprise the largest group of Latinos in the United
States and 70 percent of Latinos in the Midwest (Aponte and Siles 1994). Historically,
this group has been concentrated in the Southwest. Mexican Americans migrating out of
the Southwest have most commonly gone to the Midwest (Saenz and Cready 1997).
Aponte and Siles (1994) document a “browning of the Midwest” in which Latinos

contributed most to population growth there over the 1980s. Since early in the 20"
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century, people of Mexican origin have been drawn to the Midwest to perform
agricultural labor and, as part of economic shifts, for work in manufacturing and then
service jobs.

In an overview of the implications of economic restructuring for Latinos as an
ethnic group, Carnoy and his colleagues (1993) illustrate the polarizing effect of
restructuring by race/ethnicity. Changes in immigration laws in 1965 and the prevalence
of sweatshops made Latinos integral to the restructured labor market and economy. As
restructuring entailed a quest for low-cost labor, industries drew on Latinos as a new
source of labor where non-Hispanic populations were previously employed. For
example, in an effort to cut costs, the meat and poultry processing industry in the
Midwest relocated from larger metro areas to rural settings to reduce transportation costs.
The industry also abandoned the higher-wage labor of non-Hispanic whites for lower-
wage Latino and Asian labor, seeking immigrants in particular (Saenz and Cready
1997).1°

Latinos’ participation in particular sectors of the labor force also changed with
economic transformation. With the declining prevalence of manufacturing jobs in the
1970s, Latinos gradually moved out of this sector of employment, but they were unable
to acquire high-end service jobs to the same degree as Whites. Rather, many Latinos
were relegated to low-paying sectors of agriculture, retail, construction, and restaurant
work. Thus, Latinos have been crucial to the expansion of low-wage jobs in
manufacturing and services. Moreover, the economic position of Latinos overall has

been shaped by the polarization of the job market into high and low-income jobs. This

1 The case of the meat processing industries in the Midwest illustrates the ways economic transformation
can shape racial and ethnic distribution of people by region.
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transformation clearly affected Latinos’ incomes. Contrary to the relative increase in the
incomes of Latinos working in manufacturing in the 1970s, the income of Latinos
declined during post-1973 restructuring. In fact, throughout the 1980s, Latinos sustained
major losses in real income and a substantial proportion of Latinos (more thaﬁ one in
five) lived below the poverty line (Aponte and Siles 1994).

Despite these general trends, there is much variation in the incomes and
experiences of Latinos. The remainder of this section focuses on a particular group of
rural Latino workers, those employed in agriculture.

Rural Latino Agricultural Workers

Farmwork involves the various tasks connected with planting and harvesting,

including irrigation, fertilizing, pruning, weeding, pest control, and harvesting."*

....Seasonal farworkers are generally people who live and harvest crops in their

own communities (Jasso and Mazorra 1984: 87, emphasis added).
Migrant farmworkers, in contrast, are “individuals who are employed in agriculture
either seasonally or temporarily and are absent overnight from the permanent residence”
(Public Law 97-470, 1983, as cited in Eastman 1997: 466). Thus, what distinguishes a
migrant worker is whether or not he or she must spend a night or more away from his or
her permanent residence for work (Rosembaum 2002).

The definition of farmwork above focuses on the labors of planting and
harvesting. However, rural Latino migrants and seasonal workers are often employed in
other agricultural work. This may include the mechanics of processing fruits, vegetables,

and other crops such as sorting and separating the good from the bad, pickling, and

preserving. With the increased mechanization of agriculture, workers are likely to find

" Though the term farmworker may be defined differently by various government agencies to include
landowners, growers, and employers, here, like Jasso and Mazorra (1984), I focus on the men, women, and
children who are hired to perform some aspect of farm work for a wage.
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themselves performing a number of tasks beyond planting and harvesting.'? Therefore, to
account for the broad range of agricultural work done by rural Latinos, in this dissertation
I use the term agricultural workers rather than farmworkers.

Migration and Agricultural Workers: There are several different “migrant

streams,” which designate the movement of migrant agricultural workers on an annual
basis as they move for work. Because of the seasonal nature of agricultural work,
laborers often move along with the crops. One of these streams is supplied by Mexico.
Migrants in this stream move north up the West Coast and across to the Midwest
(Eastman 1997). Typically, migrant agricultural workers in Michigan only migrate twice
a year, once to Michigan to seek work and then to Florida, Texas, or sometimes Mexico,
where they spend their winters.

An oversupply of agricultural labor, shaped by immigration laws, can help
explain the low pay and poor working conditions that make these workers one of the
most disadvaptaged groups in the United States (Rosenbaum 2002). Latinos, and
Mexican origin Latinos, in particular, have been pulled into this work as a low-paid labor
force. Farm workers have one of the lowest median weekly earnings by occupation and
constitute the largest percentage of workers who belong to a minority group (Runyan
2001); most are Hispanics. Moreover, migrant farmworkers have the lowest incomes of
all farmworkers. In addition, documentation issues contribute to the low wages of this
group of workers. The high turnover in agricultural labor fuels the growing proportion of

the workforce that is undocumented. “National statistics indicate that 52 percent of hired

'2 Moreover, a recent study of Latino farmworkers in Michigan, found that “over one-third of study
participants had nonagricultural jobs during the preceding year” (Roeder and Millard 2000: 1).
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farmworkers lacked work authorization, 22 percent were citizens, and 24 percent were
legal permanent residents” (Department of Labor 2000, as cited in Rosenbaum 2002: 8).

Gender, Employment, and Families of Agricultural and Migrant Workers:

Studies of agricultural workers illustrate that family needs and women’s status in families
combine with the race and sex segregation of the labor market to influence women’s
employment in low-wage seasonal work. The Chicana cannery workers (seasonal fruit
and vegetable) interviewed by Zavella (1987) chose seasonal work in a sex segregated
occupation because they viewed this work as the best choice available to them if they
were to reconcile family and financial obligations. Though the local economies
conditioned the choices available to them, the women themselves and their families
viewed their work as “temporary,” reinforcing their financial dependency on their
husband’s income.

Similarly, Chavira-Prado’s (1992) study of Mexican migrant farmworkers in
southern Illinois and Barndt’s (2002) study of the tomato’s trail from Mexico to Canada
illustrate the ways the distribution of farmwork among family members places women in
positions of the lowest status and pay, reinforcing their dependence on men, despite the
importance of their work to the well-being of families. Women’s traditional role as field
hand (often referred to as “helping him—the husband” [Chaviro-Prado 1992: 57]) has
been viewed as an extension of their domestic chores and as a supplement to men’s work.
Undocumented women workers are at the bottom of a labor hierarchy that is shaped by
the nexus of gender, race, ethnicity, and documentation status.

In this hierarchy farm owners and white locals are at the top as managers,

followed by documented and other migrant or seasonal workers who may rise to

foremen, followed by Mexican undocumented men as harvesters and maintenance
workers, and finally Mexican women. . . . Packing fruit is viewed as “women’s
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work.” Yet even within this work category, subdivisions exist that rank Mexican

women lower than other women. . . . Standing, boxing, and washing are

physically the hardest, are filled only by Mexican women, and are jobs from

;v;n)ich workers are not recruited to supervisory positions. (Chavira-Prado 1992:
Thus, the agricultural tasks, roles, and statuses women are assigned reproduce their
subordination and the exploitation of their labor, particularly that of undocumented
Mexican women. In addition, defining women’s paid employment as temporary and as
subordinate (“his helper”) disguises the importance of their paid earnings and other
unpaid work to family well-being, reinforcing women’s low status within the workplace
and within families.

A recent study of migrant farm workers (Roeder and Millard 2000) in the state of
Michigan suggests that the trends documented by Chaviro-Prado (1992) may be
changing, with women playing an increasingly important role in generating income for
their households and increasingly doing so in jobs outside of agriculture. More than one-
third of respondents in Roeder and Millard’s study (2000) had a job outside of agriculture
in the year prior to the research, with an equal percentage of women and men working in
non-agricultural jobs. In addition, women had higher status jobs than men, on average,
although all the jobs of study participants were low-paying (Roeder and Millard 2000:
10).'* Although Roeder and Millard do not specifically address economic restructuring
as part of their analysis, women’s shift toward non-agricultural jobs highlights the growth

of gendered types of low-income service jobs that have resulted from shifts in the

economy.

3 This difference may be attributed to women’s higher levels of English proficiency and education than
those of men.
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Social Dimensions of Economic Restructuring for Rural Areas and Latino

Agricultural Workers: Economic restructuring affects the racial and ethnic distribution of
people in communities, and, in turn, ultimately influences the race relations that result.
Latinos have had to migrate from one peripheral position to another, according to the
whims of capitalism. The necessity of their migration for work as well as the ways local
residents perceive their presence (often as “outsiders”) are components of what Naples
refers to as “the social relations of economic restructuring” (1994). Lionel Canti’s
(1995) ethnographic research from the perspective of Latino residents in rural lowa
situates the recent influx of Mexican and Chicano laborers within the global context of
economic restructuring, using a world systems approach. She suggests that “the
development of Maquiladora industries along the U.S. Mexico border has created an
employment situation where young women are in demand and men are forced to find jobs
elsewhere” (Canti 1995: 8). In this manner, Latinos in Texas were pushed by “bad
[local] economies” and recruited to work at the food processing plant Cantu studied in
Iowa. According to Sassen (as cited in Canti 1995: 2), migrants (whether international
immigrants or internal migrants), as a relatively powerless labor source, help employers
accrue profits because many are willing to work for low wages, provide a flexible labor
supply (e. g willing to work overtime or at night, easy to hire/fire), and have high
organizational flexibility (e.g., willing to wqu in substandard environments).

Cantu argues that the precariousness of Latino workers’ socio-economic positions
is, in part, reinforced by the actions of the state. “Through the manipulation of
citizenship regulations by the state, migrants can be kept permanently ‘marginal’ and

dispensable” (Cohen 1987, as cited in Cantli: 403; see also Eades 1986). In the ITowa
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community, selective enforcement of immigration policies by INS officials served as a
mechanism of control by creating an environment of fear. This was accomplished
through the harassment and intimidation of Latinos, regardless of their legal status. In
this manner, assumptions about documentation, regardless of actual legal status shape the
treatment of Latinos as community members and as employees. This is particularly the
case for migrant agricultural workers, who often find themselves treated as
“outsiders/illegals” by community members and the state. 14" Cantu concludes that the
contradictions of capitalism are evident in the social relations of “peripheral labor.”
“Foreign labor is desired, but the persons in whom it is embodied are not” (Cantua 1995:
6, citing Kearney 1991:58).

Naples (1994) further elaborates on the treatment and racialization of “Mexican”
“outsiders” from the perspective of White European American community members in
rural Iowa."”® She documents the social implications of economic restructuring, which
reshape race and ethnicity within rural communities at the micro level resulting in
systematic racism.

The capitalist ideology of the work ethic used to attract industry has the

contradictory effect of increasing the numbers of working poor within rural

communities and expanding the demands for social and economic supports from
the state. Factory owners and managers are turning to Mexicans and other
nonwhite racial ethnic groups who are recruited or otherwise attracted to fill the
newly created positions. The lack of employment options faced by Mexican
workers and workers of color limits their job mobility and gives them favored
status among employers who emphasize that racial-ethnic minorities are more
committed, make fewer demands, and remain longer in positions than their white
counterparts. These racial-ethnic patterns further highlight the racism of white

residents and create schisms between workers that prevent addressing workplace
issues across racial-ethnic lines (Naples 1994: 131).

" While the influx of undocumented farmworkers has been a topic of concern in recent years, this group
remains a minority among the migrant and seasonal farworker population (Lacar 2001: 1).
13 Naples (1994) conducted research in the same community as Canti (1995).
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In the Jowa community, Naples found that changing employment patterns were often
viewed by White European American residents as a challenge to their traditional way of
life. Her research documents cases of racism in Mexican and Mexican American’s
experiences in the workplace and at social service agencies such as a health clinic. The
perception that these newcomers will take local jobs from community members is
compounded with the false perception that they will use community resources in the form
of social services.'® “The racism...implicit in the many comments about Mexicans is
couched in discussions of the white residents’ fear of increased crime, a growing
underclass, and a rise in the cost of education and social services” (Naples 1994: 129).
Many of the White residents assumed that Latinos in the area were all “Mexicans,” i.e.,
“illegal outsiders.” Naples illustrates how the ideologies of homogeneous White rural
communities can reinforce the perception of low-income Latino immigrants as
“outsiders,” highlighting the social restructuring that occurs at the local level and
accompanies larger economic shifts.
Summary and Implications for Rural Low-Income Women

Economic restructuring has reshaped the conditions in which rural low-income
mothers negotiate paid employment, conditioning the jobs to which women have access
and the community contexts in which they live and work. In a restructured rural
economy, women are most likely to find low-skilled, low-paying, contingent work in the
service industry. If they have male partners, these men may be employed in the shrinking
manufacturing sector, or they may have lost their jobs. As a consequence of these shifts

in men and women’s employment options and circumstances, the number of single

'¢ Naples’ interactions with staff in the local Department of Human Services suggests that these new
community members are less likely to apply for and receive public assistance than White community
members.
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mothers in rural America is rising, and this increase is associated with growing poverty
rates. Such consequences of rural restructured economies raise a number of issues
relevant to a study of the negotiation of paid work. How does the job context created by
rural restructuring affect what low-income mothers need to do to get and keep the low-
wage jobs available? How does the gendered distribution of jobs outlined in rural
economies affect what women and men need to do to get and keep employment? Since
women disproportionately fill the growing number of low-wage service jobs, how do
single mothers in rural areas maintain these lpw-wage jobs while also parenting? How do
parents negotiate or manage contingent, temporary, or part-time employment?

