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It's the money... if you 've once had no money, and I mean no money at all,
it means something always ever afterwards.

Joan Fleming, The Chill and the Kill

... the barely educated; the illiterate; women—their silence the silence of cen-
turies as to how life was, is, for most of humanity.

Tillie Olson, Silences



Introduction

Living Poverty

Andrea's apartment is small and oppressive, with sagging and broken furniture

and an old and stained carpet. A tired lace tablecloth covers a small kitchen table,

a testament to Andrea's meager efforts at maintaining dignity in her home. On

the walls, pictures of her grandmother, her mother, and her daughter provide
the only color in these otherwise drab surroundings and represent three genera-

tions of women raising young girls—three generations of little education, few jobs,
racism, and unrelenting poverty. Andrea talks about her life, her community,
and her efforts to raise a daughter against all odds. Then she drifts off for a moment

and gazes through the bars on her front window. A police car passes her house
and those of her neighbors. She watches, sighs, and quietly murmurs, thinking
no one will hear: "This is about as poor as I can take...."

When we think of poverty in America, what is the image that comes
to mind? An old, dilapidated shack in southern Alabama? Or a rat-
infested tenement house in New York City? Both images are correct,
for poverty exists in the backwoods of Appalachia as well as in the heart
of the inner city. In homes across the country, poor women are rais-
ing poor children. Even though some seem resigned to their fate, others
rage in frustration against their predicament. Most are trying desper-
ately to move up and out and into a better life.

Most Americans do not know poor people, have never talked with
them over lunch, or shared their ideas about children, politics, or their
communities. This is partly a result of the growing insulation of middle-
class American communities from the pockets of poverty that are
becoming more pronounced throughout the United States. The likeli-
hood that people from different classes and races will mix in churches
or parks is diminishing each year, because poor people shop in differ-
ent stores, travel on different streets, and eat in different restaurants,
and their children attend different—usually substandard—schools.

3
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Because most Americans are insulated from the poor, they find it hard
to imagine the challenges associated with poverty, the daily fears of crime
or victimization, or the frustratiort of not being able to provide for a child.
They find it difficult to understand the courage and strength of poor
people, their drive to reach a better place and a better time. News stories
tell us something about the poor: "Record Number in U.S. Relying on
Food Stamps"; "More Children Than Ever Are Poor, State Study Says";
"Welfare Rolls Rise 6% in a Year." But who are the poor children, the
record numbers of hungry, the welfare recipients in such need? What
do we know about them or how they became impoverished? Is poverty
their fate for a lifetime, for generations, or for only a year or two?

Like anyone else, each poor woman has unique personal charac-
teristics and financial and emotional reserves, and a more or less sup-
portive family that helps her cope with her poverty. But the challenge
is great. Living in poverty and raising children well are tests faced by
more and more young women each year. Several women confront-
ing that struggle are introduced in this book. Although each has a dif-
ferent personality, history, and character, all share one feature. That
is, each woman depicted in this book is using or has used welfare at
one time in her life.

This book is about the reality of welfare, designed to dispel some of
the myths about the welfare population and to offer solutions to a per-
plexing American dilemma. It is not merely an account of numbers, facts,
and figures. It is not just a fact sheet of how many women are receiving
welfare this year, how many received it last year, which number is big-
ger, and how we should turn the tide. It is also a painting with shades
and tones. It asks how welfare affects people and how they cope, and it
offers some insight into living on welfare in the United States.

The women introduced here are not, of course, representative of all
women on welfare, for a sample of women as small as this one could
never encompass the complexity of their experience. But each woman
does represent a large group of women whose pattern of welfare use
bears certain similarities. Their life stories, told in their own voices, may
persuade us to consider needed changes, not just in welfare policy, but
in other areas of family policy as well, to enhance family life and to
provide real protection for poor children.

At a time when our national leaders are turning their attention to
welfare, it is important that we keep the actual conditions of poor
women and children in view and not lose sight of the fundamental
changes they need in order to improve their lot. Women's words, and
the stories of their lives, tell us something about welfare and poverty
and finding a better way.
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What Is Welfare?

Mention the word welfare, and most people tune out. Although pub-
lic opinion polls have consistently shown Americans' compassion for
the poor, these same polls also reveal antipathy toward welfare, a belief
that welfare simply does not work.1 Women on welfare loathe a sys-
tem that imprisons them in poverty; they feel that signing on requires
them to give up their dignity yet getting off welfare demands that they
jump impossible hurdles. People outside the welfare system have a
vague notion that welfare offers too much, that it is so attractive
women prefer collecting welfare to working. But the one thing on
which most people agree is that welfare is unfair to children. Welfare
in the United States lifts no child out of poverty.

Public perceptions of welfare have changed markedly over the past
several decades. Once a program that was little noticed by either public
officials or private citizens, welfare now occupies the time, energy, and
frustration of policymakers, newspaper reporters, academic writers, and
program operators. It is not that our attitudes toward the poor have
changed; rather, our perceptions of who is poor have changed. There-
fore, what we once regarded as a helpful program for destitute children
and their mothers has become a focus for public reproach. Few now
believe that welfare is helpful; many see welfare as part of the problem.

The establishment of the original welfare program was inspired by
Americans' instinct to help people in need and also to uphold American
values regarding family and motherhood. But somewhere along the
line, something went astray. Times changed. Now welfare upholds few
common American values. It does not encourage self-sufficiency, indus-
try, ambition, or independence. And it barely helps support families.

The Development of Welfare

The welfare state grew out of the tragedy of the Great Depression,
which began (though there were telltale signs before) with the crash

1
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of the stock market in the United States in October 1929. About one-
quarter of the workforce lost their jobs; many people lost their homes;
beggars became part of the urban landscape; and children across the
country suffered from malnutrition. Although private charities and
churches gave more assistance than ever before, the problem had
become so enormous that their efforts were thoroughly insufficient
to the need. In response to the massive deprivation, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt initiated government assistance at a level unparalleled
in the United States.

Several social programs were instituted during the depression. Some
of the more prominent ones were insurance plans such as Social
Security and unemployment compensation, designed to reward people
who worked by providing a safety net during times of unemployment
or at retirement. Other programs begun at this time were work-relief
efforts, such as the WPA (Works Progress Administration) projects that
helped build roads, theaters, and parks across the country. Programs
such as these served more than three million able-bodied men during
the depression.2

In the 1930s there was a group of people who desperately needed
assistance yet could not be expected to work. These were women with
young children whose husbands had died, divorced them, or deserted
them. These women, who had to raise their children by themselves,
were viewed as one of the groups commonly thought of as the "de-
serving poor." They were considered "deserving" because they were
caught in circumstances beyond their control. For them, the AFDC (Aid
to Families with Dependent Children)3 program was established as part
of the Social Security Act of 1935.4 Rather than help them return to
the workforce, women under the AFDC program were simply given
cash aid.

Reflecting the social climate of that time, women were not expected
to work and at the same time raise a family. In fact, women's working
outside the home was thought to have an adverse effect on children,
so keeping women out of the labor market was meant to protect chil-
dren from the harsh realities of the outside world. When the AFDC
program was begun, it was generally considered a pro-family approach
to a somewhat marginal problem.5 Caring for children was the over-
riding feature of the policy, which highlighted the role of women as
mothers and nurturers. Early supporters of AFDC suggested that it
would allow a mother to devote herself "to housekeeping and the care
of her children."6

Although public attitudes toward these women were somewhat
generous, the benefits were not.7 Some observers of the social wel-

6



What Is Welfare?

fare system suggest that one reason that AFDC benefits were main-
tained at such a low level was to create a deterrent to dependency;
that AFDC was designed as a temporary benefit to help a family
through a period of crisis. Although policymakers wanted to be per-
ceived as helping, they did not want women to become so comfort-
able on AFDC that they might turn down an alternative offer for their
support outside the government. In the 1930s, the obvious choice for
a woman was not support through work but the financial support of
a husband.8

With such minimal benefits, the many women who did not find
husbands were therefore forced to secure additional means of support.
Certainly some worked, although they were cautious about hiding this
from their welfare worker. During much of this time, the receipt of
AFDC was dependent on the suitability of the home and the parenting
practices of the women; working was anathema to good parenting and
so was considered grounds for terminating aid. Other behaviors in
women's personal lives, especially in regard to "appropriate" relation-
ships with men, were carefully scrutinized as well.

Welfare workers were hired to oversee AFDC mothers' behavior,
but outside the welfare office's observation, AFDC was given little
public notice throughout the 1940s and 1950s. By most accounts, it
was considered a very small program under the umbrella of the larger
Social Security Act.9 But during the 1960s, something happened to
change forever the AFDC program and American attitudes toward
women on welfare. Rather than quietly fading away or continuing only
as a residual program, the AFDC caseload began to expand. Although
unemployment remained very low in the 1960s and the country
underwent an economic expansion, welfare caseloads grew consider-
ably. By the end of that decade, almost two million families were col-
lecting AFDC.10

The growth in welfare in the 1960s continued unabated for the next
two decades, although it did slow a bit.11 (By the early 1990s, the
number of families collecting aid had risen to more than five million,
or about fourteen million individual recipients.)12 More women joined
the welfare rolls in the 1960s when the eligibility rules were broad-
ened and "suitable home" criteria were struck down by the courts.13

But much of the rapid influx of welfare recipients was, and continues
to be, a result of powerful demographic forces active in the United
States.

The 1960s and 1970s saw a dramatic shift in the composition of the
American family. More relaxed standards allowed changes in the family
to take place with somewhat less public censure than in earlier decades.
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For example, single parenthood became more common. That is,
whereas in 1960, 5 percent of Caucasian children were living in female-
headed households, by 1980 this figure had almost tripled, to 15 per-
cent.14 For children of color living in female-headed households during
the same period, the percentage increased from 15 to 45 percent.15

Today, U.S. Census Bureau reports show that approximately 30 per-
cent of all American children reside with a single parent. And among
children living in single-parent households, 35 percent live with a
never-married parent, and 37 percent live with a divorced parent.16

Divorce rates have also continued to increase. Between 1960 and
1980, the annual number of divorces tripled, from approximately
400,000 to nearly 1.2 million.17 In addition, more women, especially
teenagers, were bearing children outside marriage. Although increas-
ing numbers of teenagers reported sexual activity during this period,
the overall rate of teenage pregnancy remained fairly constant. The
rate of births to teenagers who were not married rose significantly, and
many of these "new" families joined the welfare rolls.

The group of women that AFDC had originally been designed to
serve were no longer visible on the welfare rolls. Welfare was supposed
to be used primarily by widowed or deserted women, but by 1961, the
proportion of widows among AFDC recipients was only about 7 per-
cent. By 1971, this proportion had dwindled even further to 4.3 per-
cent, and in 1991 it was a mere 1.6 percent.18 Although AFDC was
being used by destitute women and children, the circumstances of their
families had greatly changed. Over time, AFDC came to be used by
women who were divorced, separated, or never married. In 1950 these
groups represented 37 percent of the AFDC caseload, but by 1961 they
had grown to 57 percent, and as recently as 1991 this group accounted
for a full 88 percent of the welfare population.19

Race was also pivotal to the shift in American attitudes toward AFDC
women: To imagine that race does not still play an important role in
public perceptions of the poor is naive. In 1939, a few years after the
AFDC program was established, more than 80 percent of all recipients
were Caucasian. Twenty years later, about half the AFDC caseload
consisted of women and children of color, and today that figure stands
at about 60 percent.20 Before the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s,
many states' regulations regarding AFDC had been overtly racist, with
legislators and AFDC officials using the "suitable home" criteria to
exclude African American children born outside marriage.21 When
these criteria were struck down as unconstitutional and eligibility was
determined solely by women's income and assets, large numbers of
African American families joined the welfare rolls. As more and more
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women of color signed on, the racist attitudes that have always plagued
this country became even more apparent. The combination of race with
unconventional family practices (i.e., single parenthood) created a
climate intolerant of the problems faced by poor women and their
children.

With this shift in the AFDC caseload, unmarried mothers—particu-
larly unmarried women of color—became the most visible and con-
troversial group of AFDC recipients. Although the program's original
intent was to serve vulnerable children, the most noticeable recipients
of aid now were women whose qualifications for public sympathy were
rather dubious. Children still represented the majority of AFDC recipi-
ents, but their mothers were the primary recipients of cash aid. This
tension between helping deserving children through their "less deserv-
ing" mothers became problematic. Although the widows could not help
their circumstances, those women who had children outside marriage
had more choice in determining their situation. Public attitudes toward
single parenthood may have grown more tolerant with time, but not
enough that these women's behavior was universely accepted. In con-
trast with the early years of AFDC, there emerged more public criti-
cism of new welfare recipients than sympathy. Precisely because child-
birth outside marriage was viewed with a considerable degree of
disfavor, if not outright hostility, the shift from widowhood to single
parenthood may have been responsible for the change in public atti-
tudes toward welfare.

In only a couple of decades, women on welfare were transformed
from the "deserving poor" into the "undeserving poor." To the Ameri-
can mind, welfare became synonymous with morally questionable
behavior. Many thoughtful observers of the program noted that in an
effort to provide for children, the program may have unwittingly con-
tributed to the overall shift toward single parenthood in the United
States—a condition that most Americans found difficult to support.
One writer on the topic suggests that these changes in the welfare
population created a kind of "moral ambiguity"22 in our views toward
welfare; how, indeed, could a program offer generous support with-
out condoning the behavior of its recipients?

Family patterns and race were not the only factors contributing to
this change in view. Other forces were the dramatic shifts in women's
work patterns across the country.

This century has witnessed many changes, one of the most signifi-
cant being the explosive entrance of women into the labor market.
Until the mid-1960s, the participation of women in the labor force
hovered around 30 to 40 percent. After the mid-1960s, this figure

9
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increased dramatically, and by 1983, more than 70 percent of women
were either working or looking for work;23 27 percent of women in
two-parent families worked full time year-round; and another third
worked part time. In the early 1980s, 41 percent of single parents
worked full time year-round, and 25 percent worked part time or for
a part of the year.24 In light of these changes, new expectations were
levied on women on AFDC who might also be able to juggle work and
family obligations.

Welfare as Intended Versus Welfare in Practice

Over time it became apparent that welfare, as initially envisioned, was
unsuitable for modern families or contemporary work practices. Old
standards and expectations were being applied to families who looked
nothing like the original target group; the purpose of welfare as a tem-
porary benefit for families in crisis had become distorted by the grow-
ing numbers of families who used AFDC for long periods of time. Not
only did the public see this discrepancy, so did legislators. Accordingly,
in the 1970s and 1980s, on several occasions, public officials modified
welfare rules and regulations. Work programs, training programs,
educational programs, and various incentives were introduced to "re-
form" the system, all in an effort to make women on welfare look more
like other women in the United States.

Unlike the earlier deterrents to dependency, when women were
encouraged to find a husband to support them, public officials created
new "disincentives" to welfare, hoping to turn women away from the
public coffers. Welfare benefits were lowered, eligibility criteria were
tightened, and the application process was made more complicated.
Once on the welfare rolls, many women were required to register for
work or training programs and to try to find a job.

A fascinating aspect of the welfare question during this time was the
interplay between policymakers and the public. Several federal work-
incentive programs were attempted during the last three decades.
Briefly, the Work Incentive Program (WIN) was first developed in the
1960s, later replaced by WIN II, the Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA), and eventually the current program, the Job Opportunities and
Basic Skills Training Program (JOBS).25 With each welfare reform,
policymakers made certain that their efforts were well covered by the
media. Headlines such as "Landmark Overhaul of the Welfare System"
and "The Most Sweeping Revision of the Nation's Principal Welfare
Program"26 were routine after passage of the most recent federal leg-
islation (the Family Support Act of 1988). The excessive attention by
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the media led the public to believe that these new efforts would surely
move welfare recipients off the rolls and into gainful employment. Yet
all these programs, designed to help women move toward self-
sufficiency, have been notoriously underfunded, allowing only a frac-
tion of welfare recipients to participate. At the peak of the WIN pro-
gram, about 19 percent of AFDC recipients were actively involved in
the program.27 More recently under JOBS, funding has been available
for only about 13 percent of the eligible AFDC population.28 These fig-
ures, of course, rarely reach the media, and when they do, they cer-
tainly do not make the headlines. So instead, low-income women have
continued to apply for and to use welfare and do not appear to be
responding to public officials' generous offer of education and train-
ing. In turn, the public has grown increasingly frustrated with welfare
women's intransigence, blaming them for not trying hard enough.

What the public has missed is that with each reform over the past
thirty years, the basic premise of the AFDC program has remained
intact. The reforms have essentially been symbolic gestures: efforts by
public officials to look as though they were doing something about "the
welfare problem." In the midst of this confusion, welfare now has few
advocates and many opponents. Rather than thoroughly examining
the welfare system itself, its strange incentives and disincentives, the
idiosyncratic entrance and exit rules, people are quick to judge recipi-
ents for being on welfare too long, having too many children, and not
trying hard enough to find work. Instead of seeing the welfare system
for the mess that it truly is, the public directs its displeasure toward
the women on welfare. In some cases, these petty irritations have
turned to unchecked hostility. One example is a Milwaukee public
official whose antagonism toward all women on welfare became
apparent:

A proposal to sell the organs of dead welfare recipients has prompted
such outrage that some people fear it will undermine other plans to
solve a serious organ donor crisis. Milwaukee County Board Supervi-
sor T. Anthony Zielinski made the proposal in an effort to reduce the
county's burial expenses. Zielinski had proposed selling the organs
regardless of whether the welfare recipients had granted permission.
"If they can't help society while they're alive, maybe they can help it
while they're dead," he said.29

In 1992, California's governor, Pete Wilson, proposed a 25 percent cut
in AFDC benefits.30 His cavalier attitude toward the effects that this
might have on women and children was apparent when he noted that
at most it might mean that welfare recipients "would have less for a
six-pack of beer."31
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Sentiments such as these are common. Women on welfare have
become the targets of much public debate, and the welfare system has
become the dumping ground for the public's outrage over the gov-
ernment's inadequacy. Lost in the uproar are the real effects of pov-
erty on the lives of children: Children make up two-thirds of the wel-
fare population, and no matter what the faults of their mothers or the
welfare system are, they are the unlucky pawns of poverty.

Myth and Reality

After several decades of dissatisfaction with the welfare system and a
limited understanding of the complex problems that bring women to
the welfare rolls, most Americans have settled on a somewhat sim-
plistic notion of who uses welfare and why. These images of the welfare
population, often fed by the media, have created a one-dimensional
stereotype. But in reality, women on welfare are a diverse group of
people unified primarily by the fact that they have very little money.

What are these common images of the welfare population, and how
have they shaped our disapproval of the welfare program and the
people who use it? More important, what are the facts about who uses
welfare and why?

Myth 1: Welfare Payments Are Too Generous

Fact 1: Contrary to a common belief, welfare is not an attractive eco-
nomic alternative. In no state do welfare payments lift a family above
the poverty line, and one-half of AFDC recipients have incomes well
below half the poverty standard.32 1970 benefit levels have fallen on
average by 43 percent (adjusted for inflation),33 and in more recent
years, cuts in benefits have been severe.34

Welfare benefits also vary by state.35 In 1994, a family of three on
welfare received $120 per month in the state of Mississippi, whereas
a family of three in Connecticut received $680.36 (The average in all
states and territories was $396 per month.)37 Although it could be
argued that the cost of living also varies by state, the differences are
not great enough to justify these disparities. (Even though food stamps
should mitigate the effects of low benefits, the combined income from
AFDC and food stamps still leaves U.S. families below the poverty
line.)38 For example, if we assume that approximately one-third of the
family budget is used for shelter, the current rates in the Deep South
allot only about $40 per month, on average, for rent or mortgage.39
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But in Birmingham, Alabama, where AFDC benefits average $164 per
month for a family of three, the fair market rent for a two-bedroom
apartment is $417.40 Similarly, in New York City, where welfare ben-
efits are $577 a month, rents average about $719.41 These examples
illustrate that it is extremely difficult to shelter and care for a family
with such low payments.42

The public also fears that those states with higher welfare benefits
will act as a magnet, drawing poor women and children from across
the country,43 although an examination of the growth of the AFDC
caseload across states reveals that other factors are probably more rel-
evant to the mobility of poor families. For example, California's wel-
fare benefits are relatively high compared with those of many other
states. California also saw an increase in its welfare caseload of 42.5
percent from 1989 to 1993. Yet adjacent states with significantly lower
welfare benefit levels saw a much more rapid increase in their AFDC
caseloads. Arizona, with a welfare payment about half that of Califor-
nia ($347 a month versus $607 a month for a family of three) saw its
caseload increase by 90 percent over the same period. Caseload changes
in Nevada were much the same.44

A better explanation of the migration of poor families from one state
to another is the same as for nonpoor families: When families move,
they do so in search of opportunity and employment. The unlucky ones
who cannot find a job are those who turn to welfare for support.45

Myth 2: Most Women Turn to AFDC When

They Have a Baby as a Teenager

Fact 2: A substantial number of women (about 42 percent) turn to
welfare after divorcing or separating from their spouse or partner. A
smaller percentage—7 percent—rely on welfare after their income
drops.46 About 38 percent of those entering AFDC are unmarried
women who have just given birth.47

It may be surprising that divorce is linked to later AFDC use, but
the economic effects of marital breakdown for women are stark: One
study shows that after divorce, women's income drops precipitously.48

That is, it is less expensive for two adults to maintain one household
than to maintain two. In addition to maintaining a separate house-
hold, women's husbands or partners often contribute nothing to their
children's support. According to two experts in the field of child sup-
port, "About 40 percent of absent white fathers and 19 percent of ab-
sent black fathers pay child support."49

The earning capacity of single mothers is also somewhat limited.
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They not only must be both parent and provider (not to mention the
difficulties of finding and paying for child care), but their pay, once
they find a job, also is likely to be somewhat lower than men's.
Although there are various theories explaining women's comparatively
low wages, it is still widely recognized that on average, women make
only 60 or 70 cents for each man's dollar.50 Low wages, no child sup-
port, and the unavailability of subsidized child care all contribute to
women's reliance on AFDC.

Although teenage girls do not necessarily turn to AFDC directly after
the birth of a child, many teenage parents live on the margins of
poverty, using AFDC as a stopgap during times of crisis. Sooner or later,
many girls who have babies as teenagers eventually turn to AFDC for
some period of time. Cross-sectional analyses of the welfare popula-
tion indicate that about 60 percent of the welfare population are
women who were adolescents at the time they had their first baby.51

However, according to welfare researchers Mary Jo Bane and David
Ellwood, "The age of the woman when she began receiving AFDC
seems to have very little influence on the duration of her stay in wel-
fare."52 Instead, other factors, such as whether or not the woman
received a high school diploma, comes from a family living in poverty,
and is married, have a greater effect on the likelihood that she will
remain on AFDC for a long time.

Myth 3: Welfare Causes Families to Break Up

Fact 3: Many welfare critics have noted a rise in the welfare popula-
tion that mirrors the rise in single-parent families during the 1960s,
leading them to surmise that one (welfare) caused the other (family
breakdown).53 Credible research on the topic shatters this assumption.
Even though the number of children living in female-headed families
rose from about 14 percent to 20 percent of all children, the percent-
age of children living in families collecting AFDC stayed constant at
about 12 percent. According to welfare researchers David Ellwood and
Lawrence Summers, the numbers are even more dramatic for African
American families. During this same period, the number of children
in female-headed households increased by 20 percent, and the per-
centage of African American children in welfare homes declined by
5 percent. "If AFDC were pulling families apart and encouraging the
formation of single-parent families, it is hard to understand why the
number of children on the program would remain constant through-
out a period in our history when family structures changed the most."54
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Although many sociological and cultural factors have probably con-
tributed to the increasing rate of divorce, separation, and childbirth
outside marriage, it is unlikely that the availability of welfare has had
a significant affect on these family patterns.55

Myth 4: Women on AFDC Have Lots of Children

Fact 4: On average, women on AFDC have two children. Forty-two
percent of recipients have only one child; 30 percent have two chil-
dren; and 16 percent have three children. The remaining 10 percent
have four or more children.56

As common sense might tell us, the fewer children that women
have, the more quickly they are likely to leave welfare. With each
successive child, the cost of living and the burden of care increase,
making it more difficult to raise a family without assistance from other
sources.

Myth 5: Once on AFDC, Women Keep Having Children
in Order to Increase Their Welfare Payment

Fact 5: A growing body of evidence suggests that women on welfare
are less likely to have an additional child than are women not on
AFDC.57 In fact, one study found that women on welfare were more
conscientious about using contraceptives while on welfare, that they
were less likely to want an additional pregnancy, and that they were
less likely to become pregnant while on welfare.58 Other studies have
found that women on welfare become less interested in having addi-
tional children when they realize how great the financial strain of child
rearing is.59 In sum, there is very little financial incentive to bear fur-
ther children while on AFDC. Although welfare payments do rise with
the birth of an additional child, in most states, the average increase in
the minimum welfare benefit is only about $70.60

Myth 6: Most Women on Welfare are African American

Fact 6: The majority of women on AFDC are indeed women of color,
but most AFDC recipients are not African American. About 38 per-
cent of women are Caucasian; another 39 percent are African Ameri-
can; and about 17 percent are Latina.61 The disturbing feature of
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ethnicity and AFDC is that African American women are overrepre-
sented in comparison to their number in the total population. That is,
although African Americans make up only about 12 percent of the U.S.
population, their number on the AFDC caseload is almost equal to that
of Caucasians.62

Myth 7: Most Women on Welfare
Are Lazy and Do Not Want to Work.

Fact 7: Most women on welfare do not work in the taxed economy.
According to government figures, only about 8 percent of welfare
mothers work.63 Yet other researchers have shown that large num-
bers of AFDC recipients work—that it is impossible to live on public
assistance alone—but that these women simply do not tell the gov-
ernment about their outside wages. One study, conducted by Kathryn
Edin and Christopher Jencks, found that although four out of five
women in their sample of families worked, none felt that they could
tell the welfare office about their work.64 The welfare system has a
variety of strange rules and regulations (discussed in greater detail in
later chapters) that make it very difficult for women to be honest about
their income. If they work without telling the welfare office and if they
can do it without getting caught, they and their children will be much
better off financially.

In many cases, rather than being lazy, welfare recipients are incred-
ibly resourceful and busy women. Because they do not generally have
enough money to purchase services, the only commodity available to
many of these women is their time. One study found that a sample of
women on AFDC spent an average of about seven hours each day
managing their household, including cooking, cleaning, paying bills,
running errands, and caring for children.65 These women's behavior
was not typified by indolence.

Myth 8: Once a Woman Starts Collecting AFDC,
She Stays on Welfare for a Long Time

Fact 8: Long-term welfare use is indeed a concern. No one enthusias-
tically supports the idea of women fully raising their children on
public assistance. But the majority of AFDC recipients are relatively
short term users. According to researchers David Ellwood and Mary
Jo Bane, half of all women who go on welfare leave it within two years.
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Two-thirds of these welfare spells end within four years, and only 17
percent last eight years or longer.65 The unfortunate fact is that once
a woman has received AFDC for at least two years, the probability of
her becoming a long-term welfare user increases significantly.67

In addition, women with certain characteristics are more likely to
fall into the "short-term" group, versus the "long-term" group. For
example, women who are over the age of twenty-five, who have some
work history, and who have a high school diploma are more likely to
be short-term welfare users. On the other hand, younger women who
have never been married are likely to collect welfare longer.68 Although
these long-term welfare recipients represent a minority of the total
welfare population, their welfare use consumes over two-thirds of all
welfare dollars.

Because of the expense of supporting long-term welfare recipients,
there is much discussion about targeting services to women during the
first two years of their welfare receipt.69 But just as the first two years
of welfare use appear to be critical, so are the first two years of inde-
pendence from AFDC. Once a woman is off AFDC, the likelihood of
her returning is greatest in the first two years. Therefore, the longer a
woman stays off AFDC, the less likely it is that she will return. Slightly
over one-third of all women who stop receiving AFDC eventually re-
turn, but repeated periods on and off welfare do not add up to a life-
time of welfare use. Even when researchers account for repeated
welfare use, half of all women spend less than four years of their lives
on welfare.70

Myth 9: Children Raised in Families on AFDC

Will Become Dependent on AFDC Themselves

Fact 9: The theory of the "intergenerational transmission of welfare
dependence" has received considerable discussion, but until fairly
recently, few studies had analyzed the validity of these claims. Now
that data are available, we know that daughters raised in welfare-
dependent families are somewhat more likely to become dependent
on welfare than are daughters raised without welfare, but the differ-
ences are very small. In one study, more than two-thirds of daughters
from families highly dependent on welfare received no AFDC as young
adults. About 16 percent received some AFDC, and about 20 percent
became highly dependent on welfare as young adults.71 It is true that
women raised in families dependent on welfare are more likely to use
welfare as adults than are women raised in families never dependent

17



Faces of Poverty

on welfare—indeed, avenues out of long-term poverty are few—but
the relationship between the childhood use and the adult use of wel-
fare is not absolute. As some researchers point out, other factors, such
as growing up in poor neighborhoods, going to poor schools, and liv-
ing in poor, nonwelfare, single-parent families, can explain later wel-
fare use almost as well.72

Children raised in homes in which AFDC was the primary means of
support for several years are children raised in severe, long-term pov-
erty. To expect that the majority will experience substantial economic
mobility in their lives is a naive view of American opportunities for the
poor. Although most of these children will not be dependent on AFDC
as adults, many will live at or near the poverty margin for many years.

Myth 10: Most Women Get off Welfare
Because They Find Well-Paying Jobs

Fact 10: Some women leave the welfare rolls because they find jobs. In
fact, about one-quarter of them do so because their earnings make
them ineligible to receive welfare. But surprisingly, the more likely exit
from welfare is based on changes in family structure. That is, almost
half of all AFDC exits are attributed to women's marrying or remarry-
ing (30 percent) or to their child's ineligibility (11 percent). Many
women who leave welfare because of higher earnings may be moving
into somewhat marginalized employment. Few women get jobs that
pull them significantly above the poverty line, meaning that many are
still at risk of falling on desperate times. Because their employment
does not provide complete security, about two-thirds (65 percent) of
all women who leave welfare because of higher earnings eventually
return for a later period of AFDC use.73

What Is the Problem?

Given these facts and figures, can we conclude that welfare is a prob-
lem? This is where the disagreement often becomes fierce. Although
welfare is not a major drain on the public coffers, it is a psychological
liability that our society can ill afford to maintain. In 1994, AFDC cost
the nation about $22 billion in federal, state, and local funds—less than
1 percent of the GNP.74 Of all social programs, AFDC lags well behind
the more popular and costly Social Security and Medicare, and
although AFDC's caseload sizes have grown in recent years, cutbacks
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in the program in state after state have kept at a minimum the growth
in program costs.75

Social policy is designed as much to alleviate public fears and per-
ceptions as it is crafted to address clear and present dangers, and most
Americans believe that welfare is a serious problem requiring a com-
plete overhaul. Public opinion is, in fact, the essence of what drives
the AFDC program. Drastic cuts in the welfare program in recent years
have come as much because of public urging as because of the con- 
cerns of legislators and official bureaucrats. Welfare depends on pub-
lic support. Changes in public attitudes toward AFDC recipients or
misunderstandings about the scope of the program can therefore result
in dangerous changes for poor women and children. In addition, wel-
fare stereotypes define the users of the welfare system and leave poor
women and children without a voice. These stereotypes and the my-
thology built around welfare shape the public's understanding of
welfare as a "problem."

Perhaps the real problem, however, is not in our perceptions of who
does and does not receive welfare or how long people should benefit
from public assistance. Instead, shouldn't we be more concerned about
the fact that welfare is synonymous with poverty and that living in
poverty is what needs to be addressed? Living in poverty is not a trivial
event. It is not as though the have-nots simply have less pocket change
but will be all right in the end. Rather, the effects of poverty on the
health and well-being of people are pernicious. Poverty is not harm-
less; its effects are significant, long lasting, and sometimes noxious.
Mahatma Gandhi once stated that poverty is the worst form of vio-
lence.76 This violence is regularly heaped on children, sometimes with
sad and irreversible consequences:

• Poor children are more likely to be born in poor health,77 to die in
the first year of life,78 and to show signs of poor nutrition or mal-
nutrition.79

• Poor infants are less likely to have received prenatal care and are
more likely to be born before term or at low birth weight.80

• The rates of lead poisoning of poor children are so high that an
estimated three million may be at risk of impaired mental and physi-
cal development.81

• Poor children suffer higher rates of child abuse and neglect;82 they
also are more likely to suffer from accidental injury or death.83

• Poor children are more likely to have trouble in school, to repeat
one or more grades, to have significantly lower IQs, and to drop out
as adolescents.84
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• Teen parenthood is most often found among young girls who were
raised in poverty.85

• Long-term poverty has long-term consequences. The longer that
household poverty lasts, the more likely that children's home en-
vironments will deteriorate.86

• Poverty begets poverty. Children raised in poor families are more
likely to live in poverty or on the margins of poverty as adults,
thereby repeating the cycle of disadvantage for their children.

The experience of poverty has many similar features, most of which
are harmful. Some of the realities just listed may build character, but
on balance they are stresses from which all children should be exempt.

Children of all races and ethnicities live in poverty, but some groups
are affected more severely than others.87 According to one study,
"Roughly three quarters of white children never lived in poor fami-
lies; only one-third of blacks escaped family-level poverty altogether."
Using a nationally representative sample of children, the study's
authors found that temporary poverty was more common for Anglo-
American children but that among African-American children living
in poverty, nearly one-half were poor for at least five out of six years
of their childhood. The authors stated: "Many children and adolescents
in the United States today experience poverty at least occasionally, and
for blacks poverty is more the rule than the exception."88

Even though we know that poverty is harmful, public policy in
recent years has not been friendly to the poor. In many states, pro-
grams to aid the poor have been cut back severely, and AFDC, the
primary safety net for poor children and their mothers, has borne the
brunt of this retrenchment. In 1990 and again in 1991, welfare condi-
tions worsened in over half of the states.89 According to the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, in 1992, "benefits were frozen or cut in
44 states."90 In six of these states, the cuts were particularly harsh. Yet
the early 1990s were not the first years to see a weakening of the AFDC
program. From 1970 to 1980, the average welfare benefit was reduced
by more than 30 percent.91 Today, in the lowest-benefit state (Missis-
sippi), AFDC benefits make up only 13 percent of the poverty level,
whereas even in the highest-benefit state (Alaska), AFDC still leaves
families in poverty. Such policies are abandoning increasing numbers
of children and families to extreme hardship.

At a time when policymakers have decided routinely to balance state
and federal budgets on the backs of the poor, it is important to under-
stand the implications of these decisions for women and children.
Certainly, welfare needs reform. Most agree that the current system
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does little to appease the public and even less to truly serve the needy.
But across-the-board cuts will not improve the life chances of welfare
recipients, two-thirds of whom are children. When approximately 13
percent of all U.S. children are living on welfare and therefore living
in poverty, Americans may want to ask whether they can do better
for their most vulnerable citizens. Even though rates of poverty were
declining among children more than fifteen years ago,92 we have not
considered recently whether the current policies, which are condemn-
ing more and more children to poverty, are fair or decent. New poli-
cies may need to provide different services, standards, rights, and ob-
ligations for women in diverse circumstances if welfare is to rise to a
new level in the public debate. But minimum standards that offer
children a life of decency are imperative.

Women on welfare do not fit a single mold. Each woman's experi-
ence of poverty is unique, and her ability to cope is varied. Every fam-
ily has a distinctive story to tell about its own resilience, about its
struggles, hopes, and fears. The reasons that families become impov-
erished are complex; human life is not so straightforward that it can
be briefly explained and put into a single category. Poverty has a dif-
ferent face in each family, a different complexion, and a different set
of features.

What follows are five stories of living on welfare told in part by five
women and their children, to help paint a more complete picture of
the welfare problem. These portraits are drawn to add depth to a pic-
ture of welfare recipients that has grown increasingly one dimensional
over time. Each woman represents a group of women who use AFDC,
the various reasons that they turn to public aid, and their assorted
means of achieving self-sufficiency. By understanding the diversity of
the welfare population, it should become clear that welfare policy and
family policy must be redefined to account for these differences.
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Ana: Caught in Circumstances Beyond Her Control

From having a lot to having nothing is very upsetting. I lost everything. I had
my own business and I did terrible at it. I lost everything. I got pregnant first,
had the baby, after the baby I hurt my back a year later. Then apart from that,
I had afire in the kitchen. My baby got burnt and I got burnt. So, it was like one
thing after another and I lost all my money. I had a lot of money in the bank
and I lost it all. I've always done well with money. I just couldn't believe it.

Ana lives on a tight budget. She is working on paying back her credi-
tors, paying her regular monthly bills, and caring for three children.
She is not on AFDC anymore, although she was for a short time. Over
the past year she has received income from three different sources,
one at a time. First she was working; then she received AFDC; and
finally she obtained worker's compensation. Now she is working again,
and all her income comes from her job. In the process, she slipped from
working-class status to the bottom.

Her financial situation was not always this bad. For a long time, Ana
lived a carefree life. If her children needed new clothes, she went out
and bought them. If her car needed repairs, she took it to the shop.
She was well paid, had excellent health benefits for herself and her
family, and saved a few hundred dollars each month from her pay-
check.

But financial well-being is fragile. In the United States, families who
were once comfortable can easily lose their financial security. Once
they do, the shock can be devastating and seemingly irreversible.
Within a period of about a year, Ana lost everything, although she
brought on some of her problems herself. She made some very bad
choices about men, managed her money poorly, and miscalculated an
important investment. But the final blow to her financial situation was
caused by circumstances beyond her control. After a year of hardships,
Ana is now putting the pieces of her life back together again.
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Living on a Budget

Ana lives in a working-class neighborhood. The wood-frame and stucco
houses are small and well kept, each with a neat patch of green lawn
and clusters of bright flowers. Apartment buildings are scattered
throughout the block. It is an integrated neighborhood, a mix of Latinos
and Anglos. The cars parked on the streets are mostly American made:
Ford Escorts, Chevy vans, and GM trucks. Though few of them look
new, most are clean and polished. During the week the streets are
nearly deserted, a testament to the fact that the men and women in
this neighborhood work hard to make ends meet.

Ana has lived in this neighborhood, in the same house, since she
was a little girl. Her parents moved to this country from Mexico with
their parents when they were children, and this extended family has
formed a closely-knit community ever since. As a Latina, Ana repre-
sents about one-fifth of the welfare population. She is thirty-four with
blond hair and dark brown eyes, and although she has no trace of an
accent, she shifts effortlessly from English to Spanish when she talks
with her children or her mother.

When her parents first moved into their house, Ana lived upstairs
with them and her two sisters. At seventeen, Ana married Salvador,
and they had their first child. Her parents created a separate apartment
in the downstairs basement of the house, and Ana and her husband
moved in.

I got married and my husband said, "You don't have to work if you
don't want." But that wasn't true. It turned out I was the one work-
ing and he wasn't doing anything. He worked in construction some,
and he worked until 1975 or 1976 (about two years) and then he gave
up. He just stopped completely. He got his green card, and he just
decided that he didn't need to help me. So I ended up paying all the
bills and doing everything until 1982 and I just said, "This is it."

Ana's marriage had been loveless and unpleasant: Salvador had a drug
problem and would often leave the family for weeks at a time. But his
absences were more welcome than his presence, since he was not affec-
tionate to the children and he and Ana fought regularly. Salvador was
much older than Ana and had promised that he would take care of
her and their son, Roberto, but it soon became apparent that she would
be the family's sole provider. Ana went to summer school to get her
high school diploma and later enrolled in classes at the local commu-
nity college, but she did not have enough time to pursue her educa-
tion and, at the same time, work. Ana got her first job as a bilingual
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teacher's aid in an elementary school and began the lifelong chore of
caring for her children.

Ana has had an easier time working outside the home than many
other women do. One of the things that made her work more man-
ageable was the support and help she received from her mother. When
Roberto (now seventeen) was two months old, Ana started working
full time. When Lorena (age sixteen) was born, she took off from work
for about two months, and then when Elena was born—Elena is now
two years old—she took a six-week disability leave. Except for these
brief episodes. Ana has always worked.

In the beginning she tried several different jobs, as a teacher's aid, a
waitress, a receptionist, and a bookkeeper. But when she landed a
position at the Department of Motor Vehicles, she stayed. Jobs in state
government pay fairly well, and as a civil servant, a woman has good
benefits and a high degree of job stability. Before her accident, Ana
made $31,000 a year.

The work was physically demanding. She spent most of her days
giving driving tests to truck drivers, so although she could sit much of
the time, she was also required to hoist herself into the truck cab, clam-
ber up the truck's grate, and move heavy equipment. It was exhila-
rating to her to know more about semis than most men did. She also
liked being on the move, meeting new people every day, and she hoped
to continue doing this work for several more years.

I loved the job I was doing ... I kept getting this image of myself in
my late sixties, hobbling up on a truck. Can you imagine, a sixty-year-
old lady trying to get up on this tractor?

Whenever overtime was offered. Ana would take it, as a few extra
hours always meant more money in the bank. Although her attitude
toward working was instilled by her father, the primary motivating
factor was not the work itself but the reward. Money is a powerful
influence, and although Ana was by no means rich, she had the atti-
tude of most Americans, that "more is better."

After fifteen years with the DMV, she had accumulated several thou-
sand dollars in savings and was considering buying a house. But
because California has some of the highest real estate prices in the
country, just earning enough for a down payment is an accom-
plishment. Over the past several decades, real estate has also been
a very profitable investment. Many people have made fortunes on
California real estate; others have simply ensured greater financial
stability for their later years. Nonetheless, Ana decided not to buy a
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home. Who knows what would have happened had she done so, for
even real estate is not a sure thing. But she made a different choice
with her money, and that mistake still haunts her. It was Miguel who
told her not to buy the house.

Ana met Miguel several years after she broke up with Salvador. After
her divorce, she dated several men, but none of the relationships was
serious until Miguel came along. Once involved with him, she put aside
all of her common sense. Her relationship with Miguel ruined her
personal life; and it also caused her to lose everything she had worked
so hard to earn.

I had a lot of money and I invested it. I invested stupidly in a restau-
rant—a bar. I let my heart lead my head. I listened to [Miguel] and I
could kick myself twenty times over. He wanted to open a business
and I said, "No"; I wanted to buy a home, and he became kind of an-
noyed. And you know intuition tells you to do what you want and I
didn't; I did what he wanted and it just failed and I lost miserably. I
kept seeing green before my eyes instead of really sitting down and
doing my homework. I would ask my dad, "Should I get the bar?" and
he said, "Well, it makes money, but you really need someone who
knows what they're doing in there." So I would ask Miguel, "Well, do
you have experience?" and he'd tell me, "Yes, I was managing this
place from such and such a year to such and such a year," and I would
go back and check out the places. And sure, they were doing fine, but
they were franchises. That makes a difference. Because they are not
the boss. They do not make the decisions. They are told what to do.
There's more money backing them up and I didn't have that.

So I had a lot of trouble. It was just one thing after another. I was
running it [the bar] for a while and I had very nice clientele. Once he
[Miguel] took it over ... well, they looked like between street people
and ruffians. He pulled in the wrong kind of people and there would
be problems and the police would have to be called in. And then I found
out that other people had keys, and stuff started to disappear.

He's the one that helped bring it down; I didn't do it. He brought
the place down. I lost everything. I was devastated. They were gar-
nishing my wages. I lost everything. I kicked him out of the picture
and just decided to start over.

But it was too late to start over. Eventually Ana sold the business and
sustained a tremendous loss. Because she owed taxes and creditors,
she set up a monthly payment plan to set everything straight again.
One of the most important things she did at the time was to keep her
job at the DMV. During the two years when the business was in op-
eration, she kept her job, trying to work days at the DMV and eve-
nings at the bar. Then, when everything collapsed, she still had a stable
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income to rely on, and so her creditors were marginally tolerant of
her situation.

When Ana invested in the bar, she was trying to please her boy-
friend, but more important, she was trying to capture the American
dream. Like so many before her, she wanted to own her own busi-
ness and create something that was uniquely hers. But owning and
operating a small business is no easy task. Indeed, each year in the
United States over 55,000 businesses fail. Some of these failures are
due to insufficient capital; others are due to the incompetence of their
owners. Although Ana had capital, she was naive about the demands
of owning a business, and as she said, she let her heart overrule her
head.

Before she broke up with Miguel, she got pregnant. Because she was
a practicing Catholic, Ana was not willing to have an abortion, so she
felt that her only choice was to carry the baby to term. The age differ-
ence between this baby and the older two was great: Roberto and
Lorena were fifteen and fourteen at the time, and Ana had just begun
to think that her emancipation from her children was within sight.
With Elena, she had to start all over again. Ana loved Elena once she
arrived, but the added financial burden made her life increasingly dif-
ficult. She continued to struggle along, but in September 1991 every-
thing came crashing down.

One Day Can Change a Life

On September 21, 1991, Ana had an accident that changed everything:

I was on the top stair of a truck and my foot slipped off, and I just fell
over backward. I lost my balance. I was trying to break, to turn around
to fall on all fours, and I fell on my side and hit my head and back.
Two girls heard a crack, and I passed out.

Ana had split a vertebra and damaged three disks in her back. She saw
a chiropractor and then was sent to an orthopedic surgeon and finally
to a neurologist to determine whether there had been any nerve dam-
age. Her doctors insisted that she rest for a couple of weeks and then
return to work with "light duty." But because of shortages in staffing,
Ana's supervisor pushed her to keep at her old work. Within a few
weeks she was back on the trucks again, trying to do her original job.
Very quickly, the pain grew worse. Ana tried to increase her medica-
tion, but that only made her drowsy.

Her doctors also noticed that her injury was not healing. Then one
morning after a particularly heavy day at work, when Ana awoke, she
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could not get out of bed. Her back had gone into spasm, and she could
not move. When the orthopedic surgeon found out that she had re-
sumed her usual job duties, he reprimanded her, telling her that her
daily routine was "ruining" her back.

He said, "If you had done only light duty, your back would have got-
ten better." It's not your fault; it's your employer's—actually, it's your
employer's negligence. He kept pushing you." The doctor said, "I can-
not let you stay there because they tend to push you to do more." So
he took me off work in June.

All her doctors agreed: "They don't feel I'll ever be able to do that job
again." The doctors encouraged her to get out of the trucks and into
training for work at a desk.

There is no question that Ana was hurt in the accident. For weeks
she felt dizzy, and the pain in her back often kept her awake at night.
Many people might have quit their job when they realized that they
could no longer perform their required duties. But as a single mother,
Ana knew that she needed to continue working to support her fam-
ily. She began asking her employer to find out whether her job offered
any protection from her circumstances. Since her supervisor was reti-
cent to discuss her potential eligibility for worker's compensation, Ana
called a lawyer to find out her rights.

Ana had to fight for worker's compensation. Worker's compensation
is an insurance program for employees injured on the job. Employers
participate by insuring their workers. Some employers use private
insurance companies; some self-insure; and, in the case of state
employees, the state provides insurance. Each state operates its own
worker's compensation program, which varies according to what
occupations they insure and how much coverage they will give the
employee. Ana assumed that she would receive worker's compen-
sation, so she left work in June and waited for the worker's comp to
begin. Her doctors maintained strict supervision, insisting that she rest
her back, while the worker's comp still had not been approved. With
no income in sight, Ana began drawing from a meager savings account
and tightened an already constrained budget. Then disaster struck
again.

I was cooking one morning. I was deep frying. I cook a lot and I was
making chimichangas. The baby was close by and I don't like to cook
when she's around. She was playing with the mop and she pushed
the mop, and I turned around and pushed it away and then the phone
rang, and I turned around and then everything came over me and it
started burning. She got burned by the oil. My arms got it and the
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bottom of my foot. She was burned on her leg and on her arm and on
her face. I screamed and I put her in the sink, since it was hot oil, and
I put cold water and I got that dishwashing liquid and put it on us,
and so I got some of [the oil] off. I had second- and third-degree burns
on my hand, and my arms were just first degree. [Elena] had second
and first degree.

Ana and Elena spent a couple of days in the hospital and then were
required to care for their burns with special lotions and bandages for
several weeks.

In one year her business had failed; Ana had hurt her back; she and
her daughter had been severely burned; and she had no income. Ana
held a garage sale and sold all but the most precious and the most basic
of her belongings. But after two months of living on her savings and
the proceeds from the garage sale, Ana had nothing left. Her parents
tried to help, but they also had very little money to share. Friends
sometimes brought a meal or clothes for the baby, but that did not cover
the daily expenses. The shock for Ana and for her children was re-
markable. She could not quite believe that they had nothing left, and
her older children were even more incredulous. Frustrated, they
blamed her for their poverty.

My son would cry out, "Mom, you used to give us money for every-
thing! We ended up with nothing!"

As Ana tells it, she finally reached the point of surrender:

I was desperate and I realized somebody had to help me. [My boss]
was not helping me, so I went over to welfare and I asked them for
assistance. I said this is happening, I am owed money, but nobody
wants to pay me. This is the situation and I showed them. I had birth
certificates, I had everything. [The worker] said, "No problem," and I
said, "All I have is $37. That's all." Within two weeks I had money,
and I had food stamps a week after I walked in.

I Don't Belong on Welfare

[The people at welfare] were very helpful. They tried to work with me,
and that was surprising. But I didn't want to go in there [to the welfare
office]. First of all, I really thought I would be belittled. I expected them
to look at me and say, "There's a dork, good-bye. You don't belong here."
I just kept saying to myself, "I don't belong here." And I felt a little bad.
You really do. You feel real depressed. I thought people were staring at
me. And the people.... It was like they were very loud. I had this feel-
ing that they didn't really want to get out of it. It's almost like they were
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always going to be there, you know? No matter what day of the week
you'd go in there, you'd find them in there.

[The worker] asked me a lot of questions, but that was good. I don't
believe they police people well enough. They were very thorough with
me. I think they're very thorough before you get through the door,
but once you are in, the door locks. They were thorough, and they
were quick about it.

When I got the food stamps I stocked my shelves and put stuff away.
In fact, I gave some stuff away. My son's girlfriend's mother is on
welfare. And I tried to explain to her how to go to use [food] coupons
to get off the system and she was kind of like, "OK." Do you know
how I felt? She didn't really want to get off, and it's like she'll always
do the same thing and she'll always be there. I would think that you'd
want to better yourself and that's how I am, I want to better myself,
but she seems like she's stuck.

From the moment Ana got on welfare, she began looking forward to
the day that she would get off it. She felt that it was not right to be
taking welfare when she was supposed to be getting worker's com-
pensation. And she did not feel good about worker's comp, either,
except that she knew that it, too, would last for only a limited time
before she had to go back to work. Ana's feelings for other women on
welfare ranged from anger to disdain. Although the women she saw
at the welfare office were in different situations, she always focused
on the few that she was sure were abusing the system.

I went to this one class for Medi-Cal and the people that were there,
it was almost unreal. They were very intelligent, you could tell they
didn't belong there. At the time, even listening to them speak, you
could tell that the husband just sort of walked off and left them, left
them with these children. And you could understand why they were
there. But there were other people there—there was one lady, she had
nine children, all different fathers and she was ready to go out there
and have another one.

ft is not just middle-class working America that resents women on"
AFDC. As David Ellwood, a prominent welfare researcher, states,
"Everyone hates welfare." People not on welfare hate it because of the
numerous abuses and inequities built into the system. But there is
derision from people on the inside as well: Welfare mothers themselves
have tremendous animosity toward other women in similar situations.
Their feelings toward other welfare recipients usually focus on their
behavior.

The women in this study almost always distanced themselves from
"other welfare mothers," variously describing them as lazy, disorga-

30



Ana: Caught in Circumstances Beyond Her Control

nized, and dirty. Many of the women noticed the number of the other
recipients' children, remarked on the number of fathers of these chil-
dren, and commented about the children's behavior and dress. Ana
was no exception: She claimed a moral high ground the day she walked
into the welfare office.

Nonetheless, her own behavior was not beyond reproach. One can
imagine the feelings of the other women when they saw Ana filling
out her application. She was probably well dressed, her hair curled and
her nails polished. She held her head very carefully because of the pain
in her back, but otherwise she probably looked as though she really
did not need or deserve much help. Ana did not bring her children
with her to the AFDC office that day, but had she done so, the other
women would have found another reason to judge her behavior. Ana
has three children with two different fathers. Her life would have been
far easier if she had not become pregnant with her third child.

Ana was quick to criticize the woman with nine children and sev-
eral different fathers, but what if the woman had five children? Or
three? At what point and under what circumstances would Ana con-
sider this woman's behavior to be acceptable? In a country as diverse
as the United States, there are few standard patterns of family prac-
tice. Some families with three or more children may manage quite
well, Whereas others with only one child may struggle. Although Ana
rationalized the choices she made, she was not exempt from others'
blame.

Most people rationalize their behavior because life is challenging and
people's choices in life can take them in many directions. People regu-
larly make mistakes, and some people's are worse than others. Our
judgment of the actions of others often is swift, and we often claim
that our choices are wiser. Many of the women that Ana was so quick
to judge on that day in the welfare office were watching her with equal
skepticism.

Most of the women in this study remembered the first day they
applied for AFDC and the other applicants in the office. Many had
intense feelings about applying for welfare, yet their need for money
overcame their feelings for "those kinds of women." By accepting
AFDC, they too became one of "those women," even though they
fought against the characterization.

Before Ana began receiving welfare, she had the same aversion to
it that people outside the system feel. American attitudes toward wel-
fare are driven in part by the fact that most women turn to welfare
because of a combination of income problems and personal problems.
If the problem were only one of money, the public would be far more
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sympathetic. But most women are on welfare because of a miscalcu-
lation in judgment or a mistaken emotion. Women are not simply
victims of an unfeeling labor market or a harsh employer: Fewer than
one in five welfare recipients are drawn to AFDC because of a prob-
lem related to employment. Instead, the plight of AFDC recipients can
almost always be traced back to an unplanned pregnancy, a bad or
abusive relationship, or a history of pathology or neglect that could
not be avoided. More than 70 percent of women on welfare ask for
aid because of either the birth of a child or a separation or divorce from
their partner. Other women may believe that if they were placed in
the same circumstances, their choices would be better, smarter, and
more carefully planned. But their choices are often determined by
circumstances that cannot be controlled. A more appropriate view
would be one that recognizes the vagaries of life's circumstances.
"There, but for the grace of God go I" is perhaps closer to the truth.

The Fragility of American Prosperity

Most people believe in the American economic myth. In essence, this
myth is that if one finds a job and works hard, one will prosper. If an
ordinary person were asked to draw a line on a chart tracing the eco-
nomic experience for most families, he or she would draw a line from
the bottom left-hand corner up to the upper right-hand corner. The
line would not be horizontal, implying a constant standard of living
over a lifetime, nor would the line dip until, perhaps at age sixty-five,
it reached retirement. Instead, most of us believe that income is stable
and that each year brings modest but progressive improvements (bar-
ring major economic upheavals such as a severe depression). But a
study conducted by Greg Duncan discovered a different pattern of lines.

Duncan began his study in 1968, and it covered more than five thou-
sand American families. The sample was representative of the Ameri-
can population, with slightly more low-income families participating in
the study. Each year researchers contact this group to ask them a series
of questions about their income and the composition and stability of their
families. After the first ten years of collecting data, Duncan reviewed his
findings. He discovered great volatility in family income and a constantly
changing standard of living, thus pointing to the fragility of the workforce
and the potential instability of income for every American family.

When we compare the economic position of the population in two
years, 1971 and 1978, we find a remarkable amount of change at all
income levels. Of those who were either at the top or at the bottom
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levels in 1971, only about half had remained in those relative posi-
tions in 1978. . . . Family income mobility is pervasive at all income
levels. Income mobility in the top income quintile (the top one-fifth
of the population) was as great as it was at the bottom.

Duncan has continued to study this population over time and regu-
larly finds similar results. Family income can change rapidly, but dips
in family income are less likely to occur as a result of unemployment
or disability than as a result of changes in family composition. That is,
women like Ana, whose crisis of poverty was caused mainly by the
collapse of her business and then her accident, are typical of about one-
fifth of poverty cases. Duncan notes, "[T]he single most important
factor accounting for changes in family well-being was a fundamental
change in family structure: divorce, death, marriage, birth, or a child
leaving home. In other words, changes in the economic status of fami-
lies are linked inextricably to changes in the composition of families
themselves."

The financial mobility to which Duncan refers dispels some of the
myths about the robustness of family income. Moreover it points to a
weakness in the American system of public aid. We provide fairly gen-
erous assistance to those whose fate is linked to a dip in the economy
or a weak attachment to the labor market. Social Security is a good
example of a social insurance program that offers fairly liberal assis-
tance to those people whose attachment to the labor market has been
strong. Unemployment insurance is not generally considered extrava-
gant—depending on the state in which one lives, benefits may replace
from 28 to 45 percent of average weekly wages—but when the over-
all economy falters and unemployment is high, public officials are
often quick to recommend expanding coverage for eligible recipients.
Worker's compensation is another example of an insurance program
that, depending on the state and one's personal circumstances, may
provide a modicum of comfort for eligible workers. Ana received about
$1,800 a month during the four months she was off work because of
her back injury. If she had not had such huge bills connected with her
failed business, she would have been quite comfortable.

Insurance programs such as these are certainly justified. A system
of aid that protects workers from a capricious market is, at a minimum,
a decent gesture. But the welfare state is a divided system: One part is
generally thought of as a system of "social insurance" in which work-
ers are given basic protection from the market. The other category of
public assistance is less generous, both financially and philosophically,
as it is given to people whose economic plight can be traced back to
individual decisions about the makeup of their family. If Duncan's
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characterization of family income is correct, it suggests that our sys-
tem of public assistance is the least friendly to those who are most likely
to need support.

Ana was lucky to have weathered the difficulties brought about by
her divorce and later by the birth of her third child. Certainly, the
addition of another child put a strain on finances, but because her job
was secure, she was able to survive. In Ana's case, the "insurance pro-
gram" designed to protect her against the uncertainty of illness or dis-
ability on the job failed for a time, and it was because of this failure in
the system that she eventually had to turn to welfare.

Managing Poverty

Welfare meant poverty for Ana, as it does for virtually everyone. Pub-
lic assistance such as AFDC is a "means-tested" program that demands
strict attention to eligibility based on income and assets. Ana no longer
had an income, and she had sold all her assets in order to survive. The
stress was hard on her family. Ana was in constant pain from her back
injury and wondered when or even if she would be able to return to
work. Conversations with her employer were not comforting either,
as he encouraged her to find other employment. And if she were to
return to work, it was not clear what she would be doing. She was
not eager to return to the trucks, simply because of the movements
required. But she was also unsure about her abilities as an indoor
worker. Would the DMV retrain her? Would it give her a few weeks
to make the transition? Would she be forced to return to her previous
job?

The strain that Ana felt spread to the rest of her family. It was not
just the lack of money, but also the disparity between where they were
before the accident and where they were afterward. Ana's problem
was not so much one of absolute poverty—although she had very little
money—as one of relative poverty. Ana and her children knew they
were missing out on comforts to which they had grown accustomed.

The difference between absolute and relative poverty is an impor-
tant one. Certainly, most families in the United States do not experi-
ence the kind of desperate poverty seen in many Third World coun-
tries. Except for the homeless and the most indigent, families living in
poverty in the United States still have simple amenities such as indoor
plumbing, shelter, and food. But the disparity between the rich and
the poor grows wider each year; the cost of buying shelter (as a per-
centage of total income) has risen considerably; and the amount of
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money deemed necessary for average Americans to live on continues
to outpace welfare benefits. It is now well known that during the 1980s,
the rich prospered to a greater degree than any other class did, thus
widening the chasm between rich and poor. In addition, according to
a recent Gallup poll, most Americans believe that it is unreasonable to
expect families to provide for their children on an income that is below
the poverty line. These same respondents also noted that the poverty
line should be set at least 24 percent above its current level.

In spite of Ana's "new poverty," she and her children managed re-
markably well, although their misfortune did take an emotional toll
on the family. Disaster struck one too many times, and the family
members had become numbed. Elena was too young to realize what
had happened, but Roberto and Lorena were hit hard. Ana decided to
talk to them candidly about their situation.

I sat them down and explained to them. I said, "This is my paycheck."
I showed them [the welfare check], and they looked at me with shock.
That pushed my son to work harder and to get a better job. My daugh-
ter, she went in the opposite direction. She got depressed. Her grades
went down in school, and she didn't do well. And her attitude was
like, "I don't care." And in high school, as long as you do well, you
can work. So until she brings her grades up, she can't go out and get
a job. And so it was like a Catch-22, because she's trying to get a job,
but they wouldn't allow her until she brought her grades up. And so
it dawned on her finally, so during the summer there was a big change
in her. She went back to school and she did summer school and she
started hanging around with a different crowd of people, a different
type of friends.

It was very hard for them. In fact, my son said, "I used to say, I need
$ 100 and you'd say "OK," and now to get $5 from you it's like pulling
teeth." The older kids, they tend to want to shop at the better stores.
I used to have a bad habit of running to the store with them to shop
before school started [in the fall], but we had to economize. I told them
they would get $200 for the whole year [for clothes] and that would
be it. It's hard because they just don't know what's good for them, but
I think it teaches them. My son got it right away. He began to econo-
mize and buy cheaper things.

Roberto got a job in a local warehouse and tried to help the family. He
could not afford much, since he was also enrolled in a local business
college that was very expensive. Except for his food, however, Roberto
was essentially on his own. In that year he grew from an adolescent
into a young man and began making plans to move out on his own.
Although his relationship with his girlfriend was very serious—that
did not change—their enthusiasm to have a baby right away dimin-
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ished considerably during that year. Roberto now knows firsthand the
difficulties of providing for a family.

Ana tried to teach her children new skills during that period. They
often had long talks together as they devised their coping strategies,
and she thinks of that period as a time of growth for herself and her
children. Although Ana gave her children greater responsibility for
managing their own money, she still had to oversee all the other fam-
ily expenses. During the time that she collected welfare, she consid-
ered the areas in which she could cut back. First, of course, was enter-
tainment. Although Ana had gone out with friends on weekends quite
a lot before, that was the first activity to go. Next came restaurants.
Eating out was a luxury, but with no income, that, too, had to go. She
stopped buying clothes altogether for herself and started searching out
garage sales for Elena's clothes and toys. Ana quickly realized that the
one household expense she could control was her food bill. She had
not been a coupon clipper before, as the task requires a degree of or-
ganization she rarely brought with her to the grocery store. But all that
changed. Ana suddenly had time on her hands. While she watched
TV in the evenings, she would rummage through newspapers and
magazines and clip out coupons.

I do it about three times a week and then Sundays. I do it when I'm
watching TV or just sitting there talking to my mom. It doesn't take
me that long; it's not that time-consuming. I ordered this box to keep
them organized. They are [organized] by product: baby foods, baby
items, pet food, housewares. . . .

Some of the stores will take multiple coupons. Some of them won't.
You have to watch, if they see you too often they're like, "you're the
one ..." so you have to switch stores, but it doesn't say on the coupon
that it's against the rules. And you can use expired coupons and they
don't tell you this. But I asked one of the store managers, and you can
use expired coupons for up to a year after the date. Even Kmart takes
coupons. A lot of people don't know that.

Double coupons and triple coupons are the best. Like when
Halloween's coming up, candy is $1.29 a bag, but if you've got a 50
cent coupon and then you double it, then your Halloween candy's only
$0.29. When Halloween comes around, then you have all this candy
and the kids love your house because you've got a whole bunch of
candy and they don't even know where to start.

You have to have a list. I don't like to go into stores and be diverted
into the more expensive items. You have to get only what's on your
list. I go to the doctor a lot, so on my way to the doctor I hit the Safeway,
Walgreen's, and Thrifty. So they're on my way or on my way back.
So I don't waste any gas because I have to go there anyway.
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I remember one day the guys at the grocery store were watching
how I shopped. He said, "You were touching everything, picking up
everything, putting it back." Then I gave him all these coupons and I
floored him. He said, "I can't believe this." He was surprised. I got all
the managers' specials; I got all these things that were three for $5 and
I had $ 1 off the three Joy detergents, on the coupons, so I ended up
paying $2. And I also get a lot of rebate checks from products that I
buy.

I'm not going to spend a fortune. I'll go to a store and I'll look at
something, how much does she want for this, and they tell me, $20.
Twenty dollars for that basket, OK, so I'll look for one at a garage sale
and I'll buy it and I'll spray-paint it. It matches the furniture and I spend
a total of $6.

And you know how people give you soap sets for your bathroom
and you never use them? Well, you take those soaps and old soap and
I boil them—it's a big mess—and it turns into that soap that you use—-
that liquid soap. And it makes my house smell good, too.

Ana was so good at economizing on food and household items that
she had leftover food stamps after a month on AFDC. She got a new
allotment of food stamps in the second month, and then when her
worker's compensation check came through, she went to the welfare
office to tell them.

I had picked up the food stamps on Friday, and on Saturday I got the
worker's comp check. So I walked in with the new food stamps and
the leftover food stamps and handed them to [the worker]. And she
said, "No, that's yours." I said, "What? I don't have to pay you back?
I was under the assumption that I had to pay everything back." So I
was trying to give it to her and she said, "No, take it." It made me feel
better. To this day, I still have food stamps in my purse.

The welfare worker was astonished by her thrift. She mentioned to
Ana that she should come to the welfare office and give classes to
welfare applicants. Nothing ever came of the suggestion, but Ana took
the advice seriously. She often talked about how she would structure
the lessons, and her entrepreneurial spirit was aroused as she imag-
ined even greater ideas about setting up a business:

The amount of food stamps they give to you is not a whole lot. You
have to be very imaginative. I mean you have to really work at it to
stretch that dollar. So if I decided to work with the welfare depart-
ment, OK, let me have a food coupon bank and I'll work with people
and we will set up food menus for the week and I'll even show how
the food stamps can be stretched with the use of coupons. I'd work
with the computers and say you need these coupons and I'd have the
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coupons right there, then go shopping. Then they don't have to work
at it. I do the work for them for a fee. The next person would come in
and here's your shopping list and your coupons.... Go, see you next
week. And I wouldn't be telling them what to do. You have these
people from different countries. Someone might like hot dogs every
day, and some person is a chicken fiend. So they would come and say,
"I want to eat x, y, and z," and you would develop a menu for them as
cheaply as possible. It would work. I'd need a computer. It would also
be a nice service for people who were shut in, Have someone go out
and shop. I wouldn't mind.

Shelter from the Economy

Although the circumstances of Ana's life are unique, her pattern of
welfare use and income packaging is not uncommon. Men and women
across the country use a variety of income support programs such as
AFDC, unemployment insurance, worker's compensation, or local food
banks to help tide them over during crises and financial strains. Ana's
reasons for beginning welfare (loss of income) and her exit (regained
income) also are typical of many welfare recipients.

When Ana was on welfare, she exhibited both industry and thrift.
She did such an exceptional job of economizing that she even had
leftover food stamps, something almost unheard of among welfare
recipients. But there was never any surplus from her AFDC check. Then
and now her bills are high, and any extra dollars go toward the debt
she incurred with her business. Although she is working again, that
debt will hang over her head for many years. In a very short time, Ana
lost a business, injured her back, temporarily lost her job, and collected
AFDC. She went back to work after about six months and slowly
returned to a regular schedule.

Her job is different now. Instead of working with large trucks, she
gives driving tests in regular cars. It is a compromise. The movement
in and out of cars still hurts her back, but there are no desk jobs cur-
rently available in her office. Ana is right. Because of her accident,
things will never be the same again.

Early in this century, industrial accidents were common. Coal miners,
factory workers, and assembly-line workers were often exposed to
extremely hazardous working conditions. Low wages and layoffs were
routine; participation in the intensive capitalist economy provided little
protection from a precarious market. Some of the most egregious in-
dustrial abuses gave rise to social legislation that, although modified
today, provided the foundation for the modern welfare state. At a
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minimum, the legislation attempted to protect workers from the haz-
ards of the market.

Ana was a short-term beneficiary of this legislation and was given a
hand up during a time of crisis. Her accident represents the types of
hazards that still exist in the workplace, although they are now much
less common. Because she initially had difficulty obtaining worker's
compensation, AFDC protected her and her family from absolute des-
titution. Whereas Ana lost her job temporarily, less fortunate women
(and men) have to endure long periods of unemployment. Welfare
provides some security against these misfortunes.

Approximately 16 percent of women begin collecting AFDC because
of reduced wages or unemployment. Some unemployment results
from low productivity or poor work habits. But it is now widely rec-
ognized that the capitalistic American economy actually relies on
unemployment in order to keep the economy moving. From the
policymakers' standpoint, unemployment guards against inflation. For
the corporate world, unemployment provides a balance to the un-
bridled demands of workers for higher wages and benefits. By using
the constant threat of unemployment, employers can freeze or even
lower wages during economic downturns. Indeed, the market economy
is generally not worker friendly: Workers are routinely laid off, and
during recessions, they are the first to feel the pinch.

Recent events provide an example of this effect. The nation experi-
enced a severe recession in the early 1990s, during which businesses
closed and unemployment soared. In California, the recession was
especially tenacious. Statewide, the average unemployment rate hov-
ered around 9 percent, although in some counties, local conditions
were even worse. But so-called average unemployment rates mask the
discrepancies between men and women and between Caucasians and
African Americans. The unemployment rates for people of color are
usually much higher, and in the inner city (where many AFDC recipi-
ents reside) they often are double the average.

As unemployment rates rose across California, so too did the wel-
fare caseload. This is understandable. AFDC should be predicated on
the assumption that the market will change and that with change,
workers will suffer. Yet the discussion surrounding welfare at the time
did not recognize the role of welfare as a safety net for families marginal-
ized by the economy. Indeed, the connection between high unemploy-
ment and rising caseloads was almost entirely ignored.

As the economic pie shrunk, legislators and the electorate made
pleas to cut AFDC benefits. People argued that lower benefits might
divert would-be AFDC recipients from the welfare rolls. This move-
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ment toward shrinking welfare grants was surprising in light of the
role that AFDC should play in a volatile market economy. When the
economy does not operate in favor of the workers, a safety net must
be made available until the workers can find a place in the economy
again.

Welfare plays this role. It did this for Ana, but not without exacting
a toll. When Ana was on welfare, her benefits were paltry. After a
month and a half on AFDC, she wanted to give the benefits back, but
the welfare office had already charged her for its service—Ana had paid
the price of her welfare grant in the shame attached to it in the eyes of
those both inside and outside the welfare system. She had lost her
unique identity and became, for a time, just another welfare mother.

Ana used the system for a very short time, and although she had to
overcome a number of hardships, her return to the workforce was
relatively easy. She used AFDC for about six weeks and then collected
worker's compensation for four months. When she was ready to return
to work, she had a well-paying job waiting for her; she also had a free
babysitter in her mother. Her transition back to work was difficult in
that it was physically demanding and painful, but it was relatively
uncomplicated in many other ways.

Ana's misfortune taught her a number of valuable lessons:

You have to economize; you have to in today's society. I'm making
ends meet. It's a good lesson, it's a very good lesson. I've learned to
economize, I've learned to use a lot of different strategies. I've learned
to manage my money better.

But if the safety net were not there to catch her—or if the safety net
were so inadequate that it did not protect her from her circumstances,
Ana and her children might have surrendered to desperation.

"I don't know what I would have done," she says, "I don't know what
I would have done if welfare hadn't been there."
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I'm 24 years old; I've got brown hair, hazel eyes; I like modern rock, dancing,
movies, going out to dinner and beaches. And then I'm a single mother of a
five-year-old; that's a big one. I like camping and shopping; I'm really easy
going, I guess. My hobbies are arts and crafts. I'm pretty quiet, but 1 like to be
loud and wild, too. I like going outside; I'm real shy; and I'm a single mother
of a five-year-old.

Sandy's whole identity is caught up in the fact that she is a mother—
a single mother—a single mother of a five-year-old child. She has very
traditional views of love and marriage and would give anything to find
the "right" man. She does not think about her career much at all.
Instead, she has a job—if it lasts through the recession—that pays most
of the bills. She will work as long as she has to; she does not shy away
from her responsibilities. But she would much prefer to be taken care
of by a man and be a stay-at-home mom who raises a family with her
husband.

Sandy does not currently use AFDC. Like about 20 to 25 percent of
the welfare population, she left the welfare rolls when she got a job.1

She has worked full time for about two years now, living on the mar-
gins of poverty, just getting by, and always hoping that she can avoid
economic disaster.

Sandy lives simply and plainly. Like almost half the AFDC popula-
tion (42.2 percent), she has one child.2 She and her daughter, Kim,
share a one-bedroom apartment in a run-down neighborhood dense
with apartment buildings. The buildings look similar, differing only in
the shade of beige or gray that each is painted. A couple of blocks away,
the apartments give way to small bungalows; houses built in the 1920s
and 1930s that have since fallen into disrepair. The residents in this
community have few valuable possessions; instead, their property is
their insurance against hard times, so many home owners have con-
structed chain-link fences around their yards to mark the boundaries
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of their belongings. Like Sandy and Kim, almost all the residents in
this pocket of the city are white.

Sandy and Kim have made the most of their small space in the large
apartment complex. The living room of the apartment is immaculate,
with a gallery of pictures adorning one wall. Each section of the wall
features Kim at a different stage of her development; first as a baby,
then as a toddler, then as a preschooler, and now as a five-year-old.
The bedroom walls are also fully decorated. Their one bedroom has
an invisible dividing line down the middle: Kim's half of the room has
posters of Peter Pan, Cinderella, and Beauty and the Beast. Sandy's
half looks more like a teenager's room. One wall is covered with lovely
homemade crafts, woven baskets, and needlepoint, and the other fea-
tures pictures of various rock bands. A large poster of a movie star looms
over her bed.

Sandy would like a two-bedroom apartment, but she knows that
the cost would put her over the edge. She is still recuperating from
her time on AFDC, and her financial reserves are low. Sandy used
AFDC for about two and a half years, from the time her daughter was
a couple of months old until she turned three. Like many AFDC
recipients. Sandy started using AFDC as a teenage mother, shortly after
the birth of her daughter.

Teenage Pregnancy: The Fastest Way to Poverty

Sandy got pregnant by mistake as a teenager. Although she thought
about abortion, she could not go through with it. Unfortunately, when
teenagers make mistakes about their sexuality, the American public
pays for it. Welfare is intimately tied to the problem of teenage preg-
nancy, as the majority of AFDC users gave birth to their first child when
they still were adolescents.3 But even if the rate of teenage pregnancy
were to fall, there would always be some young women who would
rely on welfare for a while.

Sandy got pregnant about the time that her parents were going
through a divorce. The divorce was messy, and there was not much
love and attention in their home. Sandy was not the only adolescent
in the family to rebel against her parents: Her younger brother dropped
out of high school at about the same time, and her older brother got a
girl pregnant. Sandy felt quite alone. Not surprisingly, she was look-
ing for the perfect relationship that would last forever, and when she
became involved with Ben, she thought she had found the perfect
mate.
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I wasn't really thinking about [getting pregnant]; I think subconsciously
I wanted it and needed it for something in my life because of every-
thing that was happening with my parents. And looking back I didn't
see [what I was doing]. I was very insecure. Ben was there and I latched
on to him. We knew each other three months and I got pregnant. I
didn't consciously think that if I got pregnant I could keep him, obvi-
ously that doesn't work.

Sandy never really thought about the consequences of her actions.
Indeed, she never considered using birth control, and in retrospect,
she now finds her behavior shocking. She got pregnant early in the
relationship, which is surprisingly common. One researcher found that
of all first pregnancies for teens, half occur within the first six months
of sexual activity, and one-fifth happen by the end of the first month.4

Sandy was one of the unlucky ones.
The decision to keep the baby was Sandy's, but Ben was also a will-

ing participant. Although he did not welcome the idea of becoming a
young father, he did not renounce Sandy or encourage her to get an
abortion. (And he had never suggested using birth control.) But
Sandy's and Ben's images of fatherhood were quite different. Ben
thought about the new baby much as an athlete might think about a
trophy: After it has been won, it sits on the shelf to be viewed from a
distance. Sandy thought about fatherhood in much more personal
terms and imagined an active participant in Kim's childhood. When
the baby arrived and Ben walked away from his responsibilities,
Sandy's illusions about Ben began to crumble. She had to brave par-
enthood on her own, and the challenge was greater than she thought.

Low Income and Sick Children: A Bad Combination

Sandy was going to the local community college when she met Ben,
and she was also working part time at a department store. She had
held a couple of jobs earlier and was used to working. Once she became
pregnant, she had no intention of quitting her job, and when it became
apparent that Ben would play only a marginal role in Kim's upbring-
ing, Sandy knew that the bulk of Kim's support would have to come
from her. Sandy's father reinforced her attitude toward work as well.
When he found out that she was pregnant, his first words of advice
were to work as much as possible and to avoid welfare at all costs.
Sandy's white, middle-class family was unaccustomed to welfare.
Nevertheless, her father had benefited from a university education at
public cost; he got a substantial tax break from the deduction on his
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mortgage; he drove to work every day on publicly maintained high-
ways; and he often spent weekends and holidays in the public parks—
but that was different. Welfare was a direct handout that implied a
kind of character fault. Unlike middle-class welfare benefits, in her
father's eyes, AFDC compromised a person's integrity.

So Sandy worked. She continued working up until the week before
the birth and went back after six weeks of disability leave. She was
lucky to have her father's health insurance plan at the time. His plan
covered her up through the birth, so she had good prenatal care, and
the birth itself was covered by insurance. But after Kim was born, her
insurance coverage was discontinued because Sandy was no longer
considered a dependent. She could have continued the insurance on
her own, but the monthly premium was too high. Instead she went to
her employer and asked about benefits, but no one in the company
except for the managers received health benefits of any kind. When
Kim was three months old, she got an ear infection and Sandy could
not pay for it:

I really needed to take her to the doctor and my dad's health plan had
ended and that was the only way I could get [the Insurance], so I went
down to the county. I was nineteen and my mother told me to go get
on [welfare]. I knew there was such a thing as welfare, but I didn't
know where you went or who was supposed to get it. It wasn't some-
thing I wanted to do, but I really didn't have any choice.

It is impossible to estimate how many women turn to welfare simply
because they have no health insurance for their children. Generally
no records are kept that would provide that kind of information,
although one study estimated that the welfare caseload would drop
by 16 percent if all working women had health coverage.5 But it is
obvious that no woman can raise a child without health insurance of
some kind. Children get sick. Sometimes their illnesses can be life
threatening, and the parent who chooses not to provide health cover-
age for her child would be considered negligent by most observers. For
Sandy, the opportunity to receive Medicaid made welfare an attrac-
tive alternative.

In the last decade, employer-sponsored health care has declined
rapidly across the country. Hardest hit by these changes are low-
income working families.6 High-income working professionals often
receive health insurance through their employer, and the poorest fami-
lies are eligible for Medicaid when they receive AFDC. Thus the work-
ing poor often fall through the crack between these two groups. At
the time of Kim's birth, Sandy was counted among the working poor,
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and she and her daughter were falling quickly. But things have changed
since Kim was a baby.7

The Medicaid program is jointly funded by state and federal contri-
butions and is made available to all families on AFDC. Each state also
has the option of extending eligibility to other families if it sees fit. The
cost of such expansions is generally borne by the state government,
so poorer states are less inclined to extend coverage beyond AFDC
families. When Kim was a baby, eligibility for Medicaid was more lim-
ited than it is today. But since 1987 the federal government has encour-
aged the states to extend Medicaid to all poor children under age eight
whose family incomes fall below 185 percent of the poverty line.8 And
in 1990 the federal government passed an additional law9 that requires
the states to extend Medicaid to all pregnant women with family
incomes below 133 percent of the poverty level.10 This will certainly
provide a wider safety net for families who fall through the cracks
of employer-provided health insurance and is a tremendous im-
provement.

But is it enough? What about those families that are ineligible for
AFDC yet live above the threshold for Medicaid? What about the par-
ent who is working full time for the minimum wage but has no access
to health insurance from her employer? As long as some families are
unable to insure the health of their children, welfare will be seen and
used as an important alternative. That our system encourages fami-
lies to drop out of the workforce if they have no health insurance
contradicts our traditional work ethic.

AFDC as a Disincentive to Work

Some people say that being on welfare saps a woman's motivation to
work,11 that the average AFDC recipient stops working once she goes
on welfare, and that welfare itself encourages her dependence. If that
is true, it is the AFDC rules that determine whether or not a woman
will continue working, not the pleasure she derives from living in
poverty without having to work. When Sandy began using AFDC, she
saw no reason to quit her job or to quit school. She and her mother
swapped babysitting for each other (her mother also had a baby, hav-
ing remarried, and she worked at the same store but always arranged
her schedule to be the reverse of Sandy's), so child care was not ini-
tially an issue. Sandy continued to work because it seemed to be the
natural thing to do.

But the fact that Sandy worked meant that she received only a par-
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tial AFDC check. Sandy was combining work with welfare, something
that about one in ten welfare recipients tries.12

[AFDC] varied; I never got the full amount. It all depended on how
many hours I was working. And I never really understood how they
calculate these things. It makes no sense. Some months [food stamps]
would drop down. You never really knew how to budget your money
because you never knew how much you were going to get. Sometimes
it was a feast and sometimes a famine.

At first Sandy lived with her mother, but later she moved in with a
friend who was also receiving AFDC. Together they pooled their money
and made ends meet. But it quickly became apparent that when Sandy
varied her work hours, her AFDC grant would also fluctuate. More
important, if she worked too many hours, she was denied both wel-
fare and Medicaid at the same time.

It was precisely because Sandy played by the rules that she was
penalized. Most of us subscribe to the ethic that work is good and that
the more we work, the better off we will be. But in Sandy's case, she
was discouraged from working more hours, by being threatened with
the loss of her health insurance. After several months she was praised
by her employer for her good work habits and was offered a raise. Ironi-
cally, the raise, which is generally regarded as an incentive to work
more, had the opposite effect on Sandy.

I tried to govern how many hours I worked, and how much money I
was making so that I could stay on the [Medicaid]. I wasn't getting
benefits at work, so I needed to stay on AFDC. And then I got the raise.
Well, as soon as I was making $7.50 an hour I was down to 16 hours
a week or less. It was getting pretty ridiculous. And then the store
moved further away (one branch closed and another opened several
miles away), but for a good two years I was balancing; well, if I'm
making $6.00 an hour I can work 20 hours a week... . I figured it all
out, how much I could make a week without getting off of AFDC. And
so if it was only $50.001 got from AFDC then it was only $50.00. That
didn't bother me. I was on it for the [Medicaid].

Finally the balancing act became too difficult, and Sandy decided to
leave her job altogether. She was not opposed to working; rather, the
system made it too hard for her to work and to feel rewarded by her
work. She felt embarrassed turning down hours that her employer
wanted her to work, and she dreaded the day she would have to refuse
a raise. Her manager had confidence in her abilities, but the more he
relied on her, the less reliable she could be for him as she regularly
reduced her available work hours.
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Our economic system works best when workers are reinforced for
their hard work—when work pays. Most Americans share a belief in
work, but few would see the value in work if it did not offer some
rewards, either personal or financial. Sandy's work did not offer much
personal satisfaction. Rather, she worked because she believed that
everyone played by the same rules. But when she discovered that
AFDC recipients were subject to a different set of rules, her attitude
shifted as well. She quit work and went on AFDC full time. It is not
clear how long she would have stayed on welfare; her decision cer-
tainly was not supported by her family, even though they recognized
her choice as rational. But she was able to collect a full AFDC grant
for about nine months. Then when Kim turned three, Sandy's time
on AFDC ran out.

Carrots and Sticks to Go Back to Work

Sandy got a letter from the welfare office requiring her to participate
in the JOBS program. JOBS is a welfare-to-work program, jointly
funded by the federal and state government.13 Each state has a pro-
gram with its own acronym—GAIN (CA), LEAP (OH), IMPACT (IN),
REACH (NJ)—and all programs are regulated by the Family Support
Act of 1988, which offers job training, education, on-the-job training,
or help in finding and interviewing for a job. While women are in the
program, they receive a small amount of money to buy books, tools,
or uniforms; some modest transportation expenses; and child care for
their children.14 Although JOBS was created to offer women an oppor-
tunity to improve their skills, the program also serves as a public symbol
of our impatience with AFDC recipients. Convinced that the average
AFDC mother is not aware of the public's censure of her welfare use,
JOBS provides both carrots and sticks to move welfare recipients in a
particular direction.15 Most important, JOBS provides a structured
setting for the public's views on welfare use, as its rules and regula-
tions are centered on influencing women to join the workforce.

As large numbers of women across the country have gone to work,
it has become increasingly unacceptable for women on welfare not to
work. The prevailing public sentiment is that mothers of children over
the age of three (and sometimes younger) should work to help pro-
vide for their families if they have no other means of family support.
Several research studies have traced this dramatic shift in the social
landscape. For example, according to one study, in 1940, about 30
percent of American women worked in paid labor.16 But today's esti-
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mates show that roughly 70 percent of women are either working or
looking for work.17 The most striking increases in female labor force
participation are among women with children. In 1950, about 28 per-
cent of married women with children over the age of six worked, ris-
ing to almost 70 percent in the late 1980s.18 And in 1986, about half
of all women with children under six were working, in contrast with
only about 20 percent who worked in 1950.19 What is most remark-
able is that before 1950, the Bureau of Labor did not even collect sta-
tistics on the number of women with children under age one in the
labor force. Today, about half of all women with infants are working.20

Demographic changes such as these have, in part, driven the new
philosophy of work for welfare recipients.

JOBS provides the setting to enforce this new philosophy. Lawmak-
ers who designed the program certainly hoped that AFDC recipients
would see their required participation in the program as a message that
they were no longer welcome to use AFDC. Although many women
understand this. Sandy was the first woman that I have met who took
this recommendation quite seriously.

The way society is now, most kids age three are going to day care, so
it's no big deal. It's not the same as when I was growing up. [JOBS]
was saying I had to get off [welfare]. I personally didn't see any way
around the system—I'm sure there are ways—but I personally didn't
see any way around. So the law pushed me to go out and get a job.
Which was good, and I'm glad. And I think I was kind of ready in a
way, and it kind of helped me in an odd way to get off of it. It was
time to go out and get a job.

Sandy was eager to get a job as directed, but not all women are equally
successful. And what is the real determination of success? If a woman
gets a job, has she satisfied the public's demands concerning how she
should spend her time? If she gets a job that pays more than her AFDC
grant, has she gained more comfort? More stability? More safety? Or
are we looking for something else—perhaps a job that will lift her and
her family out of poverty? Unfortunately, the chances for this are slim.
Sandy went to the Job Club classes provided at the beginning of the
JOBS program, but her experience was frustrating:

All the jobs that the EDD [Employment Development Department]
worker had listed in the computer printout or in the paper started at
$5.50 and $6.00 an hour, and I'm looking at her and going, "I can't
make it on $5.50 and $6.00 an hour and I certainly only have one child,
how can someone with three kids?" And some of them don't have any
skills. How are you going to employ these people? Unless you're in a
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Section 8 house21 in the scummiest place on earth. How can I raise a
child making $6.50 an hour? You can't do it. You have to go out mak-
ing $7.50 or better, with benefits.

Many women in the JOBS program do find jobs. Finding a job that
reduces their poverty, however, is a challenge. Work-incentive pro-
grams such as JOBS have been attempted in various states and locali-
ties for more than two decades. With each experiment, detailed evalu-
ations are conducted at great expense to determine the cost savings to
taxpayers and to assess the programs' relative effectiveness in reduc-
ing dependence on welfare.22 Most evaluations indicate that such pro-
grams are somewhat costly to taxpayers, with the benefits materializ-
ing only slowly over several years. The benefits to the recipients are
equally ambiguous. Although many get jobs, the economic well-
being of these poor women and their children is rarely improved.

Sandy found work, but it was not enough to provide real security.
In fact, it raised her just above the annual poverty rate (which in 1992
was $9,467 for a family of two),23 but it scarcely paid enough to cover
her basic expenses. When Sandy found her job, she became one of
the growing numbers of working poor in America. According to one
study, the number of working poor adults has increased by almost 60
percent since the late 1970s, which translates into about two million
adults who work full time throughout the year.24 The problems of the
working poor are particularly vexing because in many cases they are
doing the very best they can but are limited by their skills, their edu-
cation, or the labor market from finding real economic security. Often
the working poor find jobs that do not provide health insurance, and
they also must struggle with day-care costs. At first, Sandy had the
support of the government to ease the burden of working poor, but
many are not so fortunate:

I went to Job Club for two weeks at the EDD office. And they tell you
how to get a job and you do a mock interview and you look through
the paper. I found a job through Job Club, working at a bank, making
$900 a month, gross, working 32 hours a week. I got benefits, but I
had to pay for part of my benefits with my pay check, about $50.00.

Sandy jumped the hurdle that put her on AFDC in the first place, find-
ing a job that provided health benefits for her and her daughter. But
times had changed since she and her mother swapped babysitting, and
she now needed day care. In a way, JOBS helped her with this prob-
lem—JOBS is supposed to pay for child care while women are train-
ing or looking for work. But the program also caused her a great deal
of anxiety.
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Moms Cannot Work Without Child Care

While you're in JOBS attending the orientation, your day care is paid
for, and then you go to Job Club and your day care is still paid for. But
then there's a break, and your day care isn't paid for. So if your day
care isn't paid for between now and your next module, what are you
supposed to do with your child? You don't want to lose the [day care]
space, and you want to keep things as stable as possible for your child.
And I just couldn't believe that.

I had found this preschool for Kim, and when I walked in I imme-
diately loved it and Kim loved it. And so I just kept taking her. I told
[my JOBS worker] I got a job, so I didn't need to go to the last couple
of days of Job Club, but I just kept taking her, but there was another
week or so until my job started, so I kept taking her so that she could
get used to it. Well I don't remember how I found out, but then they
told me it wasn't covered, so what am I supposed to do with my child
in between? I mean, you guys want me to find a job so bad, but you're
not going to help me? What is this? Is $200 that much or do you want
me to stay on AFDC and pay me $560 a month? Which is it? Give me
a break.

Sandy reluctantly asked her father to help pay the difference in her
child-care bill until her "transitional child-care" benefits were activated.
The help was welcome at the time, but the debt still hangs heavy in
her mind.

Transitional child-care (TCC) and transitional Medicaid benefits are
available to women who completely leave the welfare rolls because of
their earnings from work. The benefits last for one year on the assump-
tion that after a year of work, the women's income will be stable and
they will be able to pay for these services on their own. Sandy remem-
bered the JOBS worker's telling her that she would receive free child
care once she got a full-time job, but she did not recall her saying
anything about medical benefits. When Sandy told her EDD worker
at Job Club that she had found a job, the worker also neglected to
tell her that she was eligible for health or child-care benefits. Sandy's
experience is not unusual. One recent study of the JOBS program
found that most women who found jobs did not take advantage of
these "transitional" benefits. When asked what they had been told
about their availability, most of the respondents said that they could
not remember being told about the benefits at all, that their AFDC
worker had discouraged them from applying, or that they did not
believe they were eligible for the benefits.25

Despite these problems, TCC is a great concept. It is one of the first
changes in welfare policy to acknowledge the need for child care for
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low-income working mothers. But unfortunately, the benefit is restric-
tive as well. First, a woman has to be completely off aid before she is
eligible. Most women who participate in programs such as JOBS can
find work, but few such jobs pay enough to move women completely
off welfare. Instead, women often work part time and so continue to
receive a partial AFDC check. Once they are working, they no longer
qualify for the JOBS program, so the child-care benefit they received
when they were in JOBS disappears, yet they are also ineligible for
TCC because they are not completely off aid. This dilemma is remark-
ably frustrating for women who are trying to do what they think is
expected of them. Certainly women who work part time need child
care, but these women receive the fewest benefits of all. Also, as indi-
cated earlier, many low-paying jobs—whether part time or full time—
do not provide health benefits, so many of these families must con-
tinue to receive partial AFDC payments.

TCC is considered generous by many because it provides a full twelve
months of child-care benefits (in the early years of the California GAIN
program, women received only three months of benefits), but the fact
that it ends abruptly after a year is hardly "transitional." What about
those women who do not get a raise within that period of time? Or
what if the raise is so small that they are still unable to pay their child-
care bill along with their other expenses? Sandy began to get very
nervous as the end of her benefits grew near:

I was [at the bank] eight months. They were getting rid of my posi-
tion and they were looking for another place for me to go but then
the day-care thing. ... I had to be making more money and there
wasn't really a position for me to go to. At $900 a month, with the
possibility of being able to move up in that year, there was a possibil-
ity that I could make it. So it got hairy when there weren't any new
positions open for me to be making enough money. So what am I going
to do? My day care's going to run out.

Sandy started getting telephone calls from the welfare office inform-
ing her that her transitional benefits would soon be terminated.

And I remember saying (to the woman on the phone), "Well, do you
want me to get a job, or do you want me to stay on welfare? Don't
make it so tough for me to work. Don't make it that hard."

I asked Sandy how the transition might have been made easier:

I think there ought to be more subsidized day care because if you're
taking a job that's only paying $5.50 an hour, one year of day care
will be fine, but what are you supposed to do when the year's over? I
was like, "What am I going to do at the end of the year? I can't afford
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$100 a week!" So there either has to be more subsidized day care, or
else there has to be another program that says in the second year, we'll
help you with 50 percent of the costs so that gradually it's not like boom
you're gone, and then there's nothing.

Sandy's comments are echoed by welfare recipients across the coun-
try. Many women turn to welfare in the first place simply because they
cannot make it financially. Some need health insurance but cannot
pay for it. Others want to work but cannot afford the child care. Rather
than providing a lifeline for low-income families who are working, the
system waits for women to come to the end of their tether, to deplete
all their resources, and then to turn to AFDC. Once on AFDC, welfare
does not provide enough to make ends meet and so continues the drain
on women's personal resources. Combining AFDC with work is prob-
lematic, however. In fact, because AFDC regulations penalize women
for maintaining a savings account for either themselves or their chil-
dren, they never have the chance to catch up financially.

Despite these obstacles, the American public still encourages, bad-
gers, and cajoles women to return to work. But if they do find a job,
the system offers only a minimal, short-term safety net to assist them
with the transition. And when women do not return to the workplace
or when they continue to cling to a partial AFDC grant, we are often
surprised and frustrated by their intransigence. Do these women have
much choice? One study that examined women's transition from
welfare to work described the transition as comparable to "being hurled
off a cliff with nothing to cushion the impact."26

Because of the rules determining eligibility for support services, a
very small increase in pay or in hours worked can translate into huge
decreases in overall income. Sandy found this out when she was com-
bining work with welfare and then again when she found a full-time
job. Working can be a costly venture for a low-income mother. Day-
care costs are almost unavoidable; health care is essential; and trans-
portation and clothing costs rise, but our transitional benefits to help
these women are inadequate at best.27

When I was on [AFDC] and I wasn't working, I felt like what I was
getting was fine. The hard time came when I was going from AFDC to
a job, when the extra $50 for day care would have been wonderful to
get me through or to pay for that two weeks [of day care] between
my JOBS program. They make it so hard to make the transition. It's
easier to get on and fill out the book [the welfare application] than it
is to get off. And that's my big grief about the system. Like with the
day care. The first year, let's go ahead and pay the day care, and then
we understand that you're not able to get a raise, and if I kept that
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same job and everything, then we'll help you. We'll pay 50 percent or
have it so that they just pay the extra.

Sandy's suggestions are good ones, but they would be expensive to
implement. They are based on the assumption that the American public
and welfare administrators not only want women off welfare but that
they also want them to be able to provide a better, more comfortable
life for their children. That is quite an assumption. Welfare adminis-
trators have experimented with a variety of welfare-to-work programs
such as JOBS. Some programs provide intensive (i.e., expensive),
resource-rich services to enhance "human capital." Other programs
provide low-cost services that emphasize immediate job placement. The
former programs often result in somewhat higher earnings by welfare
recipients, but the trade-off is great: Welfare departments need to spend
a lot of money to bring women's abilities up to a level that will enable
them to land a good job. The latter programs result in cost savings to
the welfare department, but as stated earlier, although many of these
women get jobs, few pay enough to get women fully off welfare or to
raise their standard of living.28

Not surprisingly, political attitudes toward these various approaches
tend to follow party lines. In the state of California, both the current
and previous governors have encouraged short-term, low-cost job
placement (i.e., Job Club) services for women participating in the JOBS
program. Until the public sees the value of raising the standard of liv-
ing for these women, Sandy's thoughts on the topic will probably be
disregarded.

Working and Just Getting By

After her job at the bank. Sandy was offered a position as a bookkeeper
in a small, family-owned firm. Although she has been with this job
for about a year and a half now, it does not provide a great deal of
security or comfort. If Sandy had relied on the job market for her posi-
tion, she probably would not be as well off as she is. When she was
working at the bank, a relative of Ben's felt sorry for her and offered
her a position in his company. Because of the personal relationship
she has with the owners of the company and their commitment to Kim
as "family," Sandy has had an easier time than many other women
have. She was offered a job in this company when she still had a couple
of months of transitional child care left. Her employer gave her a higher
wage ($7.25) than the $6.50 an hour she was making at the bank, plus
full medical and dental benefits. When her transitional child care was
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terminated, her employer gave her a $0.25 raise, knowing that this,
plus the additional hourly rate, would be just enough to pay her
monthly child-care bill. Since then, Sandy has always managed to get
a raise just when her expenses increased. When her roommate moved
out. Sandy mentioned what a treat it would be to be able to afford a
one-bedroom apartment. Shortly thereafter she received a small raise.
When her car finally gave out, her mother bought her a new (used)
car but asked Sandy to pay her back at $100 a month. At about the
same time, Sandy found that she had another $0.25 an hour in her
paycheck.

They're very generous. I started out at $7.25, and then I went to $7.50,
and that was within a month and a half. There was a time when . . .
was it the day care or my car? I can remember talking to [one of the
owners] and telling her how much I needed in order to make it work
[financially] and then [the other owner] two weeks later gave it to me.
He didn't even say anything. He always said he hoped that would help
me. And then when I moved in from living with two people, he gave
me a $0.25 raise and he said, "It's not much, but I hope this will help
you." But $0.25 is an extra $40 a month! And then the secretary quit
because we were laying off anyway. There were two of us in the office.
When she left and I took her responsibilities, I went to $9.00 an hour.

Sandy knows exactly how much money she makes every week and
plans meticulously how she will spend that money. When extra money
comes in (such as child support), she views it as an unexpected plea-
sure. Every month she tries to save a little bit in case of an emergency,
but she knows that she would quickly find herself in desperate straits
if she lost this job. She does not worry about it, however, in the way
that she did when she was using AFDC. Although Sandy has book-
keeping skills and could interview as a receptionist or secretary, she
also knows that it would be very difficult to find a similar job that pays
as much. With unemployment currently at more than 9 percent across
California, she might also have to look for a long time before she could
find another job.29

Sandy currently makes about $17,000 a year. That is not a lot of
money, but it is enough to get by. When I looked over her expenses
with her, I calculated that she has about $100 to $200 to spare every
month.30 Most of that goes into a savings account that she uses for
emergencies (such as new car tires or a new head gasket) or for an
occasional vacation to an amusement park with Kim.

The tax rebate she gets every year also goes directly into savings.
This year. Sandy got about $300 back from the government. The rebate
she receives is called an Earned Income Tax Credit, or EITC. It works
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like this: Working poor families qualify for a credit that functions much
like a wage subsidy. If a working parent has an income of between
$7,500 and $11,850 per year, she will get a tax credit of $1,324. As
her income rises, the amount of the credit diminishes until it reaches
zero at $22,370. Families with two or more children get a larger maxi-
mum amount ($1,384), and families with children under age one
receive an additional supplement of $376. (Another $451 is available
for families who need to buy their own health insurance, assuming
that the costs exceed that amount.)31 The credit is "refundable." That
is, if families pay no taxes because of their income bracket, their rebate
will be refunded. Sandy could get the rebate monthly if she wished,
but like most low-income parents who qualify for EITC, she takes her
rebate once a year. Because she receives this rebate annually, she does
not think about this part of her income when she calculates her bud-
get every month.

Sandy has grown so accustomed to living on a limited budget that
she has not yet shifted her thinking to accommodate the relatively new
child-support payments she receives. Child support is a recent phe-
nomenon for Sandy and Kim. It took five years, but it is the very least
Ben can do after everything that has happened.

Make Him Pay

Like all welfare recipients, when Sandy applied for AFDC she was
required to tell her welfare worker about Ben. The father's name,
address, and place of employment were passed on to the district attor-
ney so that he could be found and ordered to help pay a share of the
AFDC costs through child support. Sandy had tried to get Ben to pay
something toward the support of their child, but he had always shirked
his responsibility. When the woman at welfare asked about Ben, Sandy
was glad to oblige; it seemed only fair that he help out. Sandy told her
exactly where he worked, when he usually was at home, and the
names and addresses of all his friends and family members. Sandy had
hoped that the district attorney's office would catch up with him right
away, but a year later she still had not heard anything. Sandy then
began calling the DA's office regularly to tell them about changes in
Ben's address or his job, but still nothing happened.

You need to sign these papers saying that you'll do everything in your
power so they can find him. Well, he lived next door to me for months!
I called them. I told them, these are the hours that he works. Do they
serve him? No they don't. He was in jail for four months. I told them.
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They didn't serve him. He spent a month at my apartment a while ago!
I called them. I said, "He's here sleeping on my couch, will you please
come and serve him?" I would tell them where he worked, what times
he worked, every single thing that I knew about him. When you call
you get the operator. You never get to talk to a district attorney. They
switch them like they switch social workers. And I called the DA's office
in January of last year, and I was getting really upset with the people
on the phone, and I said, "He was in jail and I can't even believe that
you didn't serve him!" I get a call back a month later. "I'm returning
your call. . . ." and I had no idea who this person was, and he says,
"Well, I'm from the DA's office." But at that point I had already started
filing restraining orders and child custody with Legal Aid. And so he
says, "Well, you don't want us to serve him?" And I said, "Well not
now, thank you very much. I only waited five years for you to do it!"32

After five years, Sandy finally took the issue into her own hands and
got a child-support order. Unfortunately, the circumstances surround-
ing the order were devastating for Sandy and Kim.

During the first few years of Kim's life, Ben was intermittently
involved with the family. He showed up for birthday parties and holi-
days; sometimes he dropped by unannounced. During this whole
period. Sandy remained emotionally tied to Ben; on some level, she
still hoped that things would work out between the two of them
and that they would eventually form a perfect, nuclear family. Ben's
emotions during this time went from hot to cold, so it was no wonder
Sandy's hopes were high. And Ben cared for Kim. He rarely did any-
thing to support her financially, but he was always affectionate and
playful. Sandy's naive hopefulness so clouded her vision that she was
unable to see Ben clearly.

We used to talk about getting married. We talked about it a year ago
... and then something happened. It was on Mother's Day. He did it
on Mother's Day, that creep! He ruined my Mother's Day forever!!

Sandy is reluctant to talk about what happened between Ben and Kim.
Maybe it happened once or perhaps several times, but it was Mother's
Day, a year ago, when Kim cried as she divulged the dark secret about
her father. Ben had molested his daughter.

He made her make a promise and she had to break the promise. Now
she says, "Daddy's mad at me because I broke the promise," Sandy almost
whispers. I say, "No, he's not mad at you. You know those are secrets
you have to tell." Now she cries all the time saying, "I want my daddy."
And I have to say, "Honey, I'm sorry," and then I go through the whole
thing again about how he's got to do certain things and it takes a long
time." It's been over a year. I say, "As soon as he gets something set up.
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you'll get to see him." It's getting to the point where it's been so long
that she's thinking in her head all these scenarios—"Well, my daddy
hasn't seen me because he's mad at me, because I made the promise and
I broke my promise." This last year has been a hell of a year.33

The proceedings went very quickly. The police came and arrested him;
Ben pleaded guilty; and he went directly to jail.

He got a nine-year prison sentence, suspended. So he was actually sen-
tenced six months and he served four. He's a first offender: nine years'
state pen suspended, six months' county, and three years' probation.
Probation is definitely three years, nothing shorter, so if he messes up
on probation he still has that nine-year prison sentence hanging over
his head.

As a condition for his release, Ben was required to attend therapy.
He was assured by the judge that after his treatment he would be
allowed to see Kim again, occasionally and always under the super-
vision of a probation officer. Until that time, he was banned from see-
ing her, talking with her, or communicating with her in writing.

Ben went to a therapist once and after that claimed to "forget" or be
"too busy." Ben claims that he does not need the therapy. He does not
know why he molested his daughter, and he does not know how it
happened, but he claims that he will not ever do it again. He knows
that what he did to Kim was wrong, but now that it is over, he pre-
tends it never happened at all. Ben still calls and asks for Kim, although
Sandy has to remind him of the court order and regularly threatens to
call the police.

It would be one thing if he had died; then she would know that he's
not around and she can't see him. But she knows he's alive, and she
knows I can see him and everybody else can see him but her.

She's so little, she doesn't understand. She keeps asking, over and
over, "How did they find out? Did you tell?" And I say, "No, I didn't
tell. Mommy was feeling really sad and didn't know what to do so I
went to talk to somebody and they said it was against the law and they
had to tell, and the therapist called the cops."

I've wanted to hit him. I've wanted to kill him. I've wanted to
scream, "How could you do this!?" But what happened, happened, and
she will remember it for the rest of her life.

In Sandy's view, nothing can make up for Ben's actions. His jail sen-
tence helped, but only a little. Kim does not understand what happened
to her or why, and now she feels utterly abandoned by her father, who
has made no real effort to see her. Sandy does not understand how it
all could have happened, either. She still struggles to justify her previ-
ous feelings about Ben with her recent emotions of pain and anger.
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It was during this episode that Sandy became heavily involved with
the courts. The Legal Aid Society helped her get the restraining order,
and it also helped with custody—Sandy now has full legal and physi-
cal custody of Kim. In the midst of all the turmoil, Legal Aid suggested
that she file for child support as well.

Now, beyond his brief jail sentence, Ben's only other penalty for his
actions is a child-support payment—steeper than most. Getting child
support was a coup for Sandy. Many women—some with more
resources and clout—never see a check from their child's father. Of
those fathers who do pay child support, the average monthly payment
ranges from about $150 to $250 a month.34 Until very recently, judges
could order child support, but enforcement was very lax. Certainly in
Sandy's case, the DA's office was not very enthusiastic about finding
Ben.

But after the long battle, the child-support payments began, and
getting that first check was a terrific moment:

We had our hearing date on June 12 and they order it right then, and
then they automatically attach wages and they serve his employer right
away. I got my first $300 check on August 1. The only thing is I'm really
leery about relying on it because he probably won't keep his job. But
I saw that $300 child-support check and I went crazy. I bought a
vacuum cleaner and I bought myself a new shirt and a dress and I
bought Kim some new clothes and some things for the house. I didn't
book a trip to Hawaii or anything, but I did buy. Next month I'll put it
into savings.

Sandy's worries that Ben might quit his job are justified. Although Ben
did nothing to support his daughter for the first five years of her life,
his burden quickly became onerous. After he got out of jail, he had a
job at a local convenience store making $6.50 an hour. The hours
varied, and he usually worked only about twenty hours a week. Once
the $300 was deducted along with his taxes, he had only about $150
to $200 remaining to cover his expenses. Sandy chuckled when she
remarked, "He gets about $30 or $40 a week and I get the res t . . . so
he works for me!"

Several months later Ben did lose his job. He was late too many times
and could not be counted on for anything. Another job came up right
away, but as soon as he lost the first job, Sandy's child-support pay-
ments stopped abruptly. Long after he was working again, she still did
not get any money. The original child-support order was enforceable
only on the first employer, and in order to continue payments, the
new employer had to be served child-support orders as well. So again,
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Sandy had to take time off from work to go back to the court house,
get a copy of the original order, get it signed by a judge, and then hand
deliver it to Ben's new employer.

Sandy quickly learned that although politicians often use the rhetoric
of cracking down on "dead-beat dads," child-support regulations are
actually very burdensome to mothers. In some ways, the laws reflect
the fathers' attitudes—that these children are the mothers' financial
responsibility and if women want financial help, they will have to go
out of their way to get it. Under the current system, men are not espe-
cially encouraged to take responsibility for their children, and women
are told, implicitly, that they must bear the full burden of finding sup-
port for their child.

After five years, the DA's office called Sandy one day to tell her that
they would soon be contacting Ben for child-support payments.
Sandy's response to the call was lukewarm.

I told her I'd already started the papers. "If you want to go for back
child support for the time I was on AFDC, be my guest, but I'm al-
ready milking him for everything he's got."

Sandy was wrong; there was still some money to be milked from Ben.
Sandy was indeed getting her child support, but the reason for the DA's
involvement in child support was to recoup welfare costs from the ab-
sent father. If the DA cannot regain those costs while the mother is on
AFDC, he will recover them afterward. Ben was served his orders to
pay back child support, and he will be paying off that debt for years.

He [Ben] called me Monday. He got served his papers for what the
county went after him for. It was $9,800. They are going to take out
$ 17 5 a month, minimum. He's going to be left with about $ 10 a week.

At that rate, Ben will be paying off Sandy's welfare costs for the next
five years of his life. And the DA's office really means business when
it finally gets around to handling a case. Ben also received a lien notice
for any property he might have. Had he owned a car or other valu-
able property, those might have been taken, too. I ask whether he
won't just quit his job to duck the responsibility, but Ben is caught
between a rock and a hard place.

If he quits he goes to jail. He's on probation, so the condition of his pro-
bation is that he stay employed. He has to have some sort of job so that
he can pay his bills. And if he gets fired, he's got to make sure that he's
going to go out there and look for another job. And the county can
charge him interest. Eighteen percent interest on the unpaid balance.
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I ask how he is taking the news—after five years of complete freedom,
the new arrangement must feel strange.

He said it sucks. I said, "Well, it's child support, Ben. It's part of life.
You have a kid, you have to pay child support. This money ain't sup-
porting her."'I said, "This is the money you didn't give me when you
were supposed to be giving it to me." He's like, "Well, you're not get-
ting the money." I said, "Well, look at it this way: The state paid me
the child support you ought to have been paying me with welfare."
But he's just all bent out of shape about it.

After five years, the child support is a help, but it is not as though Sandy
had not tried all along to recoup some of the costs of raising Kim. A
couple of years earlier Ben had owed his mother some money. They
made a deal that he would give his mother his paychecks for a few
months and she would deduct her loan amount, giving him the
remainder. One month she took out an extra $500 and gave it directly
to Sandy for child support—but that did not really help Sandy finan-
cially, and it certainly made Ben angry. Because Sandy was on AFDC
at the time, she reported the money to the welfare department. The
department applied the money to her AFDC grant and then gave her
$50 as a "reward."35 Actually, Sandy was not very bothered by the
money part of it. It was the principle that most concerned her; it was
only right that Ben pay to help support Kim.

At first, Sandy was not looking for a lot of money, but a little bit
would have been nice. She would devise creative means of getting
money out of Ben, but it was never very much.

One time he had gotten into an accident and I had to go up and clean
out his apartment and he had the Beatles records from way back when.
So I stuck them in my room and then he wanted them, so I said, "Well,
you pay me $100 for child support and you can have them." And it
was the same thing with his stuff. He was storing a bunch of stuff over
at my mom's house and he had just let it go. He has a tendency to just
kind of forget it, or he knows it's there but he just doesn't want to do
anything about it. It's part of his lack of responsibility. And so my mom
wanted to get rid of it, so I went through the boxes and I got his ste-
reo. His mother was having a garage sale and I took it up there and I
sold it for $30 'cause I needed diapers. So he was mad 'cause there
was a sticker on it that he had wanted. But I was like, "You didn't tell
me." So I sold it and I went out and I bought diapers. One way or
another, you can get money.

Sandy was right. Many women devise ingenious ways of getting a few
dollars out of their child's father, but the money is not very much, and
it usually does not come regularly. Imagine if we had to trick our
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employer to get a monthly paycheck or if our paycheck fluctuated
madly. Some months we might be paid for going to work and some
months we might not. When women stay home to raise their young
children, they are indeed getting paid to work. Yet many women resign
themselves to erratic child-support payments, thinking that if they get
paid something, it will be a special favor. Those women who think that
men can and should pay for the support of their children grow resentful
when child-support payments are irregular. They also become frus-
trated when the state promises to find the father and then delays indefi-
nitely. If the AFDC recipient wanted to hire a lawyer on her own to
file child-support orders, she could do that, but the average mother
on AFDC has barely enough money to put food on the table, and a
lawyer would be very expensive. The Legal Aid agencies that are
designed for low-income people generally do not handle child support
—because it is the DA's responsibility—unless the order is tied to
another legal proceeding such as child custody, or to a restraining
order.

In many cases, once men finally start paying for their parenthood,
they also want to take a more active role in raising their children. Ben
actually contested Sandy's plea for sole physical and legal custody,
thinking that if he had to pay for a role in Kim's life, he might as well
play a role as well. (The judge turned down his plea.)

A man's delayed realization of his fatherhood can test a woman's
patience. Although many writing about welfare have decried the
breakup of families and have either implicitly or explicitly encouraged
young women to marry their child's father, these views are often out
of step with the mother's wishes.36 Many women are content as single
parents. Although their financial standing may be seriously compro-
mised without the father's income,37 the emotional stability of their
lives may be enormously enhanced.

Securing a Future

Although Sandy has been getting her child-support payments for sev-
eral months now, she is still extremely cautious about money. If she
were to lose her job tomorrow and live on her savings, she would be
about two paychecks away from AFDC. Because of that, Sandy tries
earnestly to keep costs down. Her conservative approach to money is
obvious in everything that she says. She is constantly aware of the cost
of items, is selective about what she buys, and makes sure that Kim
also knows that they live on a tight budget with little room for excess.
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In a conversation over the dinner table, she notes the cost of milk,
vegetables, or meat. When Kim asks for dessert, Sandy usually gives
her a homemade popsicle, made out of frozen juice. Or when Kim has
been given a new toy (usually by one of her grandparents), Sandy
admonishes her to be careful with it, noting that the toy must have
been "very expensive." Where Sandy lives, summer temperatures regu-
larly reach 90 degrees, but she refuses to use the air conditioner.

I have air conditioning and it's just too expensive to run, so I don't
run it. I use the fan.

And in the winter, her attitude is similar. She makes sure that she and
Kim are comfortable, but she is sparing with the heat and instead pre-
fers to bundle up.

You're always thinking about your expenses. There's no cream on top.
Actually, now that I'm getting child support, there is some cream. I
can buy her salami now, every once in a while, which is one of her
favorite foods. That's expensive. I can every once in a while buy a steak
or ice cream. Ice cream used to be a real luxury. Soda was a luxury.
Cable TV. I used to not go out. To go out to a movie? Well, [try] to
justify spending $7 for a movie, when you can just go down to the
store and rent one. But the car insurance, the rent, the utilities, and
the food were number one. I always kept those up. And then every-
thing else came after that.

Sandy is raising Kim to be especially cautious about money. Because
money is a regular topic of conversation in their household, as Kim
grows older, she will have a healthy respect for what money can and
cannot do:

This evening we went to the grocery store and she was showing me
this cereal, and I looked at it and I'd say, "Yeah, that looks like a really
neat cereal, but that's not in our budget, we can't afford it. That's $4
for a box." So she knows that we usually buy things that go on sale.
[When you're on a budget] you really have to plan. If I buy this week,
then I'm not going to have money on the fifteenth for my phone bill,
so I really can't buy it this week. You've really got to think about when
the money's coming and when the bills are coming.

In so many ways, Sandy is trying her best to raise her daughter well.
Kim is warm and loving toward her mother; she is a delightful little
girl with an adorable giggle and a sweet smile. When Sandy puts her
to bed at night, the two of them talk and laugh—they sound more like
sisters than like a mother and daughter.

Sandy and Kim are a family. They represent the growing number
of families that have been redefined by traditional standards. Sandy
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would love to be part of a two-parent family. She watched reruns of
Ozzie and Harriet as a child, and that is her ideal.38 But the American
family is changing. The "traditional" family, which has two parents,
only one of whom is working, now represents about 25 percent of all
families.39 Since the 1960s and 1970s, a new wave of redefined tradi-
tional family standards have been ushered in, and it will take a mas-
sive demographic and cultural shift like that seen twenty years ago to
undo the family patterns that we see today.

Sandy is raising Kim alone, and she does the best she can. It would
be nice if there were someone else to help out. Family members are
there for some things, but they can do only so much. Ben is irrespon-
sible and reckless; the most she will ever get from him is a few hun-
dred dollars a month to feed and clothe their daughter. With limited
help from family and only forced help from the child's father, how
can a single mother raise her child? More important, how can she raise
her child without inflicting the scars that are often the result of living
in poverty?

Living in poverty is hard on children. Sandy and Kim weathered their
episode on AFDC, but many children who survive poverty are not so
lucky. AFDC lifts no child out of poverty in the United States, but it
does provide one option, one buffer against the extremes of despera-
tion, one transition until things can turn around. Welfare is not the
answer to the problems of poverty; current welfare policy barely ame-
liorates the most extreme circumstances of living on the margin. But
it is a safeguard for the most vulnerable members of our society. For
Sandy, and most AFDC recipients, welfare is not a good solution, but
it is a modest cushion for which they feel enormously indebted:

I don't like the idea of being on welfare. It's not fun to report to the
state every month. I made a mistake and got pregnant, but I wouldn't
change being on welfare. It was an accident. I didn't plan it. If you're
going to give me a year [of AFDC] then I'm going to be grateful for a
year. But it was a mistake. I know it's not the taxpayer's fault, but
should my daughter have to suffer? It's not something I really regret,
and sure I think about what my life would have been like if I hadn't
gotten pregnant, but I couldn't not [have Kim] [she pauses]. How could
you look at her and trade her for anything?
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Rebecca: Motivation and a Fighting Spirit

The kitchen is a mad rush of activity. There are noodles everywhere. The red pin-
wheel noodles are laid out on paper towels on the kitchen table. Green mostocolli
cover an old tea towel on top of the stove. Blue elbow macaroni are lying in a
strainer on the kitchen counter, and Rebecca is standing over the sink with a bowl
of orange ribbon pasta. She has pulled her shirt sleeves up and her hair is tied
back, but her apron is splashed with colors and her arms and hands have turned
a strange maroon with each successive layer of food dye. "Tanya's having a friend
over tonight, so I thought they would have fun making noodle jewelry."

Tanya, age six, is Rebecca's first priority; she is the center. Although
Rebecca gave birth to Tanya, perhaps it is the other way around:
Rebecca came alive when she became a mother, and now she is work-
ing as hard as she can to make a comfortable, stable home for her
daughter.

Rebecca is a twenty-three-year-old Caucasian woman, about five
feet tall, a little stocky, and full of energy.1 Her face is long and full,
with freckles spread across her nose and cheeks. Her dark eyes are
circled with thick lashes, giving the appearance of eager wonder.

Rebecca never really relaxes but is on alert all the time, sitting at
the edge of her chair. She is strong willed and has definite views about
most things, from politics to parenting. She is easily irritated by signs
of lethargy and has no patience for people with little ambition. Rebecca
wants to become a schoolteacher, and she will be a good one. She is
driven, she is motivated, and she is determined to succeed. But the
woman I am describing here was not always like this. Friends from
her adolescent years probably would not recognize her now. From an
irresponsible and almost hopeless teen, she has grown into a pleas-
ant, fairly dependable young woman.
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Not Makin' It

Rebecca was a decent student in elementary school. She was well
behaved and regularly turned in her homework. She had a few prob-
lems that required extra supervision, but nothing particularly out of
the ordinary. It was the critical transition from elementary school to
junior high that brought about some of the early problems. Many of
her former friends were placed in another local junior high, and
Rebecca had to find a whole new set of allies. Her mother says that
she cast about for months before she finally found her niche. Unfor-
tunately, Rebecca landed in the "wrong" crowd.

That's when I started smoking cigarettes, smoking weed, but I don't think
I was drinking that much then, and I don't know how I went on to the
ninth grade. That's really when I stopped learning anything at all. I re-
ally stopped going to school most of the time. And I would get in trouble
all the time. I don't even remember going to many classes there. I got
suspended all the time. All the time. [The school] was just so big, and it
was rough. You could do things and the teachers don't really know you
that well, so you could just do things. And I would dp a lot of things
there like I would cuss the teachers out to impress the other kids in the
class. And I knew I could cuss them out and they couldn't beat me up,
so that was the perfect thing to do, and then it would show that I was
really cool, too. I used to do that. I can't believe it now.

School officials attempted to turn Rebecca around with discipline and
punishment. Her mother was often angry with her and tried to shame
her into better behavior. At the time, Rebecca only remembers one
teacher who made a positive impression on her.

Mrs. Burke. I liked her. She knew all of her students and she was just
really . . . she cared more than the other people did.

But the transition to high school was not any easier for Rebecca.

I went there for the first quarter and I would get A's and B's, just to
prove to myself that I could do it, and then I would stop going. I did
that every year. I just wouldn't go. I think I was bored and I think that
there was just no reason to be there. I had no idea why I was there,
what it was for.

Looking back, Rebecca is amazed at the sheer absence of thought that
characterized her daily life. She never thought about the future; she
never thought about her behavior. She did not care what happened
or what anyone thought about her. Each time when we spoke and I
asked her about that period of her life she would answer, "I don't know
what I was thinking." Rebecca is now so different from her former self
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that she often seems to be speaking in the third person. And she is not
the best informant about her history because she no longer knows who
that person was "back then."

Part of the reason she remembers so little about that period of her
life may be because of her heavy drug use. Rebecca began using drugs
when she was about twelve years old; in some ways, her development
was suspended at that age level and did not progress until she got off
drugs. One day she was sitting in class and began to think about the
purpose of high school. Her comments resemble those of a young child:

So why am I here? I was just trying to figure it out. I thought about it
for a couple of days because I really could not figure it out, and then
finally I realized that I was here to learn! It was like a big revelation. I
didn't think about college or anything. I thought that I would just grow
up and I would just know everything. I thought when I reach a cer-
tain age then automatically I would just know things. But I never knew
that you actually had to study to learn things.

Although Rebecca was sent to the school counselor and then the school
psychologist, that merely made her more hostile. The one teacher that
had any influence on her was the one who made her work hard, cared
about her, and had high expectations for her work.

But he told us that he wouldn't be teaching again for anybody except
seniors. So he told us that one day and then the next day I just never
went back to class. I regret that.

Rebecca has disdain in her voice when she talks about the other
teachers who gave good grades for little work. There is no telling what
would have turned things around for her at the time, but higher ex-
pectations might have helped. Her mother says that she was "smart"
but that she lacked "certain skills." Rebecca was always being told that
she had trouble with reading, yet as an adult she reads very well and
has no unusual deficiencies. Or perhaps help came too late. Rebecca
took part in a Youth Corps program, funded primarily with state and
local funds, during two of her summers in high school. She worked in
specially designed summer jobs that were intended to give her good
work skills and keep her in school. She thought both of the jobs were
"fun," but at the time, she completely missed the point of the programs.

Rebecca grew more irresponsible, more self-destructive, and increas-
ingly uncontrollable for school officials and her parents. She was drink-
ing heavily, doing drugs, and quickly dropping out of society. Her reck-
less behavior culminated with Marty. At age sixteen, Rebecca met a
twenty-three-year-old drug dealer and crack addict, Marty, an African
American man living in the ghetto who picked up Rebecca at a party.
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Lousy Odds for a Decent Future

In recent years the United States has had the highest teen fertility rates
of any industrialized country. In 1981, there were ninety-six pregnan-
cies per one thousand girls (ages fifteen through nineteen) in the
United States. Although the rate of teen births appeared to decline
during the 1970s and early 1980s, the adolescent birthrate began to
rise again a few years ago. Now, each year, about one out of every
seventeen teenage girls in the United States gives birth.2 In other coun-
tries with comparable rates of sexual activity, the rates of teenage preg-
nancy are much lower. For example, the pregnancy rates of Great
Britain, France, and Canada are about half the United States', and
Sweden's is about a third.3

In addition, despite the fear of AIDS and sexually transmitted dis-
eases, few teenagers practice safe sex. One study found that fewer than
half of sexually active teenagers use any form of contraception. And
contrary to popular opinion, many of these girls' sexual partners are
not teenage boys. Rather, they often become involved with older men
who father their children.4

He was twenty-three and I was sixteen, and I had Tanya a month before
I was seventeen.

I ask, "Were you trying to get pregnant?"
"No."
"Was it an accident?"
"No, but he was like, "I can't have babies. Nobody's pregnant yet."

And I didn't really care. I don't know. I guess I wasn't trying to, but I
wasn't trying not to. I don't know what I was thinking about then. I
didn't plan anything then.

Marty's cavalier attitude toward pregnancy was not uncommon. Most
of the women in this study readily acknowledged that the father of
their child had assured them they were sterile. This pattern was clari-
fied by Andrew Hacker, who pointed out that poor men—often Afri-
can American—are eager to have a child as an affirmation of their
manhood. In low-income communities in which men have few other
opportunities for public approbation, fathering a child becomes an
important reference point for their recognition.5 And perhaps many
men have a sense that they will be able to support the child, although
the vast majority are either unable or unwilling to take responsibility
for the baby's growth and development once it arrives.6

Despite Marty's assurances, however, Rebecca found herself preg-
nant, dropping out of school, and completely unaware of what the
future might bring. "Wasn't it scary?" I asked.
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Sometimes. Sometimes I would wake up at night and I was like, "What
am I doing?" But then there was always something inside of me that
was saying, "Just do this." I would think about it and wonder what I
was doing, but there was no chance I wasn't going to do it.

Rebecca moved out of the house and got an apartment with Marty.
The odds to do well were not in Rebecca's favor. Although she had no
way of supporting herself, she was intent on keeping the baby. Babies
slow women down, keeping many from realizing their economic po-
tential and can hamper their educational achievement.7 But even
though the birth of a child can bring powerful negative forces into a
woman's life, that birth can also be both life changing and life giving.
After she became pregnant, Rebecca began to make the gradual change
toward adulthood. On some level, something changed; her pregnancy
ushered in an internal, personal commitment to life.

Beating the Odds

Teen mothers often drop out of school; about half of all school-age
parents never finish high school. Without a high school diploma, a
woman's earning potential also plummets. Teen mothers earn about
half the income of other mothers who postpone childbearing. Some
of the teens marry, but few have lasting marriages, so they often can-
not count on a second earner in the home. Without their own or
another's income, many are forced to turn to AFDC. Indeed, more than
half of all school-age mothers will receive AFDC at some point in their
lives,8 and these are the women at greatest risk for long-term depen-
dence on welfare.9

With these odds, it was no wonder that Rebecca's mother was wor-
ried. And since Rebecca was experiencing so many other problems in
her life, her mother felt she was doomed. Her daughter's pregnancy
so distressed her that she did everything in her power to try to per-
suade Rebecca to abort the baby or give it up for adoption.

She was going to try everything to get me to give up the baby. She paid
my rent for the first two months, still hoping in those first two months
... she was like, "I'll get you an apartment. You don't have to get preg-
nant to leave." Then she took me to Europe! I was pregnant and it was
horrible. I was sick the whole time. And she was like, "I'll buy you this
stuff," and she didn't have a lot of money. We had a house and she sold
it and that's where she got the money to take me to Europe!

Rebecca saw in Europe what she might be missing, but her resolve only
intensified. She stopped using drugs and decided to finish high school.
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[I stopped using drugs because] I guess for the first time I had a rea-
son to. I had something inside of me that was alive.

She enrolled in the local public high school for pregnant teenagers and
finished school. She took regular classes such as English and math, but
she also took a class on health, nutrition, childbirth, and parenting.
After a few months she gave birth to Tanya. From that moment on,
everything changed.

When my daughter was born, it was just kind of a regrowing—just
starting over in a way. If I didn't have her, I think I'd be on crack right
now. I have very little doubt that I would.

I have very little doubt, too. Many of Rebecca's friends from high school
are on crack and have essentially dropped out; that is, they dropped
out of high school, and then they dropped out of society.

Luckily for Rebecca, Marty went to jail about a week before Tanya
was born.

That made it easier. When I lived with Marty that was depressing. We
were fighting all the time. He thought of the baby as ours and I thought
of her as mine. So that was different. And we talked about the things
that he would do with her, but I don't think he really meant it. He
would go through phases of being in and out of jail. For a while he
was calling us all the time, and I don't think that's good for Tanya.
Like when he first got out, he got her that Nintendo, and then he just
gets back into smoking [crack] and then kind of loses touch. The last
time he came out, Tanya really didn't want to see him or talk to him.
It was hard. But right when she was born he went to jail. It was a week
before. And then he was in jail for a year.

Marty's absence removed one of the obstacles to Rebecca's ultimate in-
dependence and to her remaining drug free, but it also left her without
financial support. Rebecca turned to AFDC for help, and she spent the
next two years growing up. It sounds strange, but that is exactly what
the American public was paying for with those welfare dollars every
month. Rebecca was essentially a twelve-year-old girl in an eighteen-
year-old body who began to discover the world for the first time. She
explored the world with Tanya and she found it very exciting.

They went to the park every day, and Rebecca began naming the
world for her daughter. When Rebecca came across something she did
not know, it suddenly mattered to her to find out about it. Tanya was
eager to learn. She squealed with delight when she saw a flower, a
fish, or another child in the park, and her enthusiasm was contagious.
Rebecca felt the weight of her responsibility to raise Tanya well and to
teach her about the world.
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By the time Tanya was twelve months she used to get fascinated by
things. So her first one was maps. There was this map and globe store.
We used to take the bus and she would get all excited on the bus say-
ing, "Maps, globes," and so we'd go in there and it would be better
than a toy store! And my mother had this book on Turkey and it would
have this one map on this page and she would just look at it and say,
"Maps." I actually got her an atlas and I used to bribe her with, "Come
on, we'll go home and we'll look at the maps," just to get her home.
And then she got interested in pendulums, from the pendulum at the
aquarium. And I didn't know what a pendulum was at the time. So
she must have been about two, so then we'd talk about pendulums. I
would get books, and I'd set up these little blocks in a circle and take
a string and tie something to it and swing it back and forth. She would
love that. I don't think she got it at all, but it was real fun. . . .

You know, you asked me how I've changed since I was seventeen
and jus t . . . well, in every way. I'm responsible now. I do things. I'm
interested in things. I don't mind working. And I think that was Tanya.
Because I just watched her. That's why I say that I might want to have
her again if I had to do it over, 'cause I just watched her explore every-
thing and it was jus t . . . what better way to learn about human nature.
You can learn so much, especially if you have the time. It makes you
want to know things.

Most people do not believe that bearing a child as a teenager can bring
much of anything except trouble, and in general, teenage parenthood
should be avoided. But for Rebecca, having a baby turned things
around. She spent those first two years focused almost exclusively on
Tanya. Then after Tanya turned two, Rebecca decided it was time to
turn her attention to herself. She enrolled in the local community
college and started taking general education classes for an AA degree.10

Rebecca had decided that she was going to become a teacher. It is clear
that Tanya was her inspiration. She loved teaching Tanya, and she
found it easy. She realized that she enjoyed learning, and if she could
find creative ways of teaching, young children might have a better start
in life than she did.

Rebecca's experience in community college was affirming. She got
A's in almost all of her classes, and her teachers were very supportive.
She was really starting from scratch when she enrolled in school, and
so she had to learn, for the first time, how to be a student.

That first semester that I went back I had Mr. Garlan for writing, and
that was great. And then I took a psych class and [the teacher] was
great. I studied so much. I really studied. When I first started, every
chapter we had to read—I read it three times. Because I was just going
back to school and I didn't know. But I got all A's. What I learned that
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first semester; well, first of all I got confidence from that writing teacher,
because I never had any idea that I could write. And then also from
that psychology teacher because she was real clear. Her notes were
real clear. And also I learned how to study. So now, like in biology, I
didn't have to read the chapters three times because I already knew
what I needed to get out of it. I just studied all the time that first se-
mester. My mother told me that the best way to learn is to skim it once,
then read it a second time and then read it again. Read it pretty thor-
oughly, and then skim it again. After a while I only read it twice, but
most of the time I read it three times. And I did my first research pa-
per that first semester, too. It was on the effects of child care on in-
fants, and I got an A+ on it.

'Cause I didn't think I could do it. I had no idea. I knew I was going
to [go back to school]. People were telling me that maybe I should teach,
and then I started working at Tanya's preschool, so I said, "Maybe that's
what I'll do." I always knew I would go back to school, but I didn't know
what I would do. I just wanted to wait until Tanya was old enough.

It took Rebecca three years to finish her general education require-
ments. That is longer than the two years a full-time student might take,
but considering that she had a young daughter, that she dropped out
for a semester because of illness, and that she was also working part
time, her progress was excellent. Her grades were so good that she came
to the attention of a recruiter at a local private college and was offered
scholarships and loans. The $15,000 annual tuition scared her off,
however. Instead, Rebecca decided to attend a public state college to
finish her B.A. and enrolled when Tanya was about five. Since then,
the pace has been hectic.

I just want to hurry up, because I was helping my friend do this paper
on teen pregnancy and there were all these studies saying that [teen
parents] don't graduate college and get their B.A. by the time they're
twenty-five. But I'll be twenty-five next year and I want to have my
B.A. But I worry about Tanya. I feel like I'm studying a lot and one of
my tutors was always saying, "Go to the private college," and I said,
"No, because the most important thing is Tanya and I have to have
time to pay attention to her, and if I have to work that hard, then I'll
be forgetting what was important to me in the first place." Trying to
balance homework with taking care of her is hard. Plus I think I should
get A's. I always said that her [Tanya's] development was more impor-
tant than what grade I get, but sometimes I have to remember to just
slow down. It's hard to balance that, and I don't want to turn on the
TV and have her just watch. It was easier when she was younger
because she'd go to sleep at about 7:00 [in the evening] and I was
working at her school, so I'd be with her all through the afternoon, so
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I didn't have the same kind of guilt. But I want to just make her more
the center—pay more attention to her education and to her.

Rebecca is right—balancing home, children, school, and work is chal-
lenging. There is always a trade-off, and sometimes the compromise
is difficult. Most studies show that when women turn their primary
focus away from parenting to other activities such as working or going
to school, they quickly give up a significant amount of leisure time,
and they also lose sleep.11

Rebecca has to contend with these same issues. Last semester she
took fifteen units—a full course load—at the state college. Now she
cleans her apartment only on the weekends, and meals are very simple.
These are some of the corners she can cut without too much guilt. For
her time away from Tanya, however, she pays an emotional price: Time
spent away from Tanya feels like a retreat from her responsibility as a
mother.12

Getting by on Welfare

While she goes to school, Rebecca uses welfare. How else would she
get by? AFDC has been her lifeline. It has not provided a comfortable
existence, but it has made things easier. In the first couple of years,
welfare gave Rebecca the opportunity to raise her child and be a full-
time parent. The investment was worth it. She flung herself into the
role and provided an excellent foundation for Tanya. After that, she
beat the odds of other teenage parents by enrolling in a community
college and then a state college. Again the investment was a good one.
The fact that she had financial assistance to help get her there is all
the more important. Most Americans generally think that an invest-
ment in financial aid and college grants is money well spent. The earn-
ing potential of college graduates far exceeds that of high school gradu-
ates (not to mention dropouts as Rebecca might have been), and their
taxes contribute to public services for all. Rebecca received both AFDC
and financial aid. She represents one of a growing number of women
enrolled in college in the United States while receiving public assis-
tance. This year she will receive $3,585 in financial aid and $1,500 in
loans; this, in addition to the AFDC, enables her (and Tanya) to lead a
more comfortable life, but it is hardly luxurious. She may scrape by
with an income just above the poverty line, but her expenses are high.

Rebecca's monthly rent is $500. She lives in a one-bedroom apart-
ment and receives no public housing subsidy. Nationally, about 18 per-
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cent of AFDC recipients live in publicly subsidized housing,13 In Cali-
fornia this figure is much lower. About 12 percent of welfare recipients
(all of whom live in poverty, by definition) receive housing assistance
in the form of a housing voucher or a public housing apartment.14 In
Rebecca's case, she has watched her rent increase annually while her
AFDC payment has been cut every year for the past three years.

First I lived in a studio, and when I moved there it was $340. By the
time I left it was $425. That was over four years. It was about $25 more
a year. This place was supposed to be $475, but they said because there
were two people living here... they wanted a reason, because first they
said it was an extra $25 for a parking space, which I should have took
but I didn't, so then they just said it's because there are two of you.

Rebecca's rent is not especially high for the area. According to the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, California has the
highest rents in the country, the average rent for a one-bedroom apart-
ment in her city being $640 per month.15 If Rebecca were extravagant,
she would spend about $800 for a two-bedroom apartment,16 but that
would be well beyond her means. As it is, Rebecca's rent eats up 99
percent of her AFDC grant, and for that she has no space she can call
her own.

When they lived in the studio, Rebecca and Tanya slept in the same
bedroom. Now that Tanya is older, Rebecca feels that she should have
her privacy. And indeed she does. Tanya's room is as large as the liv-
ing room and part of the dining area combined. She clearly has the
largest, most private space in the apartment, and she fills it completely.
The walls are covered with bright posters, and the bed is a rumpled
mess of pillows, stuffed animals, and bedding. Her room looks like a
child's sanctuary with toys and books everywhere. But Rebecca is not
as fortunate; her bedroom doubles as the living room. The couch pulls
out into a bed, so her private space is also a public, family space. For
now, this is probably the best she can do for the money.

With rent costing $500 a month, there is not much room to negoti-
ate financially. I did a monthly budget with Rebecca and came up with
the figures listed in the following table.

Certain numbers stand out in Rebecca's budget. On the expense side,
her food bill is high. The average U.S. food stamp payment is based on
the assumption that each family member in a household needs about
$0.92 per meal, per day.17 Critics of the food stamps program, how-
ever, argue that this amount is unrealistic for most families.18 If Rebecca
received a full food stamp allotment, it would equal about $171 per
month in food costs. Rebecca admits that if she spent more time cut-
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Income

AFDC

Food stamps
Child support
Financial Aid
Loans
Work
Work study

Total

$504
$ 10
$ 0
$398
$166
$100
$200

$1378

Expenses

Rent
Food
Gas and Electric
Telephone
Tanya's school
Gas
Laundry
School supplies
Cleaning supplies
Tuition
Cigarettes
Entertainment

Total

$500
$300
$ 40
$ 40
$100
$100
$ 30
$ 83
$ 10
$158
$ 75
$175

$1611

ting coupons and planned meals more carefully, her food bill would
be lower. But again, she does not feel able to make this trade-off with
her time. Her days are already full, and she feels that she compromises
time with Tanya just to manage the demands of school. Instead of $ 171
per month, Rebecca's food stamp allotment is actually $10. Food stamp
payments are based on a series of calculations that include other
income such as AFDC, financial aid, and work; as one's income rises,
food stamps usually fall. The amount Rebecca is granted is so small
that she often does not even bother to claim it. With all the other things
filling up her life, it has not been worth the time.

In addition to her household expenses, Rebecca also pays for a pri-
vate school for Tanya. This may seem strange, like a luxury for a welfare
recipient to send her child to private school, but Rebecca has very strong
feelings about education. She has a sense that the public schools failed
her as a child, and she wants something better for her daughter. Given
the community she lives in, Rebecca's concerns are well founded. The
local school district is notorious for low test scores, overcrowded schools,
demoralized teachers, and campus violence. Drug use is rampant, and
the dropout rate begins to soar in junior high rather than high school.19

Although Rebecca's decision makes sense, it is expensive. Tuition
for the school plus an hour of after-school care is $425 per month.
Obviously Rebecca cannot afford that, but she has been very fortu-
nate in the generosity she has received from the school staff. Each
month she is given a $200 scholarship. Her mother also pitches in
another $125. Then Rebecca trades work for money. She is respon-
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sible for $100 each month, and so the school employs her to help out
in the classrooms or in the office. Some months she cannot pay any-
thing, so she spends more time at the school. Other months she pays
what she can and continues to put in her time. Time is a commodity
for Rebecca—it is the only thing she can trade, since she cannot buy
services. Of course, this puts another strain on her time, another
monthly worry, but Rebecca usually does not have enough cash to
support her decision about Tanya's school.

Rebecca works hard and she tries to keep up with everything, but
in some things you can see the shadows of her former self. The change
in her character is neither miraculous nor total. Rebecca is a complex
woman. Physically she is twenty-three, but developmentally she is only
about eighteen. Each day she struggles to combine the careless atti-
tudes of her youth with the more prudent beliefs she has adopted in
adulthood. She is a young woman with high ideals, mixed with a per-
spective carried over from her past.

Rebecca gets A's and B's in college, loves to engage in political debate,
and prefers documentaries to other kinds of TV shows, yet she sur-
rounds herself with people who rarely share her interests. All her
friends are low-income men and women who have had trouble with
the law or with drugs. She knows that she has undergone some kind
of character change, but she is unable to describe it. Rebecca is a matter-
of-fact kind of person whose goal is to get through each day and on to
the next. She does not spend time thinking about the meaning of her
behavior, and she is not particularly reflective about the choices she
makes in her life.

For example, a couple of years ago, Rebecca started dating a man
named Derek. He had little to recommend him except for a warm smile
and complete admiration for Rebecca's accomplishments. Tanya took
an immediate dislike to the man. Part of it was jealousy, but Tanya
was also aware of Derek's inadequacies as her mother's mate. Tanya
hated it when Derek smoked, she hated it when he turned on music
during a dinner conversation, and she felt neglected when he did not
praise her artwork or her reading. Rebecca also knew that Derek was
not good for her. He was a recovering crack addict who had spent his
adolescence in and out of jail. He had trouble holding a steady job,
and Rebecca was constantly frustrated with his indolence.

He has a good sense of humor, and we get along pretty well. And he's
real sensitive and sweet and he really makes an effort to try to be good
with Tanya. And I like that he tries to do well in school and that he's
really making an effort, but he doesn't try hard enough for me. It
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annoys me that he doesn't take that extra initiative. He's not real inter-
ested in the things that I like. I like to watch documentaries and Inside
Washington, every political show that comes on. And he wants to watch
Starsky and Hutch!

When I asked her to speculate why they were still together, Rebecca
would shrug her shoulders. I imagine that after a lifetime of feeling
inadequate, she enjoys the sensation of feeling superior to the people
around her. By Derek's standards, Rebecca has accomplished a great
deal. Now she uses Derek and her other friends as a constant reminder
of how far she has come. She also seems to feel more comfortable with
them than with most of her classmates in college. Rebecca is filled with
strange contradictions: Sometimes she appears comfortable with her
new role as a college student, but often she still behaves much as she
did in high school.

For example, when she talks about her obligation to work at Tanya's
school, she often remarks, "Well, I haven't gotten there yet this month"
or "I really need to find some time to get there." As a pattern develops
and no one at the school enforces her obligation, Rebecca becomes
less and less compelled to do anything. Sometimes she talks as though
there is a secret understanding that her child's scholarship really
amounts to $300 a month instead of $200. Her mother tries to enforce
her moral obligations by occasionally refusing to pay anything toward
Tanya's tuition; then Rebecca has to scramble to come up with more
cash or spend more time at the school.

For Rebecca, coping—economically and emotionally—as she main-
tains her various roles of mother, student, and part-time worker is a
delicate balancing act. A survival strategy she has developed over the
past six years is ignoring her commitments when things threaten to
overwhelm her. As in the case with her obligation to work at Tanya's
school, when Rebecca finds it impossible to perform certain duties, she
simply ignores them and hopes that they will go away.

She applies this strategy to the problem of car insurance. Driving
with car insurance would cost Rebecca about $200 a month—obvi-
ously an amount she could not pay. Not driving a car would mean not
having transportation to Tanya's school and to her college classes.
Rebecca is a determined young woman. She plows ahead, eyes fixed
on her goal of becoming a teacher and a self-sufficient provider for
herself and her child. And so she drives without insurance, overlook-
ing the danger.

In addition, Rebecca has credit card problems. In some ways, this
seems peculiar, for she has never been well off; she did not slide from
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the middle class into poverty. So how did she ever obtain a credit card
in the first place? Her naivete was partly to blame. Rebecca never had
a course in finance. She was never told how credit cards work and how
to use them correctly. She did not know about the high interest rates
or how a minimum payment on several credit cards could rapidly get
out of hand. But as a community college student, she was approached
by a number of credit card companies offering her instant credit with-
out a background check and without any collateral. Rebecca did not
know that credit cards were so easy to get.

They come to [the college] and they give you these credit cards! And
of course you're going to take them. But now the [bill collectors] are
always calling me. I had Macy's, I had a Visa, Capwells, and then I got
Furniture 2000 and that was a big mistake. I got that furniture (she
points to the living room set). So I told them, "Come take the furni-
ture if you want. ... I can't pay for it." It was stupid of me. I thought
I'd be able to pay it back, but I just recently stopped paying and now
[the bill collectors] are driving me crazy. They had stopped for a while,
and now they started again. It's like they go in sprees, and all of them
get together and call. It's irritating and it's funny because they say,
"Well, we're going to sue you." I'm like, "If I had something for you
to sue for, don't you think I would pay you? I would pay you then!"
I've been thinking about doing bankruptcy, but I don't know. What
am I going to say? How do I explain?

Rebecca is in a bind. She realizes her error, but now that she has made
it, she does not have enough money to make the monthly payments.
She tried for a while, and then it became overwhelming to her. As
usual, she ignored the problem, and now the bill collectors are trying
their best to remind her of her obligation.

Surprisingly, the default on her credit does not get in the way of
her obtaining new loans for school. Rebecca has taken out over $ 10,000
in school loans so far, and she has another couple of years of school
left. By the time she has finished, she will probably owe about $ 15,000
there as well. Luckily her attitude toward school loans is better. She
hopes that one or two of them might be forgiven, since she plans on
working in the inner-city schools after graduation. But she also expects
to be paying them off for the rest of her life if she must, because that
is a contractual agreement she feels obligated to keep.

Rebecca cannot afford the credit card payments, and she cannot
afford car insurance. Her monthly expenses total about $1,600 each
month, and her income amounts only to about $1,400. Part of this
difference is usually made up by her mother, who pays her telephone
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bill (since most of Rebecca's calls are to her mother, who lives about
thirty miles away) and for her gasoline.20

When I last saw Rebecca, she was very worried about Tanya's teeth.
She had recently taken her to the dentist and was told that Tanya badly
needed braces to correct some of her dental problems. Braces will cost
about $ 1,500, and Rebecca has no idea how she can pay for them. First,
there are few dentists in her county that take Medicaid patients, and
then Medicaid has been cut back so severely in recent years that orth-
odontics is almost never covered. Rebecca asked her mother to help
with the cost, but her mother has nothing left to give; other family
members are strapped as well. Incidentals such as these—financial
problems that even most middle-class parents find difficult to cope
with—are a nightmare for women like Rebecca.

Things would be easier, of course if Marty helped her support Tanya.
But on the income side of Rebecca's monthly balance, there is a notable
absence of child support. This is not unusual. Child-support payments
are notoriously irregular in the United States. Only about 44 percent
of all middle-class women receive any child support from the absent
father, so not surprisingly, the figures for low-income and never-
married mothers are even worse. Only about 11 percent of never-
married women receive any child support at all from the father in a
given year.21 This includes men who pay regularly and those whose
payments are erratic and minimal.

Rebecca is not sure where Marty is today. He is probably either in
jail or on his way back, so in any case, his child-support potential is
very low. Even when he was out of jail, he was not a good provider.
He tried to support Rebecca when they were first together, but as she
observed,

He helped [financially], but he sold drugs. So, [he helped] a little bit,
but he smoked them too, so there wasn't a lot of money.

Rebecca is not particularly disturbed by Marty's absence. In her mind,
the less he pays, the less claim he has to their daughter. Not that he
asserts his parenthood very often or very loudly, but Rebecca thinks
of Tanya as her daughter alone, and the less Marty has to do with her
child, the happier she is. Marty is like a bad dream for Rebecca, one of
many memories she would rather forget.

Since Rebecca receives no assistance from Marty, financial aid and
her school loans help pay the bills. In addition, she works at the col-
lege. Rebecca has been working since Tanya was about nine months
old. At first she babysat on weekends and in the evenings. Then she
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began watching one or two children all day long when their parents
went to work or school. When one of the little girls she was caring for
started attending a preschool in the mornings, Tanya asked If she could
go, too. This is when Rebecca decided to return to school, taking classes
in the morning and watching the girls in the afternoons.

During her second semester, Rebecca did not work. It was a luxury
in terms of her time but a hardship financially. She remembers going
to school in the morning, picking up Tanya at her preschool about
noon, and then studying and playing with Tanya for the rest of the
day. But because Rebecca was not able to pay her bills, she went back
to work. She was hired at her daughter's preschool, where she was
paid about $8.50 an hour. At first she worked two days a week, but
soon this increased to four. Throughout this period, Rebecca was paid
under the table.

Both the child-care business and the house-cleaning industry are
lifesavers for welfare recipients. Jobs are plentiful. Women are usu-
ally paid with cash or a check, so their income is rarely reported to the
IRS (and thus the money is easily hidden from the welfare office).
Employers like the arrangement because they do not have to worry
about deducting taxes or paying Social Security.22 They also do not
have to abide by fair-employment practices, and their liability, in case
something happens on the job, is almost nonexistent. Obviously these
benefits to the employer can become real abuses for the AFDC recipi-
ent. Women generally do not receive benefits such as medical insur-
ance, paid holidays, or sick leave. Although by working under the table,
women maximize their current income, neither they nor their em-
ployer pays anything into the Social Security system. Then when these
women grow older, they cannot collect Social Security, since that sys-
tem is based on previously reported earnings.23

The worst feature of working under the table, however, is the ele-
ment of risk. Women live in fear of being found out. They fear the
unhappy employer who reports their work to the welfare office, or
they fear that something in their manner will give them away to their
welfare worker.

Like so many other welfare recipients, Rebecca is committing wel-
fare fraud. The fraud itself is not unusual; it is the degree that varies.
Every year some woman on welfare makes headlines for cheating tax-
payers on a grand scale. Certainly, when a welfare recipient is living
better than the rest of us but working half as hard, it is easy to feel
moral indignation. But most welfare recipients' efforts to get by are not
particularly elaborate: Women on welfare work because they have to.

It is not difficult to figure out that if Rebecca were not going to school
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or working, she would have a total of $4 available each month to pay
for all her expenses, including food, utilities, transportation, and other
incidentals. The strange and contradictory aspect of welfare is that it
does not pay enough to live on, but public sympathies are offended
when women do what they need to, to survive. The system promotes
fraud implicitly and the woman who does not cheat—out of fear or
scrupulous morals—is a woman whose poverty is probably quite des-
perate.

In 1988, Kathryn Edin and Christopher Jencks conducted a study
to find out the extent of welfare fraud among a population of women
in Chicago.24 The study was remarkable in that the researchers were
able to gain the trust of the participants and felt confident of the hon-
esty of their answers. In this study, of fifty women (about half of whom
lived in publicly subsidized housing), Edin and Jencks found that not
one was able to live on her welfare grant alone. Every woman supple-
mented her AFDC check with either work or help from friends and
relatives. About four out of five women worked either full time or part
time, but none reported their income to the welfare office.

It is clear why many women do not report their income to welfare
officials and also how Rebecca found herself among the welfare cheat-
ers. All these women have the same goal in mind. They want to make
ends meet, to get food on the table, and to make life just a little more
comfortable for the time being. Rebecca tried to be honest with the
welfare department about her earnings, but she quickly realized that
it did not pay:

I really didn't have any problems with welfare until I started working
and that's when I started having a million problems. I had to send in
my check stubs every month, but this one worker would send me
things a day before they had to be turned in. One time she sent me
something after the date that she said she needed it back. Then I would
have to go back and deal with it, but I'm trying to work, and it's just a
major hassle, 'cause I didn't have a car or anything, so trying to get
there. . . . And I would call her, but I don't remember what she said
but she was really nasty.

The first two months I worked, they didn't take anything out of my
grant. So you get your full amount. When I called [the welfare worker]
to say the job was ending, she said, "We can't give you the full amount
until two months later." I was getting about $476 [in AFDC] at the
time. And during the first two months they didn't take anything out.
Then after that they took out one-third [of the AFDC]. I was getting
like $300. Now I was making $400 (working) so I was getting $700
total. But then after that, I'd say about two more months, they cut [the
AFDC] down to $ 111. [So her total monthly income was $400 (work)
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+ $111 (AFDC) = $511.] So I would make $35 more a month working
than I would just being on welfare. And I did that for three or four
months. And then that's when the job was ending. So then I was stuck
with a check for $111 for two months!

So I said [to my worker], "Well, what's going to happen to me? I
could be homeless." And she said, "Well, why do you think we gave
you the full amount for the first two months?" And I said, "As an incen-
tive to get people to work." She said, "Well, we don't care if you work
or not. Let me rephrase that. I don't know if somebody way up there
cares, but I know nobody down here in this office cares whether you
work or not. All that will happen is you'll be sixty-five years old, won't
have any children to draw AFDC from, and will never have worked
for Social Security. So it'll be your problem."

In this one incident, Rebecca not only became fully disillusioned with
the "helping qualities" of her welfare worker, but she also was rudely
awakened to the backward policies of combining work with welfare.
Unfortunately, our policies designed to help welfare recipients move
up and off welfare (called work incentives) are not as helpful as we might
like to think. When a welfare recipient works (and tells the welfare
department about it), she is not allowed to keep both her earnings and
her welfare check. Welfare is not designed to provide a guaranteed
base of income. Instead, as women work, their welfare grant is either
reduced or heavily taxed. For each dollar earned, their welfare grant
is cut by a dollar, with some exceptions. Child-care expenses due to
work (up to $175 for one child and $200 for two children) are "disre-
garded" each month in the calculation of the grant, and $90 is allowed
in work-related expenses (such as clothing, tools, or transportation).
The first $30 that a woman earns each month is not counted as income
for twelve months, and an additional one-third of her earnings is dis-
regarded for the first four months.25

The "disregards" are certainly better than a dollar-for-dollar tax on
all earnings (although they are so complex that most welfare recipi-
ents are unaware of how they work), but for many women on AFDC,
the disregards are not enough to keep them honest. Because of the
difficulties of reporting earned income, in addition to the heavy taxes,
official estimates suggest that very few welfare recipients (about 8
percent) work while they collect aid.26 Yet many women realize that
they can maximize their income if they continue to work but omit their
earnings from their monthly report to the welfare office. This is
exactly what Rebecca did. After the incident with her welfare worker,
she realized that it did not make sense for her to report any of her
earnings.
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Before, I had told them about school, about financial aid and every
month I would tell them how much I got. But now I just put "no,"
"no," "no," on the CA-7 [the monthly income and expenditure report],
and I just send them a copy of it. You know, that's what I think is really
stupid about welfare, because one of the reasons there are so many
stereotypes about people on welfare is because they won't let you work.
Most people, well, a lot of people that are on welfare, work. And I
mean, you want to say that people on welfare are lazy, but most people
do work. It's just that we can't tell you that we work!

Welfare recipients are not conniving, unscrupulous cheats out to make
money off the system. Rather, they act like most Americans, trying to
make a harsh economic system work in their favor. They have chil-
dren, usually young children, whom they are trying to support and
protect, and they will do what they can to improve their children's
lives. But work and welfare combined are not enough to get by. In
many cases, as Edin and Jencks also discovered in their study of wel-
fare recipients, women must rely on friends and family to bridge the
gap between income and expenditures. Rebecca relies on her mother
all the time. Without her, she would have been in critical need more
than once. When her car breaks down, it is her mother who pays to
have it fixed; her mother gave her the twenty-year-old car in the first
place. When Rebecca needs extra groceries or Tanya needs new shoes,
her mother often helps. Without friends and relatives, living on AFDC
would be impossible.

Conservative writers27 on the topic of welfare often advise family
members to play a larger role in the financial support of AFDC women
and children, but their capacity also is limited. Rebecca's mother helps
as much as she can. To do more would strain her own, already tight
budget.

Welfare as a Means to an End

All the decisions that Rebecca makes about work, welfare, and her
financial status are fairly practical. For Rebecca, welfare is not a lifestyle
but a means to an end. She has thought about her goals and does not
see any way to achieve them except by following her current path. To
be satisfied with AFDC alone, or with a low-paying job, would just
ensure her poverty for the rest of her life, and for Rebecca, poverty
means conferring a lifetime of limited opportunities to Tanya. Poverty
means fewer choices, less safety, and less respect. For Rebecca, and
for many women and children on welfare, poverty is synonymous with
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AFDC. And because of the premium we Americans place on wealth,
being on AFDC usually feels like a shameful experience:

When I started using AFDC, my mom was like, "People won't like it."
I think that's why I'm so self-conscious about the food stamps. Because
it's like people really don't like it. People judge it. It feels like
everybody's respect is dependent on what you're doing and how much
you're doing. It's hard to be part of a system that doesn't work. But
when you're on welfare, you're part of that system, no matter how
hard you try not to be. It's a system that has so many problems.

When I first applied, I would just look at people and think, "Oh God,"
'cause you know. . . . They were just—all of them looked like they're
going to be on this for the rest of their life. Most of them did. When
you start thinking of ways to get more from them ... and start getting
into lying and all this stuff, it kind of makes it seem like you're really
going to be on for a long time. I'm not sure what it is. It's like you
have to lie to get on it. Usually you do. But see, when you get too
involved in finding out things and figuring out ways, then you get
deeper into it. It's just too much a part of you. When you sit around
and wait for it, it becomes you. But I don't think I ever thought that
I'd be on welfare for the rest of my life.

Rebecca will not be on welfare for long; it is just a means for her to
achieve what she wants. She tried the JOBS program as well, but she
quickly found out that this well-meaning program was more of an ob-
stacle than a help. JOBS is the outgrowth of a welfare policy that, like
the incentives to work, was well intentioned but has had limited suc-
cess. Like all welfare recipients with children over age three, Rebecca
was required to participate.28 At first she thought it would be a good
way to pay for her child care, and she hoped that the welfare office
might actually try to help. Once she enrolled, however, she found out
that there was a two-year limit to the JOBS program in her state; that
her educational goals had to be such that she would be finished and
"job ready" after two years. It quickly became clear that this would
not work for her at all, since her education plans would be much more
complicated.

Luckily, Rebecca's JOBS worker was sympathetic to her situation
and indicated on her Employment Development Plan that she would
be qualified as a teacher's aide after two years of the program. When
Rebecca's two years were up, the worker told her about the special
loopholes in the program that would allow her a "deferral" from parti-
cipation, and she encouraged Rebecca to find one that fit her needs.
Accordingly, Rebecca got a deferral when she received her work—
study notification from the college indicating that she would be work-
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ing more than fifteen hours a week. Had her worker been less sup-
portive, Rebecca would have faced a powerful bureaucracy at the end
of her two years, pushing her to get any kind of job that would get her
off welfare.

Essentially, JOBS is designed to provide just enough assistance to
move welfare recipients into the labor market as quickly as possible.
It disregards the needs of women to make enough money to support
their families but generally encourages them to take low-paying jobs
that maintain their marginalized economic existence. In California, the
average JOBS participant makes about $5.90 per hour29 when she
leaves the program (or about $12,272 per year).30 Finding a well-
paying job is highly dependent on the unemployment rate in the com-
munity. As Rebecca explained:

They want you to get jobs that you can't do anything with. It's really
limiting. They send you to training programs but they [don't teach you]
anything really meaningful. For me, we wrote down that I could be a
teacher's aide after two years. But see, if I just did it for two years and
did get a job like that, I would never be able to get anywhere, because
I would never make enough money to pay for everything.

Rebecca has used AFDC for quite a long time now. Tanya is six, so she
has been on AFDC continuously for more than five years: That is a
long time and a lot of tax dollars. So far, Rebecca and Tanya have prob-
ably received over $30,000 in welfare payments alone. But Rebecca's
strategy is sound. In another two years she will be working full time
as an elementary school teacher. She will be making a good salary and
will fully support her family. Unless something unexpected occurs,
Rebecca and Tanya will be free of welfare for the rest of their lives.
When Rebecca talks about her career choice, she not only mentions
the personal satisfaction of the work, but she also talks about it in purely
pragmatic terms:

It's definitely practical. I know that I'll get a job when I finish school.
There's no way that I can do all this and then not get a job. So it's
secure. And then, I like kids. And I think [teaching jobs start] maybe
at $20,000. Between $20,000 and $24,000. And then you get sum-
mers off. That's a major part. I plan on working in a public school at
least for a couple of years and then maybe opening up a school, you
know, if I could get support. Basically, I hope I can do it for economi-
cally disadvantaged children.

Rebecca will realize her goals in part because she is so motivated to
get there. She works hard and holds traditional American values about
the importance of work and industry.
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There's something to hard work. And I would always ... it annoys
me to see people that will not work hard.

Rebecca's feelings about work are fundamental to her character;
others around her who do not share these values get little of her sym-
pathy. Actually, her attitude toward work is the main barrier to her
relationship with her boyfriend, Derek.

One day Derek and Rebecca were dreaming about what their lives
would be like if they suddenly became rich. Rebecca thought that rich
meant having an income of about $40,000 a year. Certainly that is a
lot of money, about six and a half times more than her welfare ben-
efits, but it is not the millions that others might dream about. Her only
hope was to join the middle class—perhaps she felt that anything more
would be extravagant. Derek wanted to go to an island somewhere
and "just sit," but that did not appeal to Rebecca. Her response pro-
vided a glimpse of her character—her attitude toward work, industry,
and adventure—and perhaps a glimpse of Rebecca's future:

I'd still want to work. I don't know how much. But it would be boring
not to work. I want to always do something, like work with kids. But
if I could do anything, at least for a little while, I'd like to be an arche-
ologist and go dig bones. That would be so fun. If somebody gave me
$40,000 a year, I might do that.
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There's this magazine with a picture of a diver, and it's at this angle showing

the diver and he looks so high. And there are all of these people standing around
... and you can't tell where he's going, and that's what it feels like. There's
this diving board and I'm walking out there, and I'm ready to come down and
people are going to be looking at me.

Darlene is stuck. Somehow she got onto this diving board and now
has no idea how to get off. She is stuck in a dysfunctional family. She
is stuck in poverty, has known it all her life, and does not know how
to get out. She is stuck in the role of a single parent and does not know
how to share that responsibility. Some days she sees a way out but
then becomes paralyzed by fear and indecision.

To say that Darlene is a victim of circumstances beyond her control
is a half-truth. She is indeed a victim of an abusive and ignorant fam-
ily and a victim of racism. But could she handle her current situation
better? Darlene certainly has potential, but she probably could not do
much better. When one compares Darlene with some of the other
members of her family, she is a startling success. But to expect her to
turn her back on her family, her past, and her class is unrealistic.

Darlene wanted to be more and to do more with her life. She had
visions of going to college, getting a law degree, and providing for her
son, James. But her dreams for a better future never materialized, and
they probably never will. Darlene is caught in a web of poverty, punc-
tured by a history of deep psychopathology—a legacy willed to her by
her father.

Chaos Inside and Out

Darlene's small one-bedroom house is enclosed by a tall fence. Inside
the fence, Prince, a German shepherd, stands guard in a yard tall with
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weeds. The fence, the dog, and the bars on all the windows are mul-
tiple barriers to any intruders. Still, the family never has a feeling of
real security. Darlene lives in a part of town that is not safe. According
to the local police, her neighborhood has consistently remained "one
of the worst in the city" for twenty years. Four or five murders are
reported every year, in addition to numerous incidents of aggravated
assault, rape, and armed robbery. A nearby thoroughfare provides
regular business for drug dealers and prostitutes, and drug users prey
on the surrounding community to help support their habits.

Darlene is always aware of her vulnerability and is careful with her
things. One day when I was visiting, James was playing outside with
his cousins, riding bicycles up and down the street. When they finished,
they put down their bikes in front of the house and walked inside for a
drink. "James, the bikes cannot stay outside the gate like that," Darlene
told him, "people will come by, they'll take the bikes, and we'll know
nothing about it until we get outside and it's gone. When we first moved
here," she tells me, "somebody stole the bike off the moving truck! We
hadn't even moved into the house, and the bike was gone."

Inside the house, everything is in disarray. As with most aspects of
Darlene's life, some of this is her doing, and some of it is beyond her
control. The home was probably comfortable for one or two adults
when it was built sixty years ago. But now, with two adults and a
child—and sometimes more—the house is very crowded.

Darlene gave the one bedroom at the back of the house to James.
When he was younger they could share a room, but at eight, James
needs his privacy. The front room of the house is divided into a living
room and a dining room. A couple of years ago Darlene put up a large
sheet between the two "sections" of the room to create a bedroom for
herself. This arrangement was moderately acceptable, although
Darlene never had enough closet space to store her things. But a year
ago she invited her sister to live with them. Rochelle was going through
hard times herself and needed some temporary housing. Temporary,
of course, means different things to different people, and a year later
Darlene is wondering when their arrangement will end. The frustra-
tion in her voice is apparent: It would be much easier if Rochelle found
a new home.

My family is becoming very imposing. Just having Rochelle here is a
real drag, actually. I sometimes wonder, what benefit is there for me?
She acts like she's renting a room here. And for one thing we don't
see each other enough to have any real communication. I've set up a
time for meetings and we haven't made the meetings. And she's in
school and I know what that's like. She requires more social interac-
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tion and she has very, very late hours. She'll stay at Brenda's house
[their cousin] 'til very late. And she doesn't rent a room here, you
know. She lives with me. I wouldn't rent a room to anyone. You're
staying in my bedroom! I have no bedroom. And I have no bed! That's
what she doesn't see.

Darlene and Rochelle share the front bedroom. With one small dresser
between them and no closet space, Darlene's clothes end up in the
living room. Rochelle tries to keep her things on the large chair in the
bedroom, but they often overflow onto the bed. Before and after a big
laundry run, the clothes often tower three feet above the bed.

The disorder of the bedroom has spread into the living room. The
couch, made of artificial leather, sags in the middle and is torn in sev-
eral places. The clothes that cover it spill onto the floor. The living room
is unkempt, unswept, and unvacuumed. Pieces of food and paper are
strewn everywhere.

Beyond the obvious signs of Darlene's own neglect of her home is
the smell of mildew that hangs heavy in the air. Even on warm sunny
days, a feeling of dampness lingers in the house. The floor boards are
rotting under the carpet; the wooden window frames are separating
from the glass. Darlene has had trouble with her gas and electricity—
her meter box blew up because of the water standing underneath the
house. Her landlord was supposed to fix this problem. He brought in
an electrical contractor to make the repairs, but the contractor wanted
to wait until the end of summer, after the earth had time to dry. Now
it is October. The contractor has not been back, and the house contin-
ues to settle in the mud.

The feeling of dampness is exaggerated by the dim light inside. All
the windows have thick bars on the outside, and the two houses on
either side of hers are so close that Darlene's home never gets any direct
sunlight. This moist, dark feeling was alleviated for a time by a patch
of color: The living room used to have a makeshift coffee table in front
of the couch, a small plywood box painted bright red and orange that
gave the room some needed warmth. Darlene used to sit on the box
while we talked, but one day James used the box as a toy, and it col-
lapsed. James was trying to annoy his mother and had readily suc-
ceeded.

Slipping from Middle-Class Dreams to the Underclass

Darlene is thirty-eight, somewhat older than the average AFDC
recipient.1 She is short and round with lovely chocolate-colored skin.

89



Faces of Poverty

An extremely intelligent woman, Darlene is unsure about her talents,
and this makes her shy and quiet at first. But once she feels comfort-
able around others, she is open and thoughtful, with an engaging,
delightful laugh.

Like so many other AFDC recipients, Darlene began collecting wel-
fare when her child was born.2 That transition, from single adulthood
to single parenthood, was traumatic, and she has not yet recovered.

Before James was born, Darlene was working the swing shift as a
live-in nurse for an elderly woman. She was making good money ($12
an hour); she had a car and her own apartment and was getting along
fairly well financially. Although the external circumstances of her life
were quite stable, Dadene was depressed and had been for several
years. Her bouts with depression had begun when she was young. This
time she expressed her depression by overeating. Every evening after
work she would stop by a newsstand, pick up a cheap paperback, and
go home and eat. In a short while she gained over a hundred pounds
and felt terrible. She did not like herself and could not imagine any-
one paying any attention to her, least of all a potential suitor. The
reactions she got from friends and family confirmed her worst suspi-
cions about her looks:

,They act like you've been in some horrible disfigurement fire. That's
the kind of reaction you get. They ask you all these . . ."What hap-
pened?! What's going on with you? You were so beautiful."

So when Reggie did pay attention to her one night at the newsstand,
she was both surprised and pleased.

I hadn't been in a relationship in three years. I'm really good at that—
social anorexia—so he was a real surprise. He was clearly bent on
seduction and I wasn't even aware. I'm heart battered; there's sexual
abuse in my family; there's alcoholism. I don't understand relation-
ships. I don't know what I'm doing. I quit. I had considered suicide,
but I thought my mom deserved better than that. So I lived; I worked.
This is what I was doing when I met him, just working and living. And
so it was a surprise to suddenly be involved.

In retrospect, Darlene was very vulnerable at that time, and Reggie
was taking advantage of that. Darlene had boyfriends before; four or
five had been serious. But none of these love affairs could compare
with her feelings for Reggie. Their relationship was stormy and pas-
sionate, lasting over two years. But Reggie was not responsible. On
good days he was loving and caring, but most days he showed his true
colors. He was an alcoholic; he was involved with drugs; and he was
absent, both emotionally and physically, for days at a time. Darlene
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excused his behavior because she had never really known a man who
behaved any differently. Every person she had ever lived with, includ-
ing family members, friends, and lovers, had been alcoholic. Some were
also gamblers, and some used drugs. Every member of her family was
an addict of some kind, and the most prominent male role model in
her life, her father, was also the most brutal.

So Darlene had her guard up, but only partway. When they first slept
together, Reggie told her that she could not get pregnant, that he had
had a vasectomy, and that he had never gotten a woman pregnant
before. But Darlene did not believe him and decided to take care of
her own birth control with a low-dosage "minipill." After two years,
the fighting, jealousies, and misunderstandings grew worse. Reggie
started seeing other women, and Darlene started to date other men as
well. At one point, Darlene was sleeping with Reggie and another man
on alternate nights. The results were disastrous:

Well, I didn't have a period. I thought I was pregnant. And then I
thought, well, I really didn't want to have an abortion. I had abortions
before and I didn't want to have another one. And it was like, here
you are thirty years old, and you are still getting pregnant, acciden-
tally. You need to have a baby. If there's one thing I know, having a
baby will cure pregnancy [laughs]. I mean, this was my logic! So I said,
"Whatever happens, happens. You're just going to be embarrassed. If
you don't know who the father is, then you'll just have to look at the
kid when he shows up."

But see, I was not pregnant. This happens to some people [not get-
ting a period], but I didn't know this. So I'm thinking I'm pregnant, so
I quit taking the pill. So Reggie calls me a couple of weeks later, and I
told him I thought I was pregnant and we got back together. And then
I did get pregnant. That one time. That one date. September 22, 1982.
I know exactly when I got pregnant. And so I get pregnant, thinking
I'm pregnant! I mean, how could you do this!? When I figured out
what had happened it was like, "You got pregnant, thinking you were
pregnant? Who does that?"

Darlene and Reggie broke up again shortly after that and then came
the embarrassment.

You know, I'm a nurse, I'm thirty years old, this happens to teenagers,
it doesn't happen to thirty-year-old nurses. I was just very, very embar-
rassed. Plus I'm just thinking, "How am I going to do this socially? How
am I going to manage this?"

Her feelings of embarrassment really masked other feelings that she
had about Reggie. Darlene wanted things to work out with Reggie.
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She wanted to have a baby, and she wanted to have a husband. She
could have had an abortion. She was not opposed to abortion for re-
ligious or philosophical reasons; indeed, she had had three abortions
previously. But she did not realize that she did not want to have the
baby without Reggie. Like most Americans, she had traditional beliefs
about marriage and family.3 But when she realized that she would be
alone, she sank into a very deep depression.

I was about five months pregnant [when I saw him again] and he
said, "Well, call me when the baby comes." He had told me to call him
and I called him, and he had an answering machine and I knew it was
his machine, and he had a tape and it was a standard message and I
left a message and he never called me back. I said, "I'm at North Point
Hospital, it's a boy, nine pounds. . . ." And he wasn't there. And I hap-
pened to be—just my luck—I really don't think there is an anthropo-
morphic God that punishes people, but this was very ironic. I had to
have a room, it was a semiprivate room with a woman who had the
most attentive husband there ever was. Ever was. "Now why am I
here?" I'm thinking. "I'm here alone with this baby." And so I got out
of there as fast as I could and I really had intended to stay and enjoy
being in the hospital, but it was like, "I cannot watch these people."

And it was just totally different to have a baby and not be married
and to be around people who were married. And it was an outside-
looking-in experience, and it was understanding how society views
things, because it would have never occurred to me to treat anyone's
child differently or anyone who is having a baby—you know, as far as
giving a person showers, giving a person gifts. There were people who
didn't acknowledge James. So you know that was hard. And I see
people on the street and I want to say, "Do not do it. You have no idea.
You have no idea the reaction you're going to get."

The birth of a child brings financial stress to most families. Although it
is difficult to calculate the real cost of raising a child, there is some
evidence that the average American child costs more than $100,000
before the age of eighteen.4 The expenses are not just those associated
with cribs, bottles, and diapers—there is a human cost as well. Although
about half of all women with infants (under one year old) return to
the workforce, the other half remain at home.5 Thus, family income
often falls sharply just as expenses rise.

For single mothers like Darlene, the financial strain of child rearing
can be especially difficult. A few months into the pregnancy, she quit
her job as a nurse, since she did not want her employer to find out
about her situation. She took another job as a phlebotomist in a Plasma
Center, but the pay was not half as good. After she gave birth, she got
disability pay for about six weeks and then she went on aid.
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I suppose Darlene should have known better. She should have rec-
ognized Reggie's irresponsibility. She should have known that he
would never come back to her and help raise their child. Like her father
and all the men with whom she had been involved before, Reggie was
an alcoholic and a drug addict, and he was not likely to change his
behavior. Rather than regretting that he had left, Darlene should have
been furious and demanded support for James. Instead, it was the
welfare office that demanded Reggie help support his son.

When Darlene applied for welfare, her intake worker told her that
the office would try to locate Reggie and make him pay a share of
the cost in raising James. Darlene gave her all the information she
had, including his name, address, P.O. box, and his place of employ-
ment. When the DA's office tried to contact him, however, it just
missed him. Reggie had been fired from his job a few weeks earlier
and was now collecting unemployment. But even unemployment
provides some income, so his monthly "wages" from unemployment
were garnished, and the state began to recoup some of the costs of
supporting Darlene and James. Not until Reggie realized that he was
"losing" money did he even attempt to see his son. He had never
before tried to contact Darlene and had never been interested in see-
ing James.

This episode brought still more pain to Darlene, and she realized
during this period that men often have a great deal of power over
women:

He came to me and asked me to lie about who the father of my child
was. But what I could see about it was that I was so attached to him
that I would probably do it if he kept hanging around. I really thought
that there was some danger that I would do this. That he could talk
me into anything.

Reggie maintained that he wanted to support Darlene informally with-
out the intrusion of the state but that the only way for him to do this
was for Darlene to renounce his paternity. In reality, the state would
not have simply backed out if Darlene had done this. Blood tests would
have been taken, and Reggie would have been confirmed as the father
anyway. This also would have meant that Darlene had perjured herself,
something she did not intend to do.

So he asked me, "What did I think was fair for child support?" And at
that time I think I was spending about $400 a month for child care,
and that's all I asked for, was half the child care. I didn't even figure
in food or diapers or health insurance. Just child care was all I asked
for, and he said, "Well, this would seriously cut into my drug money."
That hurt. It really hurt.
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Darlene never lied to the authorities about Reggie, but she also never
saw a dollar from him, either directly or indirectly. Reggie found a way
to duck the system. Maybe he moved to another state; maybe he uses
a false Social Security number when he works now; or maybe he has
moved into an underground economic system that does not bother
with Social Security, unemployment, or taxes. When I met Darlene,
one of the first things she told me was,

I have no idea where James's father is. I don't know if he's living or
dead.

She said this in kind of a resigned tone. In time I understood that she
felt the disappointment of her single parenthood every day. I learