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THE LOCATION OF RESISTANCE: UNDERSTANDING TACTICS OF RESISTANCE IN THE WELFARE OFFICE

Karen McCormack

The process is just like a pain in the butt, but the service workers themselves, um, they have a job they have to do…that’s their job to make sure that I’m not manipulating them or conning them, you know? (Angela Lewis)

I’ve had problems, not as much getting the assistance as the people that I got to deal with to get it…the arrogance, some of them just try to talk to you like you’re nothing…I hate going up to [the welfare office]. My mood can be alright until I walk through that door and you’ve got the receptionist, I tell you, I said if I wouldn’t go to jail I would probably leap back there and, excuse my French, just beat her down. (Alice Brown)

My grandma used to cry when she went down there [welfare office]. Did it ever upset you that much? No, because I can get nasty with them. I really can, because I feel as though if we weren’t on social service, they wouldn’t have a job. (Carolyn Barnes)

Angela Lewis, Alice Brown, and Carolyn Barnes all received welfare assistance in 1997, one year after the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Reconcilation Act (PRA) to reform the welfare system. Each of these women encountered representatives of the welfare system, receptionists, caseworkers, and supervisors, who at least at times treated them poorly. Yet in the quotes above we see very different responses to this poor treatment. Angela sympathizes with the caseworkers even while she is suspected of manipulation. Alice responds in anger, challenging the hierarchy between the recipient and the representatives of the system. Carolyn offers a fundamental challenge to the dominant logic of welfare receipt: not only does she challenge the hierarchy, she subverts the relation of dependency.

These three responses represent positions on what we might think of as a continuum of resistance to welfare discourse and bureaucratic practices. On one end of this continuum is acquiescence and acceptance. In Angela’s remarks, her own skepticism of welfare recipients excuses poor treatment by caseworkers. In fact, Angela acquiesces not only to the facts of the welfare bureaucracy, its hierarchy, procedures, and penalties, but also to the spirit of the welfare system. Residing somewhere in the middle of the continuum, Alice recognizes the personal affront and claims that she is not deserving of such treatment. She does not “beat down” the receptionist, but she does “get nasty” and in doing so articulates a claim to better treatment, a protection of her identity as a good person, citizen, and mother. On the other end of the continuum, Carolyn rejects both the facts of the bureaucracy and its spirit. In doing so, she utilizes an array of tactics designed to procure her basic needs and protect her identity. What allows some recipients access to resistive tactics while others are only able to accommodate the indignities of a system that places them at the bottom?

This chapter examines the resistive practices employed by women in the welfare office and examines when and how these practices may be used. Through a comparison of resistance tactics employed by women experiencing high and low levels of welfare stigma within their communities, we can trace the importance of social location and physical space for enacting resistive practices, even in a space that remains similarly constricting across locations. What we see in Alice and Carolyn’s accounts is the possibility for the weak or powerless to articulate an alternative set of meanings on which they can, and sometimes do, act. I want to argue here that a systematic analysis of when actors are able to access and mobilize alternative, resistant practices enables us to imagine the structural conditions that make resistance possible.

Examining these “tactics” (de Certeau, 1984), or “weapons of the weak” (Scott, 1985), requires attention to the mundane practices of everyday life. Everyday resistance practices challenge power and domination in an unorganized and often invisible way. These resistance practices are “conscious attempt(s) to shift the dynamics or openly challenge the givenness of situational power dynamics” (Ewick & Silbey, 2003, p. 1331). Rarely are these practices coordinated or clearly designed to alter long-term outcomes, yet they are more than simply momentary, disconnected acts. Barbalet (1985, p. 542) claims that resistance “limits the effects of power and in doing so materially influences the ‘conditions of reproduction of those social systems’ in which those resisting power have subordinate positions”. Resistance may not change the long-term relationship between the state and welfare recipients, but it does have significant effects. Barbalet’s claim that resistance limits the effects of power urges us to envision the full scope of the effects of power. For example, when a welfare recipient goes directly to a supervisor in order that her needs be met in the face of a difficult caseworker, she may in fact change the outcome of that particular transaction, but this does not shift her position vis-à-vis the welfare bureaucracy or the economy in any significant long-term way. Yet the resistance may do more than simply meet her immediate needs; by resisting the powerful definitions of the welfare poor, she may in fact shift her own sense of self as an efficacious actor, which may create a space within which participation in organized social protest may occur. While these tactics are unlikely to change her long-term chances, they certainly limit the effects of power.

In the case of welfare resistance, those most vulnerable to the operations of power face not only the deprivations of poverty and inadequate assistance compounded by an indifferent bureaucracy, but also the equally powerful constitution of the specter of the welfare mother in discourse. Discourse operates as a forceful field of restrictive communication rituals, one which positions both subjects and objects that operate within it. Welfare mothers are positioned as outsiders, poor mothers, and incomplete (dependent) citizens. Practices that disenfranchise the welfare poor can be seen from the halls of Congress, in which welfare recipients were likened to alligators and wolves during the welfare reform debates (Sidel, 1996), to the streets of the housing projects (“they call you welfare b’s, you know, B-I-T-C-H-E-S’s”, interview with author). Welfare mothers were scapegoated for fiscal and social problems at the end of the 20th century with serious implications for their identities (cf. Kingfisher, 1996; Jarrett, 1996; Rank, 1994; Rogers-Dillon, 1995).

Welfare itself is constructed within this field as constituting assistance not tied to work in the labor force (such as unemployment or social security), but assistance aimed primarily at women raising children (cf. Nelson, 1990). This distinction between assistance for workers and non-workers developed during the New Deal, yet the image of the welfare mother as lazy and unproductive became dominant only after benefits were extended to African American women and the American economy came to rely on the labor of mothers (cf. Quadagno, 1996; Solinger, 2001). This discursive field that constructs welfare and the welfare mother is “one kind of material determinant, influencing the course of people’s lives and influenced by them” (Haraway, 1989, p. 289; cf. Spillman, 1995 on discursive fields as limits). This field limits the possible meanings that may be made of welfare and welfare receipt.

While the discursive field constructs limits, we might also be attentive to the multivocality of the field, “the multiple meanings that can be conveyed and interpreted through any particular discourse” (Steinberg, 1999, p. 740). The symbols of welfare discourse, while not open to all possible interpretations, may be interpreted in a variety of ways by different actors. The women interviewed in this study, for example, strategically emphasize their motherhood as the primary identifier, deemphasizing welfare in the welfare mother construct. While the dominant interpretation clearly draws attention to welfare receipt, their associations of motherhood override, for them, the particular intentions of the meanings of welfare mother (McCormack, 2005). However, the discursive field also limits the range of meanings that may be made or employed. As Steinberg (1999, p. 73) writes

while challengers consciously seek to appropriate and transform hegemonic genres, they are always partly captive to the truths these genres construct. Their version of the truth, after all, is in part predicated on the veracity of that which they appropriate, and social cognition is structured within discourse. Challengers and powerholders thus never stand completely outside the meanings imposed by dominant genres and fields…

While Steinberg’s analysis focuses on organized social movements, the tension between the limits of the field and the multivocality of the symbols is an important component of the discursive field within which welfare is constituted. Put another way, “…people cannot develop oppositional positions independent of the categories of the dominant culture, even as they attempt to destabilize them” (Ginsberg & Rapp, 1995, p. 11).

This relationship between discourse and resistance is explained differently by Foucault, for whom engagement with the dominant discourse appears to make possible these “reverse” discursive forms.

There is not, on the one side, a discourse of power, and opposite it, another discourse that runs counter to it. Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the field of force relations; there can be different and even contradictory discourses within the same strategy. (Foucault, 1990, pp. 101–102)

By recognizing the category of the welfare recipient or welfare mother, by naming poverty and deservingness, these women are also able to construct their response and, sometimes, their resistance to these categories. Both conceptualizations of the relationship of power to resistance leave open to empirical analysis the questions of when resistance occurs and the forms that it takes.

Swidler’s (1986, p. 273) model of culture as “a ‘tool-kit’ of symbols, stories, rituals, and world-views, which people may use in varying configurations to solve different kinds of problems” has been employed in studies of resistance, with resistance practices envisioned as tools for responding to power. This may work as a heuristic device, but what we must understand is not only the tools that make up the kit, but when and where they are employed.

Do these everyday resistance tactics provide an organized challenge to the welfare bureaucracy or to welfare policy? Handler (1992) challenges this focus on everyday resistance divorced from traditional forms of collective action. Yet in these everyday challenges we see the expansion of possibilities for coalition and organized action. In fact, by attending to the specific circumstances under which everyday resistance occurs, we also begin to imagine that, like narratives of resistance, these tactics appear to circulate within some communities and not others. More specifically, women experiencing lower levels of stigma, those living in the inner city, tend to share not only stories of the welfare office but also oppositional readings of these situations.


METHOD

The analysis presented here is based upon interviews conducted with 34 women in Maryland in 1997, one year after the passage of the PRA of 1996, or welfare reform. To locate participants, I distributed fliers to educational and community centers asking for single women raising children and receiving aid who would be willing to share their experiences with welfare. I offered to compensate participants $15 for their time in participating in the interviews. After several initial interviewees were chosen from these sites, other respondents were located using an informal snowball sample.

I began the interviews expecting to hear a great deal about the stigma of welfare receipt, as the literature on welfare stigma suggested (cf. Jarrett, 1996; Rank, 1994; Rogers-Dillon, 1995; Kingfisher, 1996). While the women that I interviewed spoke of the challenges of raising children with so few resources, I heard very little to suggest that welfare receipt was stigmatizing in Harbor City. In their neighborhoods, women suggested that welfare receipt was taken for granted as those working were likely near poverty as well. The exception to this lack of stigma was in the welfare office, where these women recounted poor treatment and imagined that their experiences were shaped by the disregard and dislike of women on public assistance.

In order to explore this lack of stigma, I stratified the sample on the basis of location. Half of the women in the sample lived in very poor inner city neighborhoods in Baltimore; the other half lived in a more rural county about 60 miles to the west of the city, an area where the poor, working, and middle classes lived in close proximity. All of the women were receiving public assistance at the time of the interview and ranged in age from 16 to 43. Sixteen of the 34 women were receiving some form of formal education, most in the form of GED preparation. Furthermore, 23 respondents were involved in parenting classes offered either through educational or drug treatment programs. One cluster of women was also in a drug treatment program. None of the women in the sample were employed at the time of the interviews.

Twenty-eight of the 34 respondents were black and the remaining six were white, one of whom self-identified as Hispanic. Despite posting fliers in white, working-class neighborhoods, I was unable to locate a larger number of white recipients as I will discuss later. While the imaginary welfare mother is black, nationally white recipients represented 39% of AFDC recipients in 1993, black recipients made up 37% and Latinos (of any race) 18% (Albelda, Nancy, & The Center for Popular Economics, 1996).

The two communities in which I conducted interviews were markedly different in several respects. Harbor City is a mid-sized, older industrial city south of the Mason-Dixon Line. While 12.4% of the U.S. population had an income under the poverty line in 2000, in Harbor City 22.9% of individuals had incomes under the poverty line. As in most cities, poverty was concentrated in specific though large geographic regions of the city. There were many more residents of Harbor City who, while not under the poverty line, struggled to make ends meet. In fact, 44% of the population of Harbor City earned less than 200% of the poverty line. The poor in Harbor City largely lived in areas of concentrated poverty.

Middle County lies about 60 miles west of Harbor City. The residents of Middle County are, on the whole, much better off financially than those in Harbor City. The poverty rate for individuals in Middle County was 4.5%, in 2000, far below the national average. Less than 14% of persons fell below 200% of the poverty line, compared with 44% of Harbor City residents. There are far fewer desperately poor persons in Middle County compared with Harbor City. The poor of Middle County, surrounded by those doing a bit better, nonetheless live in communities that are diverse economically. Even those living in public housing projects go to school, church, grocery stores, and laundromats with their working and middle class neighbors.




COMMUNITY, STIGMA, AND RESISTANCE

In these two widely divergent locations, poor women’s experience of the dominant discursive construction of the welfare mother varied widely. For those women living in Middle County, their everyday experiences reinforced the stigma associated with welfare receipt. In the grocery store, for example, women were met with the disapproving looks and comments of others as they used their food stamps to pay for their purchases. The following two women discuss this experience

We get out to meetings outta here every Monday night and…we stop at a store to get like sodas and stuff to take to the meetings with us, and I had a Independence Card and I was in line one day, and…these guys had been waiting for a long time, behind us, and they said…something like…‘they need to let us get up there, we’re people that work for our money, you know what I mean?’…and they were really offended that we were in there buying stuff, on the card…(LaVonne Wells, 30-year-old black woman, Middle County)

I’ve noticed, with like the WIC program, now they have to get a manger to sign each check and get it approved…People look at that as a part of welfare too. And I’ve noticed people sayin’ “We got a WIC approval over heeeeere”, or they’ll say, really, really loud, “we got a problem with a Independence Card”, you know, and I think that’s just drawin’ unnecessary attention to the customer. (Jenny Mitchell, 23-year-old white woman, Middle County)

Food stamps act as stigma symbols, alerting fellow customers as well as store employees that these women receive state assistance, marking them as different from customers paying with cash or credit cards. Women in Middle County recounted experiences in medical clinics, banks, and housing projects that reinforced their inferior status as welfare mothers, rendering them vulnerable to poor treatment.

Women faced a markedly different experience in Harbor City, where they lived in perhaps worse material conditions with fewer prospects for jobs and a future free from poverty. These women lived in neighborhoods with others who are economically similar to them. While their neighbors may have jobs, they were likely to earn low wages, faced seasonal or temporary spurts of unemployment, and occasionally needed to rely on assistance from families and friends, even if they never received state aid. In community locations such as the grocery store and medical clinic, these women almost unanimously reported no negative treatment like that experienced in Middle County. When asked about their experiences with food stamps, the women’s accounts included surprise at my questions, countered by phrases such as “everybody uses food stamps” and “if they don’t use them now, they’ve used their mother’s, or their cousins”. For these women, food stamp use was unproblematic largely because they see it as normative.




THE WELFARE OFFICE

Despite the clear differences that exist between the communities, the welfare office provides a unique space, one in which women in both communities experienced frequent poor treatment. An administrative/bureaucratic discourse appears to dominate interactions within the welfare office, rendering community, family history, and other variables nearly obsolete. Shaped by the language of political debate and public policy, caseworkers appeared to position themselves vis-à-vis the non-working clients that they serve. The experience of the welfare office was largely demeaning and the women in this study imagined that the waiting, rudeness, and inefficiency that they encountered were deliberate. While an individual caseworker might be more sensitive, polite, and responsive to her clients, she was still required to follow the same bureaucratic rules and operate within a system that positioned women on welfare as suspect.

In her analysis of the interpretation of poor women’s need, Nancy Fraser (1989, p. 151) attempts to “tease out the system’s implicit norms and tacit assumptions”, which the history of the welfare bureaucracy clarifies. The current welfare system emerged as the bottom tier of a two-tier hierarchy of social programs. Social insurance programs such as unemployment and social security primarily served men and were based upon contributions paid into the programs. Fraser describes these as “masculine” social welfare programs that position their recipients as the bearers of certain rights. As such, these programs require less effort on the part of recipients to prove eligibility, are less intrusive, and generally lack the component of surveillance so troubling to many welfare recipients. Most often benefits within this tier are received as cash, positioning the recipient as a consumer and a participant in the market place.

These programs stand in contrast to “feminine” social programs, financed out of general tax revenue and administered by states rather than the federal government. These programs, Fraser argues, are characterized by humiliation in qualifying for and maintaining eligibility, marked differences in benefits between states, and usually impose heavy surveillance upon their clients. Benefits are mostly given in-kind, positioning recipients as clients rather than purchasers or consumers.

Surveillance, as a method of social control, is a powerful disciplinary strategy. Foucault (1977) and Staples (1997) trace the ways that surveillance has invaded the everyday lives of individuals in modern society. Welfare mothers are the object of more explicit and demeaning surveillance, as the techniques designed to watch them are premised upon an assumption that these women are suspect. Much of the interaction that occurs in the welfare office makes such surveillance blatant and punitive. Women who fail to provide required information (such as the social security number of the father of a child) lose benefits. The bureaucratic discourse that emerges in the DSS converges with an explicit desire to constitute welfare mothers as objects of surveillance, rendering them “docile”.

The bureaucratic/administrative discourse that emerges within the welfare office is heavily laden with assumptions that its “clients” are the imagined ‘welfare mothers’ that must be made to work, taught to parent and budget money properly, and regarded with suspicion as they are unlikely to tell the truth. The degree of distrust that marks the relationship between caseworkers and clients was quite high, according to the accounts of these recipients. Through their accounts of interactions at the DSS, these women created a picture of the welfare office very consistent with the political dialogue about welfare. The treatment that they received there, while somewhat varied, can be understood clearly if the caseworkers and administrators are seen as operating within the discursive field and are constituting their own identity in opposition to that of the women that they serve.

Encounters with the Department of Social Services (DSS) frequently left these welfare mothers feeling powerless and disrespected, regardless of their community, location, race, or age. The bureaucratic discourse of the DSS reinforced the discursive field shaped by the conservative policy debates of the 1990s. Since I did not observe interactions within the welfare offices, this analysis reveals the way that the recipients themselves understood these experiences and the effects that these stigmatizing interactions had on their identity.

Theresa Funicello (1993, p. 24), in her autobiographical analysis of the welfare system, describes the bureaucratic process associated with welfare receipt this way

Think of the worst experience you’ve ever had with a clerk in some government service job – motor vehicles, hospital, whatever – and add the life-threatening condition of impending starvation or homelessness to the waiting line, multiply the anxiety by an exponent of ten, and you have some idea of what it’s like in a welfare center. You wait and wait, shuttling back and forth in various lines like cattle to the slaughter. You want to wring the workers’ neck, but you don’t dare talk back. The slightest remark can set your case back hours, days, weeks, or forever.

While the women in this sample did not feel so afraid that they held their tongues, they faced the same anxiety, waited in the same lines, and experienced similar negative treatment by workers. The differences between Funicello’s experience and that of the women in this sample can largely be explained by calling attention to the fact that Funicello’s experience in the welfare system occurred in the mid-1970s, more than two decades prior to the interviews analyzed here. The welfare rights movement has led to a greater awareness of recipients’ rights vis-à-vis the welfare bureaucracy. Workers themselves are also likely subject to more surveillance than was the case in the past. While recipients are at the mercy of their caseworker in terms of processing their cases quickly, many did not hesitate to go to supervisors when they were not dealt with fairly. A greater awareness of individual rights has not left the poor behind.

One of the ways in which interactions with caseworkers were troubling for many of the women in this sample was an apparent unwillingness on the part of caseworkers to distinguish the deserving from the undeserving recipients. Through interviews with caseworkers, Kingfisher (1996) found that caseworkers assumed that “bad” clients were the norm. Caseworkers claimed that their clients knew how to manipulate the system and that they were lazy and unclean. The typifications of welfare mothers developed by the caseworkers resembles findings by David Sudnow (1965) that show that public defenders rely on typifications of different crimes and criminals in the process of doing their job, such that categories of crime become referents for social structure, conditions, and events. Sudnow finds that accepting the normative assumptions of crime and criminals is an important component of socialization into the job of public defender. This may well be the case with caseworkers in welfare offices. Certainly the classification of recipients as lazy and undeserving affects the management of cases and the treatment of individuals.

Emerson’s (1983) work on social control agents suggests that the treatment of clients is affected by the evaluation of the client in relation to the caseload, providing for clients that are able to clearly differentiate themselves to receive more help and attention. This ability to single out and provide help to clients, whether parolees, medical patients, or welfare mothers, must be understood within the total number of cases that are seen and the resources available to the control agent. For welfare caseworkers, notoriously overburdened with large caseloads and few resources, the ability to make differentiations between recipients is curtailed by the sheer lack of time and available programs. These caseload effects may explain poor treatment on the part of caseworkers that welfare recipients chalk up to bad attitudes and poor communication skills. In order to make the deservingness distinction, caseworkers would need to have resources to offer to those that might be categorized as deserving. Since the resources are scarce, few women are singled out.




RESISTANCE IN THE WELFARE OFFICE

A set of instrumental strategies was employed by women within welfare offices to assert power in interactions with caseworkers at the DSS. These strategies constitute fairly direct, active attempts to shift the relations of power. Despite the relative powerlessness of their position, the recipients in this sample seemed to have little fear of retribution as they challenged their caseworkers. In her autobiographical analysis of the welfare system, Theresa Funicello (1993) describes a set of interactions where recipients, no matter how poorly treated, were afraid to assert their rights, their fear fueled by their need for relief. The recipients in this sample showed no such reluctance, and while there was a difference between responses in Harbor City and Middle County, none of the recipients expressed fear of retribution.




LEAPFROGGING

Knowledge of the structure of the welfare office, combined with some education regarding their own rights, led recipients frequently to employ a strategy of looking up the organizational hierarchy until their needs were met. When a caseworker was unhelpful, or exceeded the boundaries of what recipients saw as an expected level of disrespect, they spoke with that worker’s supervisor. If they did not resolve the situation in a way that was satisfactory, they would go to his or her supervisor and so on up the hierarchy until they were satisfied. This was due, in part, to a sense that caseworkers were not as knowledgeable about regulations or that they were unable to apply the guidelines in the correct way. Supervisors were imagined to have more time and more patience to resolve particular problems.

I had to go above her to her supervisor. And she tried, I don’t know, when I was working and I was only making 7 dollars an hour…She took my check completely, the whole amount. And I was like, ‘How can you take my whole grant when you see that I have three kids and I have this and that amount of rent to pay?’ And she’s like, ‘Well, we have to go by the guidelines’. And so I went above her to her supervisor…She gave it back to me, but I had to go over top of her to get it back. (Barbara Miles, resident of Middle County)

I need my needs met and I have to go to you and you have to do this because this is your job. And when I don’t, I call her supervisor and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t like it…But you know what, that’s her job. Let her deal with that. I’m doing what I need to do, informing her of what I need to have done, or informing her that things are changing and she tell me, ‘Oh, I can’t do it right now. I’m busy’. I said ‘Fine, I’ll call your supervisor. Maybe he’ll have time for me’. And that’s what I do…He always has the time to take care of everything. (Carmen Diego, resident of Middle County)

After a mix-up case in which Tricia Shephard’s file was confused with another recipient’s, Tricia received a late night phone call with a belligerent caseworker on the other end of the line. After being treated with extreme disrespect, she

called the supervisor the next day, and they tried to avoid me talking to her, but I’m saying…If I couldn’t get her supervisor, I called on up. Just went on up until I got somebody that was supportive. (Tricia Shephard, resident of Harbor City)

Taking their cases into their own hands and getting their needs met were the stated goals of going to a supervisor. At the same time, this strategy allowed for a degree of control that is discursively denied to recipients. These recipients resisted the practices suggested by the formal institutional arrangements, substituting an alternative set of practices in which they were capable actors.

This strategy of leapfrogging, going up the hierarchy until a satisfactory response was received shows up in the accounts of many women in the sample. Women in low-stigma areas seem to use this strategy more frequently, though it is not used exclusively by them. An awareness of their legal rights seems to permeate the accounts of women in both types of communities explored here, allowing them to employ strategies designed to ensure that they are treated in accordance with the policies of the DSS.




TURNING THE ATTITUDE AROUND

One tactic designed to reassert power vis-à-vis the representatives of DSS was to reflect their attitude back at them, in the words of the recipients, “to be nasty”. This seldom yielded any desired change in the treatment that they were receiving, however, it helped them to feel less stigmatized and more empowered in their interactions. The realization that they were unwelcome actually pushed them into acting in a way that made them more unwelcome (cf. Goffman, 1959). “Being nasty” could entail changing their tone of voice, being very demanding, or directly challenging the caseworkers’ attitude.

If you go in there with a nice attitude and they have a nasty attitude, treat them like they treat you. Don’t be nice to them if they, you know, not showing that they have some class, cause some of them act real ignorant…(Carolyn Barnes, resident of Harbor City)

In responding to caseworkers in this manner, recipients challenge the presumption that poor women can be treated poorly and deserve little more.

For Tricia Shephard, whose 19-year-old son moved back into her home with his own young son, the presence of another person in the household threatened her own benefits. Her caseworkers told her that she would need to make him leave the house, and that only his young son could remain. Tricia and her son were very angry at the perceived attempt of DSS to destroy their family.

They told me have him write a letter saying that he was leaving. But I’m not putting my child out…He wrote them a real nasty letter saying that you all supposed to be keeping families together, not tearing them apart. He wrote them a real nasty letter and just like he wrote it, I gave it right to ‘em.

Responding to disrespectful workers is one way of reasserting power.

While none of the recipients in this sample reported responding violently to workers, some expressed the desire to do so. The level of intensity in the accounts of interactions between caseworkers and recipients are worth noting, since they appear to loom large for recipients.

I hate going up to that place. I mean, I dread it. It’s like, my mood can be all right until I walk through that door. And you got the receptionist…I tell you, I said if I wouldn’t go to jail I would probably go and leap back there, excuse my French, leap back there on that table and just beat her down. (Alice Brown, resident of Harbor City)

The intensity in Alice’s voice as she describes her experience with this receptionist is palpable.

Another recipient recounted for me an incident that had happened several years earlier that resulted in violence

Shavonne: You get some people that just go off in social service buildings.

K: What do you mean?

Shavonne: Some people just, you have heard about the incident where the man stabbed the worker? They had an incident where a man stabbed one of the workers down there.

K: Was he a client?

Shavonne: Mhm, he was a client. You know, sometimes the workers feel like (it’s) their money in their hands and you gotta wait for them to give it to you…It’s coming off of their check. That’s the impression they give you at times.

This incident from “5 or 6 years ago” was salient to Shavonne as an indication that others suffered at the hands of caseworkers. Most significant about this exchange, however, is the shift from noting that he was a client to a more generalized statement of how the workers act. From her account, this man’s actions seemed consistent with the types of encounters that occur in the DSS. I do not mean to suggest that violence is common, only that violence on the part of a client is understood and logical in the minds of some other recipients. For some women, caseworkers provide the most significant challenge to the positive identities that they have constructed for themselves.




CUSTOMER MODEL

Recipients also point to the interdependence of caseworkers and recipients to suggest that the negative attitudes displayed by caseworkers are misplaced. Caseworkers are, in fact, dependent on recipients for their jobs. Recipients reverse the relationship of dependency through this set of practices and thus challenge one of the elements of the dominant construction of welfare.

I feel as though if we wasn’t on social service, they wouldn’t have a job. (Carolyn Barnes, resident of Harbor City)

I look at it like this, if it wasn’t for people on social service, they wouldn’t have no jobs. (Shavonne Perry, resident of Harbor City)

This tactic was useful in minimizing the power differential between caseworkers and their clients. By redefining caseworkers as dependent, recipients were able to deflect much of the stigma that caseworkers attached to receiving welfare. Recipients saw themselves caught up in the same bureaucracy, and knew that their positions within this structure were less secure, but through the interdependence of all positions could minimize the differences between the two groups and reverse the trajectory of dependency.




LOCATING RESISTANCE

These three strategies of dealing with representatives of the welfare bureaucracy were not used equally by all of the recipients in the study. In both locations (Harbor City and Middle County), recipients frequently went above their caseworkers to deal directly with supervisors. The attitude tactic, however, was used more frequently by women in Harbor City. Several women in Middle County reported “being nasty”, but there were many more in Middle County that sympathized with the caseworkers and identified nearly as much with the workers as with other recipients. While these women were willing to go to a supervisor if their needs were not met, they would not express disrespect toward the caseworkers. Many imagined that this was precisely the type of job they might one day have themselves.

The customer tactic was used exclusively by women in Harbor City. Living in an area in which so many of their neighbors, friends, and family have had some relationship to DSS may provide one explanation for this. The tactic may “circulate” and become part of the way of understanding welfare. Yet if this were the case, women moving between the city and Middle County could arguably “transmit” the discourse from one region to the other. Since this does not seem to have happened, two explanations seem probable. First, this type of explanation does not appear valid to recipients who see the stigma of welfare as legitimate (those in Middle County). Second, because welfare is more stigmatized and that stigma is more internalized, recipients are less likely to talk with one another about their experiences at the welfare office. Harbor City recipients, I would suggest, were more likely to discuss their experiences since they saw the treatment and stigma as illegitimate. Since they did not see public assistance as deserving stigma, the customer model is consistent with their understandings of themselves and the bureaucracy in which they are engaged.

If we are to imagine a continuum upon which these tactics fall, we might on one end imagine the purely accommodating practices of the welfare office. This behavior would entail strict adherence to the rules as well as the spirit of the bureaucratic discourse within which these women are operating. On the other end we might imagine a tactic that resists the fundamental assumptions on which these rules are based. If we look at the tactics described earlier, leapfrogging, while a form of resistance to the caseworker, is in some sense consistent with a strict interpretation of the rules of the system. These women understand their responsibilities vis-à-vis “the system”, but they also clearly envisage the rights to which they are entitled. When their caseworker does not hold up his/her end of this clearly defined relationship, welfare recipients feel that they must “leapfrog” if they are to “get their needs met”. While resisting the hierarchical structure of the welfare office, when women enact these strategies they see their actions as consistent with the formal rules of the bureaucracy.

The practice of responding to rudeness “with an attitude” is not consistent with the spirit or rules of welfare, while at the same time it is a response to an equally inconsistent behavior by representatives of this state agency. While this tactic does not clearly resist the rules or definitions, it does reclaim the agency of the client opposite the seemingly impenetrable bureaucracy. By failing to accept passively the disrespect of others, the women who employ this tactic recognize their relationship to the caseworkers as antagonistic, a consciousness that may carry over to their relationship to the state but does not always do so. This tactic lies somewhere in the middle of the continuum.

The third tactic, redefining the relationship into a consumer model with the welfare recipient as customer clearly rewrites the rules of the relationship and reverses the trajectory of dependency embedded in the welfare discourse. Rather than accepting the legitimacy of a system that objectifies the poor and reduces their lives to a series of intrusive questions, these women posit themselves as active consumers, equal to those who are paid to assist them.

While they appear to rewrite the bureaucratic rules, they are also clear about their legal rights at the welfare office far more than at any other location. While these women employed these tactics to secure better treatment for themselves in the welfare office, not one woman went to a supervisor, admitted “nastiness”, or used the customer model to explain their interactions with grocery store clerks, bank tellers, or receptionists in medical clinics. By understanding their legal rights vis-à-vis the welfare bureaucracy, these women are also able to challenge the representatives of the system that dominates much of their material subsistence.




CONCLUSION

A clear pattern emerges if we map the deployment of resistant and accommodating tactics against the levels of stigma, the discursive context, that welfare mothers experience. Respondents in Harbor City and Middle County all employed the leapfrogging tactic, a clear instrumental move designed to procure their basic needs. This tactic is implicitly consistent with the spirit and rule of the welfare bureaucracy, and even women who see the stigma of the “welfare mother” as legitimate are able to resist their caseworkers in this way. As oppositional tactics become more resistant, however, their use becomes more clearly restricted to women experiencing low levels of stigma, namely those respondents living in Harbor City. Women that experience high levels of stigma, those in Middle County, seldom employ the most oppositional, resistant tactics. This does suggest that the discursive field strongly effects the constitution of the self, rendering some women more “docile”, in Foucault’s language, than others. The truly resistant voices are those located further from the center of the discursive field.

The greater ability on the part of the women in Harbor City to articulate resistance in the welfare office is due, in part, to the lower levels of stigma that they face. This, combined with the concentration of poverty in the inner city, leads these women to have a better-developed sense of the structural causes of their own poverty. They are able to see more clearly that they are not disadvantaged solely by virtue of bearing children out of wedlock or not staying in school. They are surrounded by other poor people, most of whom work, and they see that the lack of jobs, temporary employment, low wages, and the lack of affordable child care have disadvantaged their families and neighbors deeply. They have a far greater sense of group consciousness than do the women in Middle County, who appear far more isolated and self-blaming. This group consciousness, closely related to lower levels of stigma, facilitates their use of resistance tactics in the welfare office. Hollander (2002, p. 490), in a study of gender resistance, found that successful resistance “was almost always collaborative; it required multiple voices to challenge the status quo”. In Harbor City, the concentration of poverty and relatively low levels of stigma allowed for more collaboration in resistance.

The conditions of the inner city and the transmission of welfare narratives among its residence may also help to account for the greater degree of legal consciousness or rights talk among its citizens. While women in Middle County often feel frustrated with the welfare bureaucracy, they rarely employ “the language of rights in expressing their widely shared anger and frustration” (Gilliom, 2001, p. 70). Location and context may help to explain contradictory findings regarding the legal consciousness of the welfare poor, with some suggesting a pervasive legal consciousness (Sarat, 1990) and others finding far less (Gilliom, 2001).

Mapping the deployment of resistive tactics suggests that while resistance is often unplanned and unorganized, it is not random. In this study, the women who experienced least stigma, those with the strongest group consciousness, were able to employ tactics that resisted their treatment within the welfare office that the other group of women could not access. Their daily interactions in their own communities shape their abilities to articulate these critiques far more than did any difference in treatment in the welfare office itself. If we are to imagine a tool-kit of resistance tactics, then, we must be more attentive to when, where, and to whom each tool in the kit is accessible.
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