Economic restructuring also affects the distribution of people by race and
ethnicity and race relations in rural America. Although Whites remain dominant in rural
America, an increasing number of African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans are
being pulled into rural communities to fill jobs in an increasingly low-wage labor market.
With the declining prevalence of manufacturing jobs in the 1970s, many Latinos were
relegated to low-paying sectors of agriculture, retail, construction, and restaurant work
(Camnoy et al. 1993). Though business owners desire the labor of these groups, they are
often treated as “outsiders” by White community members and by the state. Particularly
in the case of Latino agricultural workers, they may be treated as “illegals,” regardless of
their documentation status. Farm workers have one of the lowest median weekly
earnings by occupation with the largest percentage of workers who belong to a minority
group, most of whom are Hispanic (Runyan 2001). Thus, economic restructuring holds
particular implications for the employment options of Latino low-income mothers who

must deal with the possibility of migration, institutionalized racism, and, possibly, issues
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such as documenting their status as they negotiate paid employment. How do these
conditions, affect what Latino low-income mothers need to do to get and keep
employment? In other words, how do they manage attaining employment in the midst of
institutionalized racism and/or how do they deal with such circumstances within the
context of work? How do mothers manage the process of migration as a requisite for
employment? More broadly, how do racial inequalities and racial restructuring affect
what one needs to do to get and keep employment?

THE CONTEXT OF WELFARE REFORM: POLITICS AND POLICIES

In addition to the effects economic restructuring have on rural low-income

families, social policies and, in particular, recent reforms in the welfare state, have
implications for families. Reforms in the welfare system have effectively removed a
potential safety net for low-income mothers. A system that once entitled low-income
mothers to financial assistance in times of crisis, such as job loss, inadequate job options,
and/or domestic violence, now restricts the options of low-income women, essentially
pushing them into the lowest-paying contingent jobs in the restructured economy. In this
section, I first address some of the intersections between economic restructuring and
social policies, including immigration policies and the ideologies that undergird such
policies. Then I focus on the implications of recent reforms for rural low-income
mothers through the promotion of employment. I begin by outlining the basic premise of
the 1996 reforms in welfare. Then, I address the focus in these reforms on “work
supports.” (In this section I focus on what this tells us and what it leaves out about the

backstage labors necessary for mothers to get and keep low-wage employment.) Finally,
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I conclude this section with an overview of recent research on the implications of welfare
reforms for rural low-income mothers.
Connections Between Economic Restructuring and Social Policy

In the past and currently, relief programs have been tailored to the particular
needs of the labor market, perpetuating inequalities by race, class, and gender. In the
contemporary context, the conditions of economic restructuring accompany reductions in
some welfare states (Pinch 1997) and create the need for a low-cost labor force
concentrated in the service economy. At the same time, reforms in welfare that diminish
an entitlement to assistance to low-income women as an alternative to low-paying and
undesirable employment create a reserve pool of cheap labor by removing a potential
safety net for women in such circumstances. Thus, changes in welfare policies combine
with economic transformations to create “a virtually indentured labor force” (Piven 1999:
91) for the growing service economy.

Tailoring relief programs to the particular needs of the labor market is not a new
phenomenon. Gender and race have been central to the creation of policy in the past.
Relief systems usually have excluded able-bodied men. Although Aid to Dependant
Children (ADC) was initially instituted to allow and support the gendered norm of stay-
at-home mothers, Piven and Cloward (1993), Abramovitz (1997), Quadagno (1994), and
Neubeck and Cazenave (2001) have documented historical exceptions to this rule based
on the structural inequalities built into and the fluctuations of labor markets shaped by
gender and race. For example, states in the South often adopted “employable mother”
rules or other loopholes that allowed officials to deny assistance to mothers who were

“employable” if “suitable” employment was considered to be “available.” Such
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restrictions kept African American’s in the seasonal agricultural economy as their labor
was “needed” (Piven and Cloward 1993: 134).

Not only is assistance tied to the needs of the labor market to free up a supply of
labor, but, as a political tool, relief giving cycles serve to enforce work and to mute civil
disorder in general. Through an analysis of the history of cycles of social support in the
United States, Piven and Cloward (1993) find relief giving to be cyclical and utilized to
mute civil disorder during times of depression or modernization. Relief is quickly
withdrawn when social order is restored. During times such as those in which recent
reforms were initiated, poor mothers, in particular, were held up as pariahs to enforce
norms about work and to stimulate the labor market (Piven and Cloward 1993). Indeed,
as Abramovitz asserts, “calls for welfare reform crop up at times when women are using
the welfare system as an alternative to dirty, dangerous, and low-paying jobs” (1996: 29).
Not only do cuts in social policies leave former recipients without a safety net, but Piven
and Cloward (1993) suggest that such cuts serve as a control mechanism for the entire
labor market. In more recent writings, Piven (1999) argues that current reforms
potentially affect the job security and labor power of all workers (including those not
previously utilizing assistance) by increasing competition for low-paying jobs and
removing a potential safety net for all workers, whether or not they were actually using it
at the time of reforms.

Thus, fluctuations in welfare are connected to variations in the labor market.
These changes potentially threaten the security of many low-wage workers in the
restructured service economy, but former recipients of aid are, perhaps, most directly

affected. In documenting some of the jobs filled by workfare recipients under current
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reforms, Piven (1999: 91) argues that workfare programs create a reservoir of an
exceedingly vulnerable labor force.

The education and training activities that once often counted for work no longer

do; and recipients are being assigned not only to public and nonprofit agencies,

but also to private employers (who receive substantial tax credits and often

subsidies paid for by welfare “grant diversions™) (Piven 1999: 90)."”
In fact, Lafer (2002) argues that the work first approach accompanies a shift from
education and training (improving the human capital of recipients so that they can get
better jobs) to a focus on changing the attitudes of workers with the aim of creating a
docile low-wage work force. In this manner, policies such as those enacted under recent
reforms serve the labor needs of a restructured economy, creating a low-skilled “virtually
indentured” labor pool of workers who have lost a safety net or an alternative to the
lowest paying and least appealing service jobs.
Latino Workers, Immigration Policies, and the Regulation of Low-Cost Labor

For Latino migrants, immigration policies, like reformed welfare policies,
regulate the need for low-cost labor in a restructuring economy. Changes in immigration
laws in 1965 and the prevalence of sweatshops made Latinos integral to the restructured
labor market and economy. As restructuring entailed a quest for low-cost labor,
industries drew on Latinos as a new source of labor where non-Hispanic populations
were previously employed (Carnoy et al. 1993).

Piven (1999) argues that welfare cutbacks are only the most public of a collection
of cutbacks in social policies that systematically chip away at the security of workers.

Reform policies, which prevent many legal immigrants from receiving Medicaid, food

stamps, or cash assistance, serve to keep them vulnerable as low-wage workers, an

17 For a discussion of the obstacles welfare recipients face in trying to attain education, see Kahn and
Polakow 2002.
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historical function of immigrant labor in the U.S.'® Provisions to prevent immigrants
(even legal immigrants) from receiving various forms of assistance were central to the
original 1996 welfare reforms. In this manner, cuts in welfare programs other than cash
assistance can affect groups such as Latino immigrant laborers, by creating a vulnerable
labor pool.

To justify and meet the need for increasingly low cost labor in these areas, the
ideologies that undergird immigration laws and welfare policy also are reshaped. For
example, Hondagneu-Sotelo (1999) shows how an ideology that represents immigrants as
“having babies and taking social services” serves to exploit a vulnerable labor force by
separating laborers from families and refusing to subsidize family life. Racially
subordinate groups have historically been denied access to the social supports and
institutions that sustain family life. Most people of color were incorporated into the
nation through coercive systems of labor. Maximizing labor productivity meant that few
supports were made available for sustaining family life, and, in fact, exclusion laws were
set up, for groups such as the Chinese and Japanese, to restrict the migration of women
and entire families. Restrictions on the immigration of women and families

makes possible the maximum exploitation of the workers....The labor of prime-
age male workers can be bought relatively cheaply, since the cost of reproduction
and family maintenance is borne partially by unpaid subsistence work of women
and old people in the home village (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1999: 298, citing Glenn

1983).

The movement of women and children has been restricted not only to prevent settlement,

but also to ensure that women do not anchor their families’ homes within the U.S.

through their reproductive labor. Historically, women have been the ones to seek out

'* For an overview of the components of 1996 reforms as they relate to and affect migrant farmworkers in
Michigan see Lacar (2001).
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subsidies to sustain family life. Hondagneu-Sotelo argues that policies such as
Proposition 187, passed in California in November of 1994, target women and children as
part of the new focus on “welfare reform” and demonize poor women and children. '°

She suggests that such attempts to reduce potential family subsidies is an attempt to
separate “family” from “work” as a means of decreasing the cost of labor. Thus,
ideologies about welfare and immigrants coalesce and are revised to meet the need for of
low-cost labor in the current economy.

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity (PRWO) Act of 1996:
Promoting the Employment of Low-Income Mothers

One of the stated purposes of the 1996 reforms in welfare is to promote the
employment of former recipients of aid. Specifically, the original document states that
one goal is to “end the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by
promoting job ;;reparation, work, and marriage.”® The implementation of this latter
reform has focused primarily on the goal of reducing “dependence” by promoting
employment.”!

Work Supports, Job Incentives/Training, and Welfare Reform

Research suggests that prior to these reforms, “welfare mothers™ had already tried
to negotiate the paid work that was available (Edin and Lein 1997). Aware of the amount
of unpaid work involved in negotiating low-paid work, low-income mothers discovered
that the inadequate pay from these jobs did not merit the labor needed to seek

transportation, wardrobe, and child care. Research (both pre and post 1996 reforms) has

1% Proposition 187 “den[ied] public school education, health care, and other public benefits to
undocumented immigrants and their children” (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1999: 288).

? For an overview of all stated purposes of this act and the measures instituted as part of the PRWO, see
Appendix A.

2! The stated purpose of promoting marriage and two-parent families was largely ignored until George W.
Bush took up this issue as a goal.
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documented that the work available to poor mothers does not pay (Albelda 1999; Bane
and Ellwood 1994; Edin and Lein 1997; Kerlin 1993; McCrate and Smith 1998; Spalter-
Roth et.al. 1995). Wellfare, itself, has been a means of negotiating future work by
attaining education and training (Dill 1998a).* In addition, research prior to welfare
reform showed that mothers utilized welfare as a means of supplementing the conditions
of inadequately paid employment by packaging work and welfare (Spalter-Roth 1995,
15) and/or cycling back and forth between welfare and low-wage work in difficult times
(Edin and Lein 1997; Harris 1996). Although some of the “work” programs introduced
in the late 1980s as precursors to current reforms acknowledged the labors and supports
necessary to paid work by providing a minimal amount of assistance with child care
subsidies and, in some cases, transportation, most of these subsidies were temporary,
maintaining the assumption that once one has attained paid employment it is self-
sustainihg and “negotiating work” is no longer necessary.

Though policies under the welfare reforms first implemented in 1996 differ from
state to state, many states acknowledge the necessity of a number of “work supports,”
such as child care subsidies and transportation assistance, in order to assist former
recipients of aid in attaining and supplementing low-wage employment. In this section, I
briefly review welfare reform research that addresses low-wage work and work supports
with a focus on what it tells us about the extent to which reforms support the backstage
labors necessary for mothers to get and keep low-wage employment.

Parents incur a number of employment “costs” not covered by low-wage jobs.

Since average earnings from jobs available to former welfare recipients fall below the

2 Kahn and Polakow’s (2002) research illustrates the lack of support for those trying to acquire education
under welfare reform.
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poverty level (Anderson and Gryzlak 2002; Anderson, Halter, and Julnes 2000), work
supports, such as child care subsidies, transportation assistance, food stamps, public
health benefits, and the Earned Income Tax Credits, are needed to subsidize low-wages
(Bernstein 2002; Monroe and Tiller 2001; Morris 2002; Taylor 2001). Research and
scholarly work also suggests that the work supports provided under welfare reform
policies are insufficient and often short lived (Albelda 2002; Bernstein 2002; Morris
2002). Albelda (2002: 73) argues that “short-term job training, work vans, poor quality
child care, or even refundable earned income tax credits” will not resolve the “mismatch”
that places

poor mothers who need the most support and flexibility into jobs in the low-wage

labor market, which often are the most inflexible, have the least family-necessary

benefits (vacation time, health care, sick days) and provide levels of pay that are
often insufficient to support a single person, let alone a family (ibid.).

Most women who leave welfare work in low-wage jobs without benefits
(Corcoran et al. 2000). One study with a large sample in North Carolina found that

most of the positions that welfare recipients are obtaining ... offer...few prospects

for wage mobility. Nearly 80 percent of all jobs obtained are within the service

and retail industries where wages are low and wage growth is limited. In
addition, many of these jobs are likely to be part-time and temporary (Morris

2002: 139).

Thus, Albelda joins numerous scholars of work and welfare reform in
emphasizing that the conditions of work (e.g., job insecurity and low-wages) are key to
understanding recidivism rates and job instability among former recipients of aid.
“Although rural recipients are more likely to be employed than those in central cities,

rural women leaving assistance have lower earnings than their urban counterparts”

(Goetz, Zimmerman, Tegegne 2001: 1).
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As Albelda (2002) suggests, the low-wage service jobs that former recipients of
aid are typically pushed into and reforms in welfare are inflexible to the demands of
parenting. Albelda, Bernstein (2002), and Piven et al. (2002) suggest a need to reform
the conditions of work by implementing an increased minimum wage and other
mechanisms to improve the resources and rights of workers and working parents. In
order for potential workers to manage and keep such work under current conditions,
additional resources and support mechanisms are needed.

Though discussions of work supports and job training under welfare reform allude
to components of negotiating work within the circumstances of low-wage working
conditions, they do not address all of the backstage labors involved in getting and, more
importantly, keeping a job. Further, critiques of reform policies suggest that these
policies are severely lacking in facilitating and, in fact, may hinder the efforts of low-
income parents to negotiate better employment for themselves. The “work first”
approach presents barriers to advanced education and other efforts toward the betterment
of recipients’ future labor market potential, pushing recipients into low-wage jobs and
theoretically creating a docile labor force (see Kahn and Palokow 2002; Lafer 2002). As
several other researchers (Acker 2002; Bernstien 2002; Morgan 2002; and Piven et al.
2002) stress, there is a critical need to invest in the education and training of low-wage
workers. For example, the findings of Ng’s (2002) study of immigrant women in

California suggest that training programs under the work first model provide limited
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assistance to women desperately in need of language and education skills to improve
their lot in the working world.”
Overview of Recent Research on the Implications of Welfare Reform for Rural Areas

Since passage of the PRWO, a flood of research has attempted to assess the
effectiveness of reforms to promote employment and the general well-being of low-
income families and former and/or current recipients of assistance. Some of this research
hints at the implications of these reforms for the efforts of rural mothers to negotiate low-
wage work. Research that accounts for region reveals three important distinctions in the
job contexts, barriers to employment, and social service supports offered to mothers
attempting to negotiate low-wage work in rural versus urban areas. First, this research
outlines some of the limitations of local rural economies for workers addressed in
previous discussions of economic restructuring. Second, it highlights the fact that rural
mothers face particular obstacles in their efforts to negotiate employment such as distance
from employment and lack of public transportation options. Third, the research suggests
that reforms in social services aimed at promoting the employment of mothers in rural
areas do not adequately bridge the gap between the limitation of local economies and
other barriers to work with adequate work support services (see Goetz, Zimmerman,
Tegegne 2001; Lichter and Jayakody, 2002; Weber et.al. 2002; Weber et.al. 2001).

In addition to the limited employment options and low wages of jobs offered in
particular rural economies caused by economic restructuring, mothers seeking low-wage
work there face additional barriers to employment such as few job supports (e.g., day

care and transportation) (Goetz, Zimmerman, Tegegne 2001: 1). Assessments of welfare

2 Consequently, the eamings of this group barely exceeded the minimum wage. Ng (2002) also documents
barriers to social services faced by immigrant women in the form of hostility and discrimination by social
service workers. ’
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reform at the state level suggest that barriers to the effective transition to work required
by welfare reform can vary widely among labor markets. One source of such variation is
the proximity of jobs (Whitener et al. 2002). Not only are fewer jobs available in rural
areas, but those jobs that are available are also more likely to be located farther away
from potential workers, making transportation a crucial barrier to employment. Long
distances must be traveled to key services and jobs; access to automobiles is low, causing
a need for reliable transportation.

In rural areas, child care options are few and difficult to manage, creating an
additional obstacle for rural mothers attempting to negotiate low-wage employment
(Weber et al. 2001). Formal sources of child care are difficult to find, so rural mothers
are more likely to rely on informal sources for child care than are mothers in urban areas
(Goetz, Zimmerman, and Tegegne 2001; Lichter and Jayakody, 2002; Walker and
Reschke, 2003; Weber et al. 2002). Moreover, education presents an additional
employment barrier for rural mothers. Although there are few differences in the effect of
welfare reform in metro and non-metro areas for single mothers, the more disadvantaged
group of low-educated single mothers in rural areas have not shared in employment gains
with their urban counterparts since reforms in welfare have taken place (Weber and
Duncan 2000). Educational services are often not available or difficult to access in rural
areas and educational levels are generally lower than in urban centers (Weber et al.
2001).

Finally, mothers attempting to negotiate low-wage work in rural areas under
welfare reforms have less access to social support services than do their urban

counterparts. In many cases, long distances must be traveled to key social services
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(Weber et al. 2001; Weber et al. 2002). “Urban centers offer more job opportunities and
support a scale of auxiliary social services that cannot be matched in rural communities”
(Weber and Duncan 2000: 8). An analysis of recidivism in Iowa, shows that “among
welfare recipients, those in metro areas were less likely to leave welfare compared with
those in nonmetro areas, but once they left, those in metro areas were less likely to return
[to welfare] right away” (Weber and Duncan 2000: 9). Such comparisons suggest a lack
of support for the efforts of rural low-income mothers to negotiate and maintain
employment. Though the stated purpose of welfare reform is to promote work, the labor
market in rural areas presents a particular set of obstacles to employment for rural
mothers. Research suggests that the gap between the availability of jobs for rural
mothers and the limited social services and other work supports needed to
supplement/sustain employment, make the negotiation of low-wage work particularly
difficult for rural mothers. Both changes in social policies and economic transformations
overlap to structure the efforts of these mothers to negotiate low-wage employment.
Welfare use patterns in rural and agricultural counties differ from those in urban
counties largely because of differences in employment patterns and labor market
structures. Because agricultural work is often seasonal in nature, farm workers
sometimes combine seasonal work with welfare in the off-season when unemployment
rates rise to high levels. The time limits instituted under welfare reform limit this
strategy of negotiating seasonal employment in rural areas. Workers who have relied on
agricultural work that is only available for part of the year face particular obstacles in
negotiating employment without supplements such as food stamps and Medicaid (Brady

et al., 2002). The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
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1996 also places specific restrictions on the abilities of agricultural workers who are legal
immigrants to utilize such forms of assistance as a safety net and to subsidize their low
paying, dangerous, and temporary work (Lacar 2001; Rosenbaum 2002). Thus, workers
in agricultural areas face particular difficulties in getting by on the seasonal and low-
paying work that is available within the contexts of increasingly unavailable supplements
such as food stamps, Medicaid, and cash assistance. Cuts in assistance formerly used to
supplement such work make such employment less of a viable option.
Summary and Implications

Thus, welfare reform policies aimed at decreasing “dependency” on public
assistance and “promoting employment” combine with the forces of a restructured
economy to push potential low-income mothers into low wage work that is typically
inflexible to the needs of parenting and does not provide a living wage. Social policies
then make an important contribution to the context within which rural low-income
mothers struggle to get and keep employment. In rural areas, agricultural workers are left
without supplements to their low-wages and often dangerous seasonal employment. Such
research leads to the question of how mothers manage low-wage employment within such
a context of shrinking safety nets. To fully examine what labors are nécessary for these
mothers to get and keep work, one must not only examine the larger contexts that shape
their circumstances, but one must also begin with the material circumstances of their
particular everyday lives in order to see the connections between the broader contexts and
the labors necessary to manage those contexts. Though welfare reform policies in many
states acknowledge the resources (e.g., work supports such as transportation and child

care) necessary to attain and supplement low-wage work, research suggests that such
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policies do not adequately address all of the backstage labors necessary to attain and, in
light of low recidivism rates in rural areas, to sustain the employment of low-income
mothers. Additional research is needed to reveal what labors are necessary to manage
work within such contexts created by welfare reform and economic restructuring.
REASEARCH QUESTIONS

Although this chapter has focused on the context in which women negotiate paid
employment, the research on which I drew suggests several gaps in knowledge that my
dissertation addresses. More specifically, there is a gap in our knowledge about what
labors are necessary to support paid employment from the everyday experiences of rural
low-income mothers. The following research questions will develop data to fill such a
gap.

1. What labors are necessary for rural low-income mothers to attain and sustain paid
employment?

2. What are the implications of context for attaining and sustaining paid work?
3. How does the process/experience of negotiating work differ by race/ ethnicity?
Residence stability (i.e., settled workers vis-a-vis migrant workers)? Region?

Education? Family structure and marital status?

4. How does gender structure the negotiation of paid employment among family
members?

5. What are the implications of the process of negotiating work for family life?

In the following chapter, I discuss how feminist critiques of the acquisition of
knowledge and standpoint feminist theory can be used to reveal such labors by centering
the particular everyday circumstances of two marginalized groups of mothers. Such a
theoretical and conceptual lens holds the potential to fill gaps in our knowledge about

what labor is necessary to support paid employment by revealing previously invisible and
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taken for granted forms of labor and assumptions about the “work” rural low-income
mothers do. The conditions of low-wage work in the current economy outlined in this
chapter necessitate frequent job turnover and poor working conditions for potential
workers. Thus, the standpoints of low-income mothers offer a unique position for
revealing the invisible and taken for granted labors necessary to sustain low-paid

employment.
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Chapter Three:
Theoretical Foundations and Conceptual Framework
for Negotiating Paid Work

In Chapter Two, I laid out the macro contexts of economic restructuring and
welfare reform within which low-income rural mothers must negotiate paid employment.
The chapter concluded with a series of research questions that arose from research on
those contexts and suggested limitations in our current knowledge about all of the labors
necessary for rural low-income mothers to get and keep employment. Research and
policies have addressed some of the barriers to employment within particular contexts,
such as transportation, but they generally have not addressed all of the labors necessary to
deal with limited resources and the everyday conditions of life and work. This
dissertation serves to fill such a gap in knowledge. Revealing all of the labors necessary
to get and keep employment also expands the notion of what qualifies as legitimate
“work.” Such a project holds implications for theorizing about “work” as well as social
policy. The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the theoretical foundations on which I
build my analysis (the theoretical lens I adopt) and my conceptual framework for
revealing all of the invisible and taken for granted labors that support low-wage-
employment, centering the question, “What is necessary to attain and sustain paid
employment within the context of economic restructuring and welfare reform?”

To provide a theoretical foundation for revealing these heretofore unrecognized
labors necessary to support paid employment, I draw on feminist critiques of the
acquisition of knowledge and standpoint theory, which begins with the material

circumstances of low-income mother’s everyday lives. I address feminist standpoint
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theory as a means of centering the material conditions of everyday life, and in particular,
the circumstances of two marginalized groups of mothers. After addressing feminist
theories and the insights from such theories I draw on in this research project, I outline
my conceptual framework that illustrates the concepts or variables that interact to
illuminate the process of negotiating paid employment, that is, the invisible and taken for
granted labor necessary to attain and sustain paid work. Following this discussion, I
address the ways paid work and all of the unpaid and invisible support work that is
necessary to sustain that work are experienced simultaneously in practice, using Garey’s
(1999) conceptualization of “weaving” work and everyday life. Finally, I address the
importance of context in examining the negotiation of work and introduce a model to
further illustrate my concept of negotiating work.

FEMINIST CRITIQUES OF “OBJECTIVITY”
AND SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION

Feminist theorists such as Harding (1991) and Smith (1990) challenge the
universality of scientific facts (see Lorber 2001 for an overview), critiquing “objectivity”
and positivism or, as Harding posits, “science as usual” (1991). For example, Harding
(1991) cites the presence of discrimination against women in the sciences as evidence to
support her contention that such disciplines are neither “objective” nor “universalistic.”
If they were, gender would not matter because the social identity of scientists would be
irrelevant to achievement. Harding suggests that science contains both progressive and
regressive tendencies, and “all scientific knowledge is always, in every respect, socially
situated. Neither knowers nor the knowledge they produce are or could be impartial,
disinterested, value-neutral” (1991: 11). Such biases are true for the topics which

researchers choose, the hypotheses and concepts they develop, the design of their
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research, the way they collect and interpret data, and the agencies that fund their research.
“Whoever gets to define what counts as a scientific problem also gets a powerful role in
shaping the picture of the world that results from scientific research” (1991: 40). Harding
references studies of the “uses and abuses of biology, the social sciences, and their
technologies,” particularly in relation to reproductive technologies, to demonstrate how
“the dominant culture has been willing to take far greater risks with women’s
reproductive systems than it would ever countenance for those of men—or, rather, for
those of men in the dominant classes and races” (1991: 34). Harding’s critique
challenges the idea that all research should receive public funding because it increases
knowledge and resources for humanity, but in reality, benefits are actually
disproportionately distributed and science has provided resources for some people’s
domination of others. Thus, science is not morally and politically neutral.

Smith (1991) also critiques the assumption of “objectivity” in “science as usual.”
In her view, the objectivity of the scientific approach and scientific “facts” are located
outside of the subjective world, the world of direct experience. As a sociologist, Smith
proposes that the discipline needs to credit or acknowledge the experiential or subjective
world in order to get a truly unbiased, non-ideological account of social life. Smith
critiques the “objective” approach adopted by some sociologists, maintaining that such a
stance (a) alienates and leaves out the experiences and realities of women who are more
intimately tied to the subjective world of everyday experience than are men and (b)
separates the discussion of social life (through its objectification) from social life as it is
actually experienced (1990). In this manner, Smith argues that sociologists become

alienated from the very subjects they presume to know. She argues that “the relations of
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ruling”(11), which govern every aspect of our society lie within the realm of objective
reality, separate from direct experience. Sociology is similarly situated as separate from
the direct experience with which it supposedly deals. “We learn to discard our personal
experience as a source of reliable information about the character of the world and to
confine and focus our insights within the conceptual frameworks and relevances of the
discipline” (Smith 1990:15).

Just as Marx’s conception of commodities begins as something grounded in the
subjective world, and ends up as something objectified through the process of exchange,
Smith shows how social life becomes objectified as “facts” which are often separate from
and even dissimilar to the reality from which they originated. Thus, Smith proposes an
“alternative sociology” that

would be a means to anyone of understanding how the world comes about for us

and how it is organized so that it happens to us as it does in our experience. An

alternative sociology from the standpoint of women makes the everyday world its

problematic (Smith 1990:27).

Smith’s work expands upon previous critiques of “objectivity” by introducing the
importance of subjective experience. Thus, from Smith’s perspective, she might argue
that if we begin with the everyday experiences of the women at which policy is directed,
we will likely get a very different picture than policies that begin with assumptions about
them. In other words, Smith’s critique would suggest that “facts” produced by such
research are often separate from and even dissimilar to the reality from which they
originate (6). The “facts” (or assumptions) used to create policy may not be in sync with

the reality of these women’s everyday lives. Thus, Smith would argue, beginning with

these women’s subjective experiences of their everyday lives would yield a different
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picture. In this manner, she and other feminist scholars have proposed an alternative
approach to attaining knowiedge that begins from the “standpoint” of women.
Standpoint Theory

Standpoint feminist theorists (Smith 1990; Hartsock 1983; Harding 1991;
Haraway 1988) take issue with the limitations in knowledge created by the exclusion of
women’s perspectives and experiences as researchers and as subjects (Lorber 2001).
They argue that “beginning with the standpoint of women” (Smith 1990) yields a more
complete picture of reality and social life because of women’s participation in subsistence
activities and reproductive labor. As Harding asks, “Might our understanding of nature
and social life be different if the people who discovered the laws of nature were the same
ones who cleaned up after them?” (1991: 27). Thus, a standpoint carries with it the
contention that “there are some perspectives on society from which, however well
intentioned one may be, the real relations of humans with each other and with the natural
world are not visible” (Hartsock 1983: 117, cited in Heckman 1997: 343).

One of the first to map out standpoint feminist theory, Nancy Hartsock, utilizes
Marxist and psychoanalytic theories to illustrate the ways women’s lives and experiences
create a “deeper...vision of reality” than that available to men. Hartsock suggests that
like Marx’s proletariat, “women’s lives make available a particular vantage point on male
supremacy” (1983: 231). She argues that through the physical and social production of
children and the reproductive labor of caring for others and households (through physical
and emotional labor) women are grounded in material reality in ways that men are not
(Hartsock 1983; see also Lorber 2001). Hartsock utilizes psychoanalytic theories

(popular at the time she was writing) to further address the ways the material conditions
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of motherhood put women in touch with the everyday material world and the connections
among people, while men (and highly educated men in particular, cushioned from the
everyday material world through the reproductive labor that women typically take care
of) are more likely to concentrate on the abstract and intellectual, that which is detached
from everyday material life. Thus, Hartsock argues, the vantage point of women
provides a more complete vision of social life than that of men.

Since research on the division of household labor confirms that most women still
do the majority of reproductive labor (see Shelton 1996 for a review of the division of
household labor, and Coltraine 1996; Femande.z-Kelly 1997; Hardesty and Bokemeier
1989; Hochschild 1989), the everyday position of women provides a useful standpoint
from which to think about all the labors necessary to get and keep a job that might
otherwise be overlooked when one begins outside of that particular lived experience. As
previously addressed, policies and research generated by policy often begin outside of the
everyday lived experiences of the women they most affect and about whom they create
“facts.” Nevertheless, some research reviewed in Chapter Two is, in fact, aware of the
need to start from the standpoints of women. However, one can ask, as has been asked
by feminist standpoint theorists, which women?

Feminist standpoint theory has been criticized for essentializing women and not
adequately addressing the diversity of standpoints among them. Although Hartsock
(1983), for example, acknowledges variation in women’s experiences and perspectives
based on race and class inequalities, she suggests that all women have a unique
standpoint because, whether or not we actually do, all women are forced to become the

kind of people who can do both subsistence work and contribute to childrearing.
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Heckman (1997: 349) suggests that for Hartsock and early standpoint theorists the issue
has rested on the question, “If we abandon the monolithic concept of ‘woman,” what are
the possibilities of a cohesive feminist politics?” Thus, feminist theory has wrestled with
the dichotomy of essentialism versus relativism. One response to and critique of a
universalized “feminist” or “women’s standpoint” has been a body of work initiated with
a focus on the particular standpoints of African American women.

Black Feminist Standpoint Theory

In her book, Feminist Theory: from Margin to Center, bell hooks (1984)
challenges the assumptions behind such essentialized theorizing about the position and
knowledge of women. “Much feminist theory emerges from privileged women who live
at the center, whose perspectives on reality rarely include knowledge and awareness of
the l.ivcs of the women and men who live in the margin” (hooks 1984: x). hooks,’ thus,
challenges previous notions of a unified woman’s standpoint. She addresses the
marginalization of Black women by the early feminist movement, stressing the
importance of resituating and centering women who have knowledge of both margin and
center. “[The] structure of our daily lives provided us an oppositional world view—a
mode of seeing unknown to most of our oppressors” (ix). In mapping out a Black
feminist standpoint, Collins (1990) illustrates how the material conditions of African
American women’s lives, such as their inability to rely on another racial or class group to
care for their children, have shaped their mothering practices of relying on members of
their community or “othermothers.” In contrast to earlier standpoint theorists, who
developed motherhood as a unifying experience for all women, Collins demonstrates the

way racial inequities have shaped African American’s notion of motherhood as a
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communal responsibility. Collins and hooks illustrate how African American women’s
standpoints raise new questions and contribute new knowledge and understanding due to
the multiple axes of oppression they experience. Ultimately, Collins argues, “a Black
woman’s standpoint is only one angle of vision, a ‘partial’ perspective” (1990: 234).!

Latina Feminist Thought

Though Black feminists have provided a guiding theoretical perspective for
standpoint thinking, many Latina scholars have also made contributions, broadening this
dialogue (see Hurtado 2003; Pardo 2002; Segura 1991; Zavella 2002). Pardo’s (2002)
analysis of an East Los Angeles group of Mexican American women’s grassroots
community activism demonstrates how beginning with their circumstances and actions
challenges narrow conceptualizations of political activism and of motherhood. Segura
(1997) further challenges unified notions of motherhood in asking whether the ideology
of motherhood and “ambivalence” of employed motherhood depicted in American
sociology and feminist scholarship are relevant to women of Mexican decent in the U.S.
(276). She contrasts the ways Mexicans and Chicanas frame motherhood, highlighting
the way time of emigration affects adherence to “culturally framed structures” of
motherhood (284). Thus, rather than claiming a Latina standpoint, Latina feminist
scholars demonstrate and reflect on the diversity among Latinas (also see Baca Zinn and
Pok 2002). Zavella (2002) proposes that “beginning with historical material conditions”

(108) and the structure in which women’s experiences are framed helps explain

! More recent feminist scholars, such as Reynolds (2002), call for a re-thinking of “a Black Feminist
Standpoint.” Reynolds criticizes some early Black feminist theory and contemporary literature that deals
with Black women’s experiences for not being inclusive enough. She argues that many of these works
privilege professional class positions because they are primarily the writing of academics and Black women
with class privilege.
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commonalities and differences among Chicanas. “We should construct feminist studies
that reflect the myriad of social locations among Chicanas™ (115). Indeed, Hurtado
(2003) addresses Chicana feminisms, noting the ways young Chicanas embrace diversity
and ascribe to many feminisms.

The work on African American and Latina scholars demonstrates the ways a
Black or Latina feminist standpoint challenge the privileged position of white women just
as earlier standpoint theorists suggested that the standpoint of women challenged the
privileged and less complete knowledge of men. Thus, their work challenges some of the
assumptions of earlier standpoint theorists, demonstrating how race (and class) intersects
with gender to create multiple standpoints among women. ‘Black and Latina feminist
standpoints illustrate critiques of an essentialized notion of woman and show how new
insights about motherhood and inequalities between women can be gained through a
focus on a marginalized standpoint or everyday experience such as that of Latinas or
African American women. Though some of the research on low-income women and
their families has acknowledged the need to begin with women and their families’
everyday experiences, the discussion in Chapter Two suggests some important axes of
difference or stratifying variables that have yet to be fully acknowledged or examined by
researchers may be region and race/ethnicity. Feminist theory that begins with the
experiences of Latinas and African American women are important because they
illustrate the way new insights can be gained by further problematizing axes of difference
beyond an essentialized notion of “woman.” In such a manner, one can visualize
multiple “standpoints” from which new insights on social reality and new knowledge can

be gained.
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Situated Knowledge

Accordingly, standpoint feminist theorists have expanded, challenged, and built
upon earlier work by engaging critiques of “science as usual” and developing other
standpoint theories based on the notion of multiple standpoints. In Heckman’s (1997)
critique of early feminist standpoint theory, she takes issue with the presentation of the
woman’s experience as the true or better perspective on reality. She suggests that
feminist standpoint theory is part of a “new paradigm of knowledge...[that] involves
rejecting the definition of knowledge and truth as either universal or relative in favor of a
conception of all knowledge as situated and discursive” (357). In her view, new
approaches to acquiring knowledge incorporate the principle theme of feminist standpoint
theory, that “knowledge is situated in the material lives of social actors” (357), but
Heckman suggests that the “claim of privileged knowledge and one true reality, has been
almost entirely abandoned” (358). Heckman presents Haraway’s conceptualization of
“situated knowledge” as a key example of this new paradigm.

In contrast to earlier standpoint theory, Haraway rejects the idea of one
standpoint. “There is no single feminist standpoint because our maps require too many
dimensions for that metaphor to ground our visions.” (590). Nevertheless, despite the
new paradigm that Heckman proposes, she does not throw out the idea of privileged
knowledge entirely. On the contrary, Haraway (1988) suggests that “subjugated
positions” are preferred, that there is reason to value and establish the capacity to see
from “the peripheries and the depths,” but she cautions the danger of

romanticizing and/or appropriating the vision of the less powerful while claiming

to see from their positions (584). ...There is no way to “be” simultaneously in all,

or wholly in any, of the privileged (i.e., subjugated) positions structured by
gender, race, nation, and class. And that is a short list of critical
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positions....Identity, including self-identity, does not produce science; critical
positioning does, that is objectivity (586).

Thus, key to Haraway’s situated knowledges is her critique and reformulation of the
notion of “objectivity.” Haraway proposes a “feminist objectivity,” which she equates
with situated knowledge (581). She argues that the notion of “objectivity” as a vision of
universality and transcendence is false, that “only partial perspective promises objective
vision” (583). She proposes an “embodied objectivity” that
require[s] the object of knowledge [to] be pictured as an actor and agent, not as a
screen or ground or resource....Indeed, coming to terms with the agency of the
“objects” studied is the only way to avoid gross error or false knowledge of many
kinds in the sciences (593).
Further, Haraway suggests that a critical positioning is necessary, rather than identity.
One cannot be all subjected standpoints and identity does not produce objectivity.
Rather, the challenge for Haraway is in learning how to see from below in a critical
manner.
I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of location, position, and situating,
where partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard to make
rational knowledge claims....Feminism is about the sciences of the multiple
subject with (at least) double vision. Feminism is about a critical vision
consequent upon a critical positioning.... Translation is always interpretive,
critical, and partial. Here is a ground for conversation, rationality, and
objectivity—which is power-sensitive, not pluralistic, “conversation” (589).
Thus, Haraway’s proposal for an alternative approach to gaining knowledge critiques
“objectivity” and a singular standpoint for women, yet she does not throw out these
concepts entirely.
It is in this light that I draw on feminist standpoint theory and situated knowledge.
I do not propose that the particular standpoints of the women who I interviewed present

“the best” or an ideal position from which to gain insights into the labors necessary to get

53



and keep work. In fact, I believe examinations from multiple standpoints are required to
examine how various stratifying variables affect what employees and potential employees
need to do in the current economy to get and keep employment. Nevertheless, I argue
that these women help us to examine the labors necessary to get and keep employment
and provide a particularly insightful vantage for doing so because of multiple facets of
their particular social locations.

I have chosen to focus on two samples of low-income mothers, one of Latina,
primarily migrant women, and one of white settled women, because I propose that their
marginalized standpoints potentially reveal new insights into the negotiation of work.
Because of women’s (specifically mothers’) reproductive labor and because the
conditions of low-wage work in the current economy (outlined in Chapter Two)
necessitate frequent job turnover and poor working conditions for potential workers, the
standpoints of low-income mothers offer a unique position for revealing the invisible and
taken for granted labors necessary to sustain low-paid employment. One would
anticipate that these women might have more to manage to get and keep employment
than do those with better job options. As Rubin (1976) has suggested, those at the bottom
of the labor market feel shifts more resolu.tely than those at the top.

In addition, I have chosen to focus on their particular standpoints because of the
policy debates and discourses about them. Smith (1991) addresses the power embedded
in decisions about which “facts” are given credence, and the ways those in the dominant
(ruling) group will label its perspective as “real” and reject other definitions. In a similar
manner, I argue that those in power, i.e., those who create social policy and cultural

discourses about low-income mothers, have not, in fact, begun with the material
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conditions of their lives to gain knowledge and understanding about those conditions and
experiences. Thus, knowledge is incomplete. I draw on these feminist theoretical
perspectives as a tool for revealing the material conditions of two groups of mother’s
lives. Through such an approach, I hope to gain new insights and challenge conventional
approaches and conceptualizations of “work” that begin outside of these mother’s
everyday experiences.

In the next section, I draw on previous studies and conceptualization of
reproductive labor as an illustration of the potential invisible labors that feminist critiques
of positivism and standpoint theories can reveal by focusing on the material conditions of
everyday life. Such work also challenges dichotomies between “work™ and “family,” and
calls for a broadening of the definition of “work” as commonly conceptualized.

Revealing Reproductive Labor through Feminist Standpoint Theory

As addressed above, feminist theorists have stressed the need to begin with the
position of women and their everyday lived experiences. Such an approach initiated a
plethora of research on housework, the division of labor within households (see Shelton
1996 for a review of the division of household labor, and Coltraine 1996; Fernandez-
Kelly 1997; Hardesty and Bokemeier 1989; Hochschild 1989), and the conceptualization
of reproductive labor as the labor necessary to sustain family life. Such efforts represent
a concrete illustration of knowledge gained through feminist critiques of “science as
usual” (Harding 1991) and insights from standpoint theory. This research also
challenged conventional notions of “work,” suggesting the need for a broadened
definition to include unpaid and previously invisible and taken for granted labors. Along

with the existence of such taken for granted labors, this body of work has problematized
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inequities embedded in the distribution of such labors. Gerstel and Gross (1987: 5)
suggest that this recent concern for the broadening of the definition of work stems largely
from feminist’s struggles to “incorporate into the concept of work the efforts that women
undertake on behalf of family and household members” as well as changes in the nature
and availability of paid employment. “For feminists, the issue has been to make visible
the unpaid efforts and activities involved in ‘house’ and/or ‘domestic’ and/or ‘family’
work . . . extending the concept of work to include a range of women’s responsibilities
that had previously gone unrecognized—not only as work, but as effort of any sort”
(1987:5). Beyond domestic labor and housework within the home, reproductive labor
also includes child rearing as well as other labor not conventionally acknowledged as
work. This includes Hochschild’s notion of “emotion work™ (1983) and “interaction
work” (Fishman 1978; Hackstaff 1998) which serves to maintain marital relations.
Further, others speak to “kin work,” or the labor of maintaining kin relations by sending
cards, telephoning, and organizing family gatherings (De Leonardo 1998; Stack and
Burton 1998). DeVault (1987) also discusses the importance of meal planning and
preparation as part of the work which (re)produces family.

Central to almost all of these works on “reproductive labor” is the idea that gender
inequalities within families are reproduced and perpetuated through this type of labor
which traditionally has been performed by women and been unacknowledged and
unrewarded. Particularly with the increase in the number of women entering paid
employment outside the home, conflicts surrounding the maintenance of reproductive
labor become pressing for many families. Hochschild’s notion of “the second shift,”

(1989) in which women coming home from paid employment typically encounter a
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second shift of “reproductive labor” when they leave “work,” nicely illustrates the
inequality in the division of labor by gender within families. Thus, gender is central to an
examination of reproductive labor, not only in the logistics of who does what, but in how
we conceive of whose job this sort of work is.

Further, reproductive labor is unequally distributed by class and race. For
example, Dill (1998b) has addressed the ways women of color have been coerced and/or
paid to care for other people’s children and perform domestic work in other people’s
homes, complicating their efforts to care for their own children. Thus, women of color
struggled with the “double day” long before White women. This unequal distribution of
reproductive labor by race/ethnicity and class continues today on a global scale in which
women from less advantaged countries are propelled out of their homelands, into the
United States due to economic necessity to care for the children of more privileged
parents in this country (see Chang 1999; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Parrefias 2001), a
phenomenon Hondagnue-Sotelo (1997) refers to as “transnational motherhood.”

Just as feminist standpoint theories and critiques of positivism revealed the
previously invisible and taken for granted labor now known as reproductive labor and
inequalities embedded in the unequal distribution of those labors, I intend here to reveal
and examine the labor necessary to support paid employment. Neither reproductive labor
nor negotiating work is visible with conventional methods of attaining knowledge that
“deny the agency of the ‘objects’ under study” (Haraway 1988). In the remainder of this
chapter, I outline my conceptual framework to examine the process of negotiating paid

work.

57



A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE NEGOTIATION OF WORK

I have defined the process of “negotiating work™ as the invisible and taken for
granted labor necessary to attain and sustain paid work. In this section, I outline my
conceptual framework, explaining how I see different concepts or variables interacting to
illuminate this process. After a brief discussion of the concept of negotiating work, I
elaborate on four components of the process of negotiating work: self preparation,
interaction, reproductive labor, and coordination. Then I include a sub-section addressing
related research that suggests mothers attempt to “weave” paid employment with other
elements of their lives, rather than viewing work and family as separate spheres. Next, I
briefly address the ways the particular contexts addressed in Chapter Two may shape
rural low-income mothers’ efforts to negotiate paid employment. Finally, I include a
conceptual model that further illustrates the relationship between the various components
of negotiating work addressed in this section.

The Concept of Negotiating Work

To address the invisibility of the taken for granted labors that are necessary for
rural low-income women to attain and sustain paid work, I draw on Erving Goffman’s
(1959: 111-113) distinction between “backstage” and “frontstage™ behaviors. Goffman
makes this distinction to designate more public “presentations of self” from the unseen
behaviors which take place “backstage.” In a similar manner, the “backstage labors”
necessary to support paid work often go unseen or unacknowledged as distinct from paid
work, despite the fact that they are not part of the job description, but are essential to
sustaining paid employment. Thus, Goffman’s (1959) distinction of “backstage” is

useful for highlighting this labor as hidden and taken for granted.
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It is easier to ask the unemployed, “What would have to happen in order for you
to get and keep a job?” than it is to ask an employed person, “What do you need to do to
keep your job or to keep working?”” The first question elicits a number of necessary
labors such as resumes, references, interviews, childcare, haircuts, and appropriate
clothing. In an initial search for a paid job, the necessary tasks and processes to secure
that job become apparent. At that point, it is easier to “see” the “work” that is necessary
to attain paid employment than it is to see the work that is necessary to sustain that
employment later. However, after one has attained paid employment he/she may not
consciously separate the backstage labor necessary to sustain that paid employment on an
everyday basis from the “work™ he or she does as part of the job. All other forms of labor
necessary to sustain it are obscured by the primary focus on paid employment. In the
following sections I reveal this labor by elaborating on four components of the process of
negotiating work: self preparation, interaction, reproductive labor, and coordination.?
Self Preparation

To attain and sustain paid employment one must engage in various components of
self preparation, such as grooming one’s physical appearance, building credentials and
skills, and making one self available by securing transportation and/or moving. As
mentioned above, this process of self-preparation is more apparent when one is initially
seeking employment. However, self preparation is necessary to sustain paid employment
as well. Such self preparation can involve the purchasing of appropriate clothing and/or
uniforms, getting haircuts, additional laundry expenses, and so on. Self preparation for

paid work may also involve efforts to acquire education, training, or skills necessary to

21 have organized my discussion according to these components as a means of conceptualizing and
operationalizing the process of negotiating work. However, these components should not be thought of as
mutually exclusive.
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getting or keeping a job. Moreover, skill and credential building may also be a condition
of keeping work. In addition, to attain and sustain paid work, one must be able to
physically get to work. Thus, part of self preparation is being physically available by
securing transportation and/or moving. In a rural context, being physically available for
potential paid work may involve commuting long distances and/or moving, whether this
is temporary or permanent.

Interaction Work

Negotiating work also involves various forms of interaction and managing one’s
emotions. Hochschild (1983) and Pierce (1995) document the prevalence of “emotion
work” as a previously unexamined component of paid work. According to Hochschild
(1983: 7), emotional labor requires workers “to induce or suppress feeling in order to
sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.” For
the flight attendants in Hochschild’s study, this means that they are expected to hide their
irritation with difficult passengers and instead display concern for their welfare. Pierce
(1995: 3) has also documented emotional labor in contemporary law firms that takes the
gendered form of “caretaking and deference for female paralegals. When trial attorneys
lose their tempers...their paralegals are expected to stay calm and be comforting and
deferential in the state of such outbursts.” The work of managing one’s emotions and
interactions with others to achieve the expected result can also be applied to the process
of attaining and sustaining paid work. In attempting to acquire paid work, one must
carefully manage her or his emotional as well as phys;cal appearance, and initiate

interactions necessary to attaining and sustaining employment. Even after one is
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established in a job, the “emotional labor” (Hochschild 1983) involved in presenting
one’s self as a competent worker remains important.

To attain paid work, one must first find potential jobs and openings. This
information may be obtained through formalized and impersonal sources, such as
newspapers, want ads, and billboards. However, in most cases even formal sources of
information are filtered through one’s interaction with others: a friend, a relative, a
former or current co-worker. Thus, finding potential paid work involves the interaction
work of tapping into one’s networks and/or expanding these networks. Realistically, this
interaction work in the form of networking is also needed to sustain paid work in the
current economy in which no job is guaranteed. Further, in the context of low-paying
jobs, one may always be searching for a better job. Thus, making contacts with others in
one’s field, or the practice of “networking,” can be essential interactions that help sustain
one’s paid work as well as build bridges to future job opportunities.

As part of sustaining work, on an everyday basis, paid workers also need to
manage relationships and interactions with their employers and co-workers. In some
cases, workers must deal with unfavorable working conditions such as sexual harassment
and/or other forms of discrimination in the workplace that may be based on
race/ethnicity, and/or language of origin.’

Reproductive Labor

Reproductive labor is an essential component of the backstage labor and

interactions that are necessary to attain and sustain paid employment. “Reproductive

? These particular circumstances could require negotiation in finding a way to deal with the circumstances
on an everyday basis or necessitate the negotiation of alternative employment.
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labor” includes three components: (1) biological reproduction;* (2) reproduction of the
labor force (a necessary precondition for production); and (3) social reproduction (“the
maintenance of basic structures...that ensure the continued existence of the means of
production”) (Edholm, Harris, and Young 1977: 105). I focus on social reproduction,
utilizing Brenner and Laslett’s (1986: 117) definition:

the activities and attitudes involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis and

inter-generationally. Among other things, it includes how food, clothing and

shelter are made available for immediate consumption, the ways in which the care
and socialization of children are provided and the social organization of sexuality.

The reproduction of life, thus involves various forms of work—mental, manual

and emotional—varying strategies for getting the work done, and varying

ideologies that both shape and are shaped by them.

Thus, reproductive labor becomes essential “backstage labor,” invisible work that
supports and sustains paid work. Reproductive labor literally involves, the reproduction,
or replenishing of the labor force. Workers must be fed, clothed, and cared for so that
they are energized and prepared employees. This is part of the work of presenting
oneself (and one’s family members who are paid workers) as competent employees.
Further, despite the relationship between and dependence of paid work on this labor,
which is often taken care of by families, most employers maintain a belief that work and
family should remain separate domains.’ Therefore, workers are expected to manage
their families and reproductive labor so that family does not interfere with the time and

space partitioned off for paid employment. Childcare, appointments for the care and

maintenance of children or oneself, parent-teacher conferences, a child’s illness, and

* Biological reproduction is not an element of reproductive labor that I elaborate on here, though
coordinating biological reproduction with paid work could be part of the process of negotiating work.

5 The dearth of family friendly policies in the United States which, when present, better enable employees
to weave work and family demands (Gary 1999) illustrates this assumption on the part of employers.
However, the availability of these policies varies by social class. Among employed women, there is an
unequal distribution of “family friendly” policies with professional women receiving the benefits of such
programs more frequently than women employed in low-paying jobs (Michel 1998). The issue of work
and family as “separate spheres” is addressed below.
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additional needs and demands of other family members must be dealt with on one’s own
time, that is, the time partitioned outside the time clock of paid work. This dichotomy
and expectation is particularly prevalent for men, who are expected to prioritize work
over family demands and concerns, as illustrated in Pleck’s “work-family role system”
(1977), a system that reinforces a traditional division of labor for work and family in
which women are responsible for family and reproductive labor, and men are responsible
for paid work. Thus, due to this traditional expectation about the division of labor,
employed wives are expected to manage two jobs, that of paid employment and the

unpaid labor of family work that is necessary to sustain paid employment.

Coordination in Negotiating Work: “Managerial Labor”

Thus far, I have primarily defined and explained some of the labors necessary to
sustaining paid employment. However, part of the work of “negotiating work” is the
larger task of coordinating all of these often disparate and contradictory labors and
interactions within the context of one’s everyday life. “Negotiating work” is a process,
which often involves the reconciling of disparate constraints and resources.

Managerial labor (see Hochschild 1997, 1989) encompasses the backstage work
of orchestrating and organizing. The scenario often given is that of a child’s appointment
with a doctor. Even though a father might take his child to the doctor’s office, there is a
certain amount of invisible labor and coordination necessary to make this happen. The
child’s mother might have been the one who called to arrange the appointment, called the
school to arrange for the child to miss class, called the doctor’s office to confirm the
appointment, and reminded her husband on more than one occasion so that he did not

forget the obligation. Similarly, negotiating work, not only involves all of the individual
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backstage labors necessary to attain and sustain paid employment but, more importantly,
“negotiating work” is the process of coordinating and managing all of these demands,
such as transportation, child care, relationships with bosses and co-workers, managing
poor working conditions and/or multiple jobs, within the context of one’s life on an
everyday basis.

Negotiating Work in Practice: “Weaving” Work into Everyday Life

Traditionally, work and family, public and private, have been dichotomized as
separate spheres of existence (see Blood and Wolfe 1960; Parsons 1955; Kingsbury and
Scanzoni 1993). As addressed above, ideas about these “separate spheres” have also
been gendered through a traditional division of labor in which men are deemed
responsible for the public realm of paid work while women are considered responsible
for the private, family realm. However, a growing body of work by feminist and family
scholars has challenged the legitimacy of this “myth of separate worlds” (e.g., Kanter
1985). This work problematizes this dichotomy, demonstrating the complex ways in
which the demands and obligations of work and family mesh, overlap, and conflict in
everyday life.

Research that demonstrates the effects of economic conditions on family life
challenge the independencg of family and work as separate spheres. For example, using a
case study of two White working-class families in the Silican Valley, Judith Stacey
(1990) demonstrates the ways unemployment, service sector jobs, and other structural
constraints of a de-industrializing economy can configure family life, leading to new

family forms as a result of post-modern conditions.






Hochschild’s more recent study, The Time Bind: When Work Becomes Home and
Home Becomes Work (1997), further demonstrates the complex interdependence of work
and family for the employees of a Fbrtune 500 company. Her study aimed to discover
why employees were not using the company’s “family friendly policies.” What she
found was a complex interdependence between increasing hours at work and family
stress, in which parents were fleeing homes invaded by the pressures of work, for the
workplace, which felt more like a surrogate home. Hochschild’s analysis builds on the
foundations of earlier research that examine the effects of work spillover into family life
(e.g., Menaghan 1991). However, most of these studies have primarily attended to the
effects of work on family life (see Kanter 1985 for an early review of such research;
Coontz 1997 for additional research on work/family overlap). Some examples of issues
commonly addressed are increasing stress from work (Ryan 1999), the phenomenon of
“moving for work” (Hendershot 1995), and the decline in time for families due to
increasing work hours (Hochschild 1997; Schor 1991).

Similarly, the research addressed above demonstrates the way paid work is
dependent upon family work. Problematizing and revealing reproductive labor also
uncovers the interdependence of work and family as family work is needed to reproduce
the labor force in a capitalist society. Women, in particular, do not experience paid work
as separate and distinct from family work, because women are still expected to manage
reproductive labor in addition to engaging in paid work itself. Thus, women, in contrast
to men, may do more of the backstage labors that sustain paid work as well as the
management of this backstage labor and its coordination with other elements of everyday

life.
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In fact, Garey’s (1999) research on working mothers demonstrates that women do
not experience work and family as separate and distinct spheres of their lives, but they, in
fact, work to integrate them. She uses the metaphor of “weaving work and motherhood”
to illustrate their efforts at integration.

Weaving is both a process (an activity—to weave something) and a product (an

object—a weaving, something constituted from available materials). . . . The

metaphor of weaving illuminates the meaning that the women I interviewed gave
to their life stories by capturing the interconnectedness of work and family within

their lives (Garey 1999:14).

In her book, Garey presents several strategies for weaving work and motherhood
as detailed by her respondents. By choosing to work the nightshift, some women are able
to construct an image of themselves as “stay at home moms,” an ideal which connects
good mothering with being at home. They stress the importance of being at home during
the day for their children, constructing their own mothering within the image of non-
working and full-time mothers. They attempt to reconcile contradictory ideologies about
mothering and working for pay by “weaving work and motherhood.”

In a similar manner, weaving, as a metaphor which stresses integration, is useful
for thinking about “negotiating work.” This process involves the management and
coordination of the backstage labors of paid employment, which must be woven into the
fabric of everyday life. In this sense, the notion of “negotiating work™ centers the
supports necessary to engage in paid work.

Grengeri (1994) illustrates how some mothers negotiate the conditions and
backstage labors essential to paid employment in a rural context. She examines General

Motor’s efforts to hire rural women in a mid-western, farming community to perform

industrial piece-work in their homes. These women talk about their choice to work out of
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their homes, as a way of negotiating work by avoiding the need for paid childcare,
transportation, and some of the costs of self-preparation such as clothing and haircuts.
While male partners tended to designate their supplemental and/ or homework as distinct
from family and home by working in a garage or work room, women tended to—and
were expected to—integrate their paid work into their everyday routines of domestic
labor and childcare. In this manner,

paid work in the home became invisible to spouses, friends, and other family

members since these people could see the woman only in her primary role of

homemaking, which eclipsed all other activities (Gringeri 1994: 150).

Research such as Grengeri’s suggests gendered distinctions and inequalities exist in the
negotiation of work.

The concept of “negotiating work™ as I have defined it illustrates the
interdependency of paid work on labors negotiated within, outside, and across family and
work realms. Thus, this work problematizes distinctions and borders between work and
family.

Negotiating Work within Context

In Chapter Two, I addressed the context of economic restructuring and welfare
reform as these changes affect the particular conditions of rural settings. In this section, I
briefly highlight some of the ways context can affect the process of negotiating work.
Examining low-income workers (and potential workers) provides an opportunity to reveal
these negotiations and backstage labors more readily than an examination of workers in
middle-class positions since low-income workers in the current economy work within a

context of job insecurity, contingent and/or part-time work, low-pay, few, if any, benefits,

and a much more tenuous pool of resources. In such a context, paid employment hinges
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on a thread in which the conditions of paid work change regularly. Thus, paid work and
the labors necessary to support it, must be negotiated again and again. All of these
conditions and potential resources for negotiating work are constantly in flux.

It is unlikely that families would need to re-negotiate the delicate balance of formal and
informal household labors with each change in jobs. The odd hours and other elements
of available low-income jobs are often incompatible with child rearing, making child care
difficult to find during night shifts and/or multiple shifts of paid employment. In a rural
context, such jobs may necessitate other supplementary sources of income, whether it be
additional “bad jobs” in the formal market, or other sources of income through the
informal market (Nelson and Smith 1999).

In addition, the context of welfare reform places further restrictions on the
resources available to low-income families in negotiating paid work. Cuts in social
services leave low-income families with fewer resources than they had prior to reforms.
The networks on which low-income mothers may rely for help with transportation,
childcare, and other financial help essential to negotiating work are also negotiated with
fewer resources than what were available before cuts in welfare, since network members
are likely to have reduced resources as well (Oliker 2000). Although some of the “work”
programs introduced under the reforms acknowledge the backstage labors and supports
necessary to paid work by providing a minimal amount of assistance with child care
subsidies and, in some cases transportation, most of these subsidies are temporary,
assuming that once one has attained paid employment, it is self-sustaining and

“negotiating work” is no longer necessary. In the context of economic restructuring and
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welfare reform in rural areas, paid employment hinges on a thread in which conditions of
work and that work that sustains it change regularly.
Conceptual Model for Negotiating Work

Having introduced the different concepts involved in negotiating work as well as
the contexts within which the process occurs, Figure 3.1 illustrates the connections and
overlap between the multiple concepts that I have addressed. In this figure, the overlap
of economic restructuring and welfare reform provides a context in which paid work is
negotiated by low-income families. The components of backstage labor addressed above
provide a basis of support for paid work, designated by the arrows in the diagram, which
extend from the various forms of backstage labor to sustain paid work. Self preparation
and interaction are contained within the realm of backstage labor that supports paid work.
Although reproductive labor overlaps with the backstage labors that support paid work, I
have also designated a realm of reproductive labor that is not necessarily crucial in
supporting paid work. (See my discussion of reproductive labor above.) The backstage
labor of coordination is represented by a dotted line which connects paid work with all of
the backstage labor that supports it. Though I have designated coordination as a
“backstage labor” that supports paid work, I have differentiated this managerial work
from other backstage labors in the diagram to demonstrate that coordinating is the
managing of all of the other components, including paid work. Finally, the process of
negotiating work links all of these elements within the context of economic restructuring
and welfare reform.

My purpose in including Figure 3.1 is to highlight the interconnections between

the labors subsumed within the process of negotiating work. I include welfare reform
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and economic restructuring in this model because these are contexts in which all low-
income families negotiate paid work. Nevertheless, this context will affect mothers
differently based on stratifying variables, such as race and ethnicity, education, and
residential stability. Although I do not include such stratifying variables in this diagram,
it is obvious that these variables shape the experience of attaining and sustaining work, as

I acknowledge in my research questions.
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Figure 3.1: CONCEPTUAL MODEL
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following research questions introduced in Chapter Two will be addressed as I
operationalize the conceptual framework outlined in this chapter.

1. What labors are necessary for rural low-income mothers to attain and sustain paid
employment?

2. What are the implications of context for attaining and sustaining paid work?
3. How does the process/experience of negotiating work differ by race/ ethnicity?

Residence stability (i.e., settled workers vis-a-vis migrant workers)? Region?
Education? Family structure and marital status?

S

. How does gender structure the negotiation of paid employment among family
members?

5. What are the implications of the process of negotiating work for family life?
SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have discussed feminist standpoint theories and critiques of
“science as usual” (Harding 1991) as a theoretical lens to help me question assumptions
about rural low-income mothers and begin my research with their everyday lived
experiences. By doing so, I intend to reveal the backstage labors necessary for them to
sustain paid employment, offering new insights for broadening the taken for granted
definition of “work.” I have outlined a framework for thinking about the negotiation of
paid work as a process involving self preparation, interaction work, reproductive labor,
and the managerial work of coordinating all these components and labors in one’s life.
Thus, after explaining how I have conceptualized the framework for negotiating work, in
the following chapter, I outline what I did to operationalize this framework. Utilizing
feminist theories and approaches, I outline my methodological approach to gather

information about these women’s everyday lives.
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Chapter Four:
Research Methods

To address the research questions raised in the previous chapters, I developed an
exploratory study that begins with the positions of low-income mothers, examining their
negotiations of paid work within the context of rural economic restructuring and welfare
reform. Feminist standpoint theory provides a theoretical frame as well as a
methodological approach: beginning with the everyday lived experiences of low-income,
rural mothers. This qualitative study is based on primary and secondary data in two rural
mid-western counties: Delta County and Harvest County.! The purpose of this chapter is
to outline my research design.

I begin by addressing some of the challenges of taking a feminist, reflexive
approach. Next, I discuss my rationale for adopting a qualitative approach. Then, I
discuss the sources of data upon which I rely for my analysis, addressing limitations of
each. The data collection process is then covered, including a discussion of the
interviewing process. Following this discussion, I outline my operationalization of the
concept of negotiating work introduced in the previous chapter. In this section I address
which specific interview questions are intended to yield insights into the various
components of negotiating work. Finally, I discuss the process of coding and analyzing
the interview data.

CHALLENGES IN TAKING A FEMINIST, REFLEXIVE APPROACH
TO RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS

Feminist scholars have grappled with the complexities of presenting the active

voice of the informant (“giving voice”), while also problematizing the power relationship

! Delta and Harvest County are pseudonyms, as are all names of subjects.
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between informant and researcher (Gorelick 1991). Thus, feminist scholars critically
examine the inequalities embedded in the researcher-informant relationship as well as
their own biases and positions of privilege within the class structure. Anderson (1997)
suggests that an examination éf one’s social location is particularly critical for white
middle-class scholars studying across various axes of difference such as race and/or class.
It is in this spirit that I reveal my own social location, as it relates to the research and
analytic process, as well as my own thinking throughout that process.

In contrast to many of the women about whom I write in this dissertation, I have
not had the experience of living in poverty or in a family that would be categorized as
low-income. Though I was primarily raised by a single-parent for a significant portion of
my childhood, the financial assistance and involvement of extended family members
cushioned and elevated my life to the comfort of a middle-class position. Having the
privilege of a college education after high school, my experiences with the low-income
and inflexible work that is an everyday experience for the women described in this
dissertation were fleeting and temporary. This background, and my current position as a
white, academic in my late twenties, combined with the fact that I do not have children,
creates an amount of social distance between me and the women with whom I spoke and
about whom I write. This distance diminished and multiplied at times depending on the
age, race/ethnicity, spoken language, and/or other axes of difference between us. At the
same time, some mothers talked about how they benefited from the research process
through the opportunity to talk and think more deeply about their lives.

As a feminist scholar I believe that I was cognizant and critical of the social

distance between myself and mothers throughout the research process. Nevertheless, |

74



learned about my own assumptions and class biases through the research experience.
One example s;erves to illustrate this point. One day on my way out to Delta County, I
was thinking about the ways in which my experiences and those of the women with
whom I spoke differed as well as the ways they were related. Over the course of the
interviewing process in Delta County, I experienced a number of car problems, such as
perpetual oil leaks, defunct car alarms, and a dead battery. I went to my interview with
Brandy, feeling as if I could really relate to the transportation problems that many of
these women reported. I too had experienced challenges in getting to my work—the
work of interviewing. However, my interview with Brandy quickly put this matter in
perspective, as she told me about the only vehicle to which she had access: a truck that
was so defunct that it could only hold four gallons of gasoline at a time and needed to be
parked on a decline in order to add this gasoline. This experience reminded me that,
though I may feel financially strapped, the experience of financial hardship is relative.
Thus, just as some mothers reported how talking about their lives and experiences was
beneficial and informative to them, in a similar manner, I learned from the experience as
well. Accordingly, the research experience becomes a reflexive process.

My analytic approach in Harvest County also involves a dialectic between my
assumptions, and conceptualization of the process of negotiating work, and my revision
of these ideas based on the experiences and insights of mothers. In this sense, my
understanding of negotiating work has been a process in the spirit of a grounded theory
approach (Strauss 1987). I began with assumptions about what negotiations mothers in
Harvest and Delta County might make in order to get and keep work. After interacting

with these mothers, however, I came to realize that some of my assumptions about their
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negotiation of work were based on a middle-class rational choice model in which one
makes a series of “choices” aimed at upward mobility based on improved job
opportunities and income. The brittle and unyielding circumstances of the work
involved, however, do not allow for such an assessment of “choices.” On the contrary, in
some cases, women may be making a rational assertion of personal choice by breaking
off from these jobs (Kelly forthcoming [2005]). It was not until I began to learn more
about these women’s work and their lives that I realized the assumptions behind some of
my initial thinking about how they might negotiate paid employment.

Thus, my approach is not only to problematize and reveal my own assumptions,
but also to locate the voices and experiences of these womex; within a larger context of
inequalities. In this manner feminist research moves beyond “giving voice” and simply
reporting what women have to say, by locating their experiences and circumstances
within a larger structural context (Gorelick 1991). Not only have I tried to problematize
and critically examine my own standpoint and position in relation to those of the women
with whom I spoke, but I also have tried to locate their standpoint within a larger social
structure.

RATIONALE

As established in previous chapters, this research aims to contribute to an
emergent body of research on rural low-income families. Given the dearth of research
that centers the efforts of rural low-income mothers to negotiate work, this project is
exploratory in nature and a qualitative approach was adopted. Qualitative research is
ideal for the study of families because it focuses not on structural/demographic trends,

but on “the process by which families [and individuals] create, sustain, and discuss their
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own...realities” (Daly 1992, 4). Qualitative research methods lend themselves to an
understanding of how some families and individuals give meanings to their experience
rather than mapping out larger demographic trends. This proves especially useful for an
exploratory examination of what I have defined as a process of negotiating work. In
addition, qualitative analysis provides an avenue for revealing routine aspects of every
day life that may be taken for granted (Daly 1992).
DATA SOURCES

To examine the way paid work is negotiated within the context of economic
restructuring and welfare reform, I rely on four sets of data. The first and second sets are
made up of secondary data from a longitudinal, multi-state research project’ that monitors
rural low-income families in the context of welfare reform. The sample from this project
consists predominately of Latino agricultural workers, the majority of whom are
migrants. The first and second waves of interview data from the longitudinal Rural
Families Speak study constitute my first and second sources of data. Since these are
secondary data sources with interview formats that were not specifically constructed to
derive information about how mothers negotiate work, I also conducted personal
interviews, which constitute the third and fourth sets of data. The third set of data comes
from four follow-up, in-depth interviews with women who were interviewed in the Rural
Families Speak project to explore further issues addressed in the earlier Harvest County
interviews as well as to ask additional questions about negotiating work. To compliment
these data, I developed a fourth data set, consisting of twelve interviews with mothers,

some of whom had been subjects in a previous research project on rural low-income

2 Rural Families Speak (NC-223), Rural Low-Income Families: Tracking Their Well-Being and
Functioning in the Context of Welfare Reform
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families in the mid-west.> Rather than using secondary data from this project, I relocated
and interviewed some of the women who participated in the original study as well as
others who had not but who were similar women in the same county. These interviews
with white settled families in a different county comprise my fourth source of data. The
information in Table 4.1 outlines the number of informants and sources of data for each
of the sets.

Table 4.1: Data Sets

Data Sets Data Source

(1) Interview texts with 33 Latina rural Secondary data from the first wave of

low-income mothers interviews for the Rural Families Speak
research project

(2) Interview texts with the 33 rural Secondary data from the second wave of

Latina low-income mothers in (1) interviews with 33 of the Wave I mothers for

the Rural Families Speak research project

(3) Follow-up interview texts with four of | Four interviews as part of the third wave of

the 33 rural Latina mothers who were follow-up interviews with Wave I & 11

comfortable interviewing in English informants from the Rural Families Speak
project

(4) Interview texts with 12 white rural Twelve interviews with former SAPMA

low-income mothers informants and women in same county

In the remainder of this section I elaborate on the approaches I used to conduct
interviews and analyze the data. First, I briefly describe the two studies from which I
derived data or potential informants.* Then I address the interviewing and sampling
techniques used for the Rural Families Speak project as well as the approach that I
utilized in the interviews that I conducted in Delta County. Finally, I address my analysis

of the data.

3 SAPMA, Status and Potential of Michigan Agriculture, Survey of Children’s Lives in Rural Michigan.
4 I address the NC-223 research project in greater detail than the SAPMA project since I relied on the latter
project for potential informants only and utilized my own approach to collect data.
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Rural Families Speak Project: Tracking the Well-Being and Functioning
of Rural Low-income Families in the Context of Welfare Reform

This research project, funded by the Michigan Agriculture Experiment Station
was a multi-state, longitudinal study designed to “document welfare reform impacts from
the perspectives of rural family members, within their community context, and across
communities with differing social support policies and provisions” (NC-223 Official
Project Statement, 1). The Rural Families Speak study was carried out in rural counties
of 15 states across the U.S. and included three annual waves of interviews. > The
interview schedule included a broad range and large number of open-ended and closed-
ended questions covering topics such as work and work history, health and well-being,
parenting, education, and use of community and public services. Data are being analyzed
using both quantitative and qualitative techniques. Standardized codes have been created
for the national project, and researchers from individual states may create additional
codes for their own analyses.

According to the sampling criteria agreed upon by the research team, rural low-
income mothers with at least one child under twelve were targeted. ® The portion of this
project that I utilize as secondary data focuses primarily on Latino migrant workers who
are employed in Michigan agriculture for at least part of the year. Given the nature of a
migrant population, it was important to work through inside contacts and networks to

access this difficult-to-reach population and to establish credibility. The sample was

5 This research was supported in part by The Michigan Agricultural Experiment Station. Data were
collected in conjunction with the cooperative multi-state research project NC-223 Rural Low-Income
Families: Monitoring Their Well-Being and Functioning in the Context of Welfare Reform. Cooperating
states are California, Colorado, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Maryland, Michigan,
Minnesota, Nebraska, New York, Ohio, Oregon, New Hampshire, and Wyoming.

¢ The Rural-urban Continuum Code (USDA, ERS) was used to assess the degree of ruralness of a county.
The designation of “low-income” was agreed to be an income level two times below the poverty level.
Eligibility for social services such as food stamps was used by many states as an easy way of determining
eligibility by income.
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drawn utilizing a snowball approach. The interviewers developed the sample through
their connections forged in their community work and personal interactions, the referrals
of other community/human service workers, friends, friends of friends, and eventually
friends and acquaintances of other mothers. Initial contacts of approximately ten women
were made through information from one returned postcard and recommendations
through a community church and Family Independence Agency (FIA) employee.’
Additional referrals were made through the local church. Some of the women contacted
lived at farm labor camps, where they introduced interviewers to additional women. The
interviewers also made contacts by visiting labor camps. They would arrive at a camp
late in the day, when workers were returning from a day in the fields. Though they may
have come to a camp to pursue a pre-arranged interview, they would often find other
willing participants during a typical visit.

Most interviews were conducted by two principal interviewers who traveled to
labor camps and individuals’ homes together. One interviewer was bilingual. Whether
the interview was conducted in Spanish or English was left up to the informant. Some
interviews were conducted at community buildings, such as a local church. The majority
of interviews were conducted in women’s homes. The interviewers were struck by the
willingness of mothers to welcome them into their homes after a long, hot, and
exhausting day of work in the fields. Two other community members conducted a small

number of interviews for the research project. Both of these individuals were bilingual.

7 Though employed by the FIA, this community contact utilized her personal connections to provide the
interviewers with potential informants, rather than referring them to her clients per se. Like the primary
interviewer, this community contact has been an active member in the surrounding Latino communities for
many years, both personally and professionally.
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A small number of interviews were conducted by the principal investigator and myself.
Neither of us is bilingual.

A total of 43 face-to-face interviews were conducted during 2000, and 33 of these
original mothers were relocated by interviewers and agreed to participate in a follow up
interview during 2001.% Interviews ranged from approximately one hour to three hours in
length. They were tape recorded and later transcribed. Twenty-five of the 43 first wave
of interviews were conducted in Spanish, although they were translated into English and
transcribed. During July-December, 2001, interviewers spoke with 33 of the original 43
women. Eighteen of these second-wave interviews were conducted in Spanish and
fifteen were conducted in English. Since some women migrated back to southern states
early because of the effect of bad weather on crops, three of the English interviews were
conducted long-distance over the phone. All of the interviews conducted during Wave 11
were tape recorded, translated, and transcribed in a similar manner as those in Wave 1.

These interviews provide a particularly important source of information to
examine the way rural low-income mothers negotiate paid work in the context of welfare
reform. Few studies of low-income families and/or welfare reform have accounted for
diversity according to region, race/ethnicity, or geographic mobility in the form of
migrant work (for exceptions regarding race/ethnicity and/or region see Neubeck and
Cazenave 2001; Urban Justice 2001; Weber et al. 2001). I utilize the data from the 33
Wave I and Wave II transcribed interviews to examine the way this unique and

understudied population negotiate paid work within the context of welfare reform.

% ] only use interview data provided by the thirty-three mothers who were successfully relocated and
interviewed both years.
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Demographic Characteristics of Harvest County Informants

At the time they were first interviewed, the average age of the 33 mothers was
32.5.° This compares to a median age of 36.9 years for Harvest County residents (U.S.
Census PGDC 2000). Mothers’ ages ranged from 17 to 49 years of age. Only one
mother, a widow named Mercedes, was without a partner throughout the entire interview
period. Three other women were effectively without partners at one time or another
during the interview process.'® Thus, these two-parent families are reflective of Harvest
County in which 60.4 percent of the population (15 years and over) was married in 2000
and 34 percent lived in families with children under 18 (U.S. Census PSSC; PGDC
2000). Despite the prevalence of two-parent households among the sample, these
families remained low-income, with a household income of two hundred percent of the
poverty level as a threshold for inclusion in the study.'' Mothers had an average of 2.9
children at the time of the first interview. Some mothers had as few as one child and
others as many as six. Twenty (69.6%) out of thirty-three mothers had at least one child
age five or under at the time of the first interview in 2000. Thus, sampled families are
generally larger in size than the average family size (3.09) for the county.

Limited education presented a significant barrier to employment for women in
Harvest County. Seventy-eight percent (26) of mothers reported an educational level of

high school or less, and 19 (59.2%) out of 32 mothers reported that they had an education

® Age and other time sensitive demographic information in this section is given at 2000.

' Two women were separated from their partners for part of the three-year span of interviews. Another
woman was effectively separated from her partner during the first wave of interviews because her partner
worked and lived in a state different from that in which she and her children lived during the work week.
' The median household income in Harvest County in 1999 dollars was $35,307, with 11 percent of
families and 17.8 percent of families with related children under 18 in the county living below the poverty
level (U.S. Census DSSC 2000). However, since 70 percent of the Harvest County sample migrated to the
county for work on a temporary basis, they—and others who performed similar temporary labor—would
not be included in these statistics.
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of eighth grade or less. Their educational levels fall well below those of the county in
which 79.8 percent of residents have a high school equivalent or higher education. In
addition, sampled mothers said language skills were a barrier to finding work in their
home states in the South. Though mothers were not asked about their English language
skills, the number of mothers (and their partners) who chose to conduct their interview in
Spanish (17 or 52%) provides some indication. In Harvest County, 9.8 percent of the
population in 2000 spoke Spanish at home (U.S. Census PSSC 2000).

Harvest County is one of ten Michigan counties that account for 80 percent of all
migrant agricultural workers in a state highly reliant on agriculture (Rochin 1989;
Rosenbaum 2002). Twenty-three mothers (70%) represented this county trend and
regularly migrated with their families to work in Harvest County. These families usually
resided in Southern states such as Texas, Florida, and sometimes Mexico and migrated to
Harvest County for a range of months each year to perform seasonal agricultural labor.

Limitations of Rural Families Speak Data

The use of secondary data from the Rural Families Speak project limited my
involvement in the construction of the interview format. Rather than constructing
questions that address my specific research interests in the ways work is negotiated, I was
limited to analyzing and trying to fit questions which were designated with other
purposes in mind. Since Rural Families Speak is a large project facilitated by a diverse
group of multi-disciplinary researchers from 15 different states, the interview format was
necessarily lengthy and there was little time during a typical interview for follow-up
questions based on an informant’s responses. Further, since I did not conduct most of the

interviews myself, follow-up questions that I would have pursued as part of my interest in
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negotiating work are not likely to have been addressed in the depth to which I would like
to explore this topic. This remains one of the disadvantages of secondary data analysis.

Despite such limitations, the purpose and intent of the larger project is related to
my research focus and there are several topics and specific questions in the interview
format for the first wave of interviews that address my focus on negotiating work. I also
was involved in this research project prior to the first wave of interviews. Though I did
not personally conduct the majority of the interviews, I was intimately involved in the
interviewing process and conducted five of the first wave of interviews myself. Finally, I
attempted to reduce the limitation by conducting four interviews myself as part of the
third wave of data collection and use them in this dissertation.

SAPMA (Status and Potential of Michigan Agriculture)
“Survey of Children’s Lives in Rural Michigan”

Prior to the 1996 welfare reforms, the Michigan Agricultural Experiment Station
funded a research project to gain a better understanding of rural poverty and to assess
family and community strategies available for children living in poverty in the rural mid-
west. I introduce this project (SAPMA) because it provided the rationale and foundation
for the Rural Families Speak multi-state project that followed. Though I do not utilize
any of the original data from this project in my research, I did return to the same county
(years after the original study was conducted) to conduct interviews using a snowball
sample that began with some of the original SAPMA informants. Therefore, I provide a
brief overview of the original project here.

“The purpose of [the SAPMA] study was to better understand the circumstances,
contexts, and experiences of rural children and their families living in poverty” (Imig et

al. 1997: 70). The project stressed the importance and uniqueness of the rural context of
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economic stress with a focus on the well-being and school readiness of children. The
researchers utilized connections with local community agencies in a small rural school
district of a non-metropolitan county to formulate focus groups with direct service
providers and limited-resource mothers. They also conducted surveys and individual
semi-structured interviews with 30 mothers. In addition, they conducted a telephone
survey with 300 households county-wide. The data for this project were gathered
between October, 1995 and January 1996 (Wells 1999: 57-59).

Those involved in both (SAPMA and the Rural Families Speak) projects felt the
sample of the Rural Families Speak project should provide a comparative population to
the earlier SAPMA study. Thus, a Latino and primarily migrant sample was chosen to
compliment the predominately white, settled sample from the SAPMA project.

DATA COLLECTION
Rural Families Speak Follow-Up Interviews

To remedy the limitations of omissions in data discussed above, as part of the
third wave of data collection in Harvest County, I conducted four of the third wave
interviews for the Rural Families Speak project during the fall of 2002, including
additional questions and probes that focused on my specific research interests. Prior to
these interviews, I reviewed the original interview transcripts (from Waves I and II) and
added questions that complimented and expanded on an informant’s initial interview,
exploring how mothers negotiated employment. Since all four of these mothers had
returned to their homes in the South early in 2002 or had settled there, these interviews
were conducted over the phone. Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.

Conducting these interviews not only provided me with the opportunity to ask additional
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questions beyond the standard interviewing instrument for the Rural Families Speak
research project, but I was also able to inquire further about relevant issues that arose
from that standard interview format. The data developed by these additional interviews
provide important insights into my analysis of the first and second wave data because
these interviews enabled me to probe for information on negotiating work.

Since the original mothers were part of a non-random snowball sample and the
small sample does not attempt to generalize to a larger population, I did not attempt to
randomly select these four women. Rather, it best served my purpose to select those
women who articulated issues most relevant to illuminating how paid work is negotiated.
Beyond the informant’s original responses, the language in which the initial interview
was conducted further restricted whom I was able to interview since I do not speak
Spanish. Therefore, from the 18 interviews that were conducted in English during both
waves of interviewing, I selected eight mothers whose first and second wave interviews
addressed some components of negotiating work. I was able to interview four of those
eight women.'?

Delta County Interviews

During the summer/fall of 2002, I conducted twelve in-depth interviews in the
rural county. I chose to conduct these additional interviews in Delta County because I
wanted to explore how low-income mothers negotiate paid employment in different
contexts. Delta County represented a context different from Harvest County, a

restructured economy predominated by low-wage service work. Yet, the county still had

12 Some women from the second wave of interviews were unable to be located and/or interviewed for the
third wave of data collection for a number of reasons. For logistical reasons, interviewers other than I
interviewed some of the eight women who I selected to potentially interview myself.
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ties with industry. Thus, the county provided a different context of work, and, therefore,

a contrast to migrant agricultural labor.

Developing the Sample

With permission from the principal investigators of the SAPMA project (Dr. Jan
Bokemeier and Dr. David Imig), I began by trying to locate some of the informants from
the project to create my sample. I was able to collaborate with another research team
member from the SAPMA project, Dr. Barbara Wells, who planned to re-interview the
original mothers from the SAPMA project during 2004. Dr. Wells helped direct me to
those women who were categorized as low-income during their earlier interviews in 1995
and/or 1996. These women were the starting point for my entry into the county. I
contacted seven potential mothers, reminding them of the previous study in which they
were interviewed, and explained that Barbara Wells and I were trying to relocate some of
the women to conduct follow-up interviews. Only one of the women I contacted in this
manner refused to be interviewed.'? Dr. Wells and I conducted all six of these interviews
together in informants’ homes.'*

The process of conducting collaborative interviews was immensely useful to me.
Working with Dr. Wells, who was involved with and one of the original interviewers for
the SAPMA project, gave me increased credibility with families. In addition, her
experience and familiarity with the women, enabled her to ask follow-up questions that

were useful to my interest. Thus, doing interviews together provided both of us with

information we might not have discovered if we were interviewing by ourselves.

" Since Barbara Wells was doing follow-up interviews, she asked this informant if she would be willing to
answer a few questions over the phone. She agreed to the phone interview format. I felt it was important
for my purposes to interview women in person. Therefore, I did not speak with this particular informant.

" There was some overlap in our research interests, such as perceptions of welfare reform, job context, and
family/work issues.
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Not all of the women who Dr. Wells and I interviewed together are included in my
sample of Delta County mothers. The household income of some of these women’s
families had changed since 1995-96. Therefore, some no longer fit the category of “low-
income.” Although these women’s interviews are not included in my analysis, they
served as pilot interviews at the early stage of the research process. The women
interviewed also helped me to connect with other women in the county who might be
willing to talk with me. In particular, I had hoped that one of these interviews, with a
local hairdresser, would lead to other mothers who I might interview. I relied on Cori as
a community contact and used portions of her interview to address community and job
context, though she did not qualify as low-income and was not included in the eventual
sample.

These collaborative interviews with original SAPMA mothers comprise only four
of the twelve interviews from Delta County. To develop the rest of the sample, I utilized
a snowball sampling technique, beginning with the women who were interviewed and
their contacts in the community. At the end of each interview, I asked women if they
knew anyone else in the county like themselves.'* These women connected me to two
additional women. One of the four mothers told me about another woman, who
introduced me to yet another mother to interview. Though I initially anticipated that I
could find all ten targeted mothers through the original SAPMA mothers and their

community contacts, these contacts were exhausted fairly quickly. Thus, I began

'* In some cases, if the informant did not qualify due to income, I would use wording such as the following:
“We’ve talked a little bit about how it’s hard to find good jobs in the area. I'm really interested in talking
with folks who may be having a harder time than you are right now with that, maybe a single mom, and/or
folks that are having to work more than one job or are having a hard time finding work....”
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distributing flyers at local gas stations and businesses (see Appendix B).'¢ Although this
approach did not directly lead me to any potential mothers, in talking with one of the
attendants at a local place of business about displaying my flyer, I found someone who
agreed to an interview. She, in turn, connected me with one other informant. I met the
last four mothers through a community contact affiliated with the university.
Demographic Characteristics of Delta County Sample

The data in Table 4.2 provide some basic information on each informant. These
mothers are slightly younger, on average, than Harvest County mothers, with an average
age of 30.9 years. This compares with a median age of 31.9 for Delta County at large
(U.S. Census PGDC 2000). Though higher than the sample in Harvest County, the
educational levels of this group of mothers is low relative to Delta County, with 75
percent (9) of mothers having completed high school, compared to 83.8 percent of the
county population (U.S. Census PSSC 2000).

Low education levels can help explain the low incomes of this group relative to
the county in general. Half of the informants reported an annual household income of
$15,000 or less, compared to approximately 20 percent of the households in the county.
(Four out of twelve mothers [33%)] reported an annual household income of less than
$10,000, compared to 12.5% of county households.) The median household income in
Delta County was $33,849 in 1999 dollars, with 14.6 percent of families with children
under 18 living below the poverty level (U.S. Census [PSEC] 2000).

Whether or not a partner is present can drastically affect household income and a

mother’s ability to negotiate paid employment outside of the home. Moreover, single

' Since other studies (Bokemeier et al. 1995) have found that women do not like to be labeled low-income,
I decided to target single mothers in these flyers since single mothers are more likely to fall to the category
of low-income. 1 also wanted to include more diverse family forms in the sample.
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motherhood has been strongly linked with poverty (Pearce 1978). All but three mothers
(out of twelve) had a partner living with them at the time of the interview. In Delta
County, 29.1 percent of households are family households with children. The number
and ages of children in the household can make employment outside the home a
challenge to negotiate. The number of children in the home ranged from one to five, with
an average of 2.5 for this sample. This is fairly comparable to the average family size
(2.95) for the county (U.S. Census [PGDC] 2000). Seven out of twelve mothers had at

least one child age five or under in the household at the time of the interview.

Table 4.2: Demographic Characteristics of Delta County Mothers (2002)

Pseudonym Age Education Partner? Children Household Income
Sue 47 HS Y 2 $20-30,000/yr.

Liz 39 SC Y 4 unavailable

Tracy 38 SC Y 1 $25-30,000/yr.

Gail 43 HS N 3 $10-15,000/yr.
Abby 19 HS Y 1 <$10,000/yr.
Brandy 19 <HS N 2 <$10,000/yr.

Clara 21 <HS Y 3 <$10,000/yr.
Nancy 19 HS Y 1 <$10,000/yr.

Erin 25 <HS Y 5 $20-25,000/yr.
Jenna 44 SC N 2 $15-20,000/yr.
Ellie 24 HS Y 3 $10-15,000/yr.
Laurel 33 HS Y 3 $30,000+, R unsure

Age represents the age of the mothers at the time of the interview. Education is the highest level of
education the informant had completed at the time of the interview. (<HS=less than high school diploma or
GED equivalent; HS=high school; HS, SC=high school completed, with some college, but no complete
degree beyond high school.) Partner? indicates whether or not a mother had a partner living with her at
the time of the interview. Children indicates the number of children living in the household at the time of
the interview. (This number includes, in some cases, partners’ children from previous relationships. It
does not include older children of R who are no longer living in the household.) Household Income is the
estimated household income given by informants. Some mothers did not give an amount or were unsure.

In these cases, I estimated household income based on the wage information provided by informants.

Limitations of the Delta County Data

There are several limitations in my approach to creating a sample. Because I did

not generate a large and diverse sample, my data have certain biases. None of the women
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with whom I spoke were working multiple jobs at the time of the interview. I heard a
number of women and community contacts reference mothers they knew who had to
work more than one job, but I was unable to secure an interview with these mothers. Two
community contacts told me that they knew of women working multiple jobs with whom
I should speak but later informed me that these women said they did not have time for an
interview. In addition, I had intended for the women in the Delta County sample to more
closely resemble those in the Harvest County sample in terms of children’s age and
income. Although the four women who were part of the original SAPMA project had
children who qualified by age at the time of the initial interview, three out of four of the
children in these families were over age twelve at the time I interviewed their mothers.

Interviewing Process

Interviews were scheduled over the phone or in person. Ali were conducted at an
informant’s home, at her request. Because this study aims to reveal taken for granted
labors, I felt it was important to compensate mothers for their time as much as I could.
Therefore, I gave a $10 stipend to each informant upon completion of or withdrawal from
the interview (see consent form, Appendix C). I conducted all in-depth interviews myself
or in collaboration with Dr. Wells.

In contrast to the secondary data included in the Rural Families Speak data set, 1
created the interview schedule used in Delta County. I asked some questions from the
Rural Families Speak project interview formats and some questions from the original
SAPMA interview formats that were relevant to my interest in negotiating work. In
addition to utilizing interview questions from the SAPMA and Rural Families interview

format, I constructed other questions that focus on negotiating work. Since I conducted
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these interviews myself, I was able to ask follow-up questions (based on responses) in
accordance with my own research interests. Like the Rural Families Speak interviews,
these interviews were tape recorded, with an informant’s permission. I transcribed all
twelve interview texts.

After some of the initial and pilot interviews, I made a few revisions in my
interview format, including some note cards (see Appendix D) I used to ask about income
and education levels. These were included at the advice of Dr. Wells based on her
experience with the SAPMA project and mothers’ reluctance to talk about these topics,
especially in front of their children. Having the information on a note card allowed me to
simply ask women to look at the card and select a category.

Challenges in Eliciting Information on Negotiating Paid Work

Not surprisingly, asking direct questions about “negotiating work” did not yield
in-depth discussions of the multiple components in this process. Questions such as, “Is
there anything that you think you and/or your partner need to do or take care of so that
you can get to work every day or so that you can keep your job?” were met with
responses such as, “Nothing” or “Just get to work on time and do what I’m told” and “I
think there’s jobs out there for people that want them. They just have to go for
them...[and] be determined to work.”'” Similarly, when asked how she manages taking
care of her family and working Afra responded, “Oh I have to do it, and I do it.” Jenna
provided a similar response to such a question about managing family needs and

employment, “Well, I was getting a divorce from my first husband, and I had two kids at

'” Some women did think about the questions a little more than others and talked about the need for day
care. A few mothers also talked about the general need to schedule and one mother talked about food
preparation as a necessary step to be taken care of before she goes to work. Some mothers simply needed
further explanation and/or examples to answer such questions.
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home and had to do what I had to do.” Marjorie DeVault (1991) addresses a similar
experience in her examination of “feeding work,” another taken for granted form of
labor. As DeVault acknowledges, these sort of answers have implications for
understanding the meanings attached to paid and unpaid work as well as the invisible and
taken-for-grantedness of this labor. For example, women addressed questions about
feeding work with responses such as, “It’s just what you do” and “I don’t really do much
housework” (1991: 29). Such responses suggest a devaluation of the backstage labors
needed to get and keep paid work; it is taken for granted as something that people just do,
just should do, and maybe should not even take credit for doing. These sorts of responses
thus provide insights into what women think or do not think about the labor they do to
support paid work.

Accordingly, to gain more information about this process, I had to take less of a
direct approach and more of a conversational approach, asking about related issues and
components that I had conceptualized as part of this process and/or that had come out in
related conversations in other interviews. Feminist researchers have been critical of the
amount of power that a researcher has to define a situation (Gorelick 1991; Stacey 1988).
Nevertheless, like DeVault (1991), I examine discussions of related issues that I define as
part of this backstage labor as well as direct responses like those above.

In a similar manner, C. Wright Mills (1940, cited in Wells 1999) makes a
distinction between what people say and what people actually d<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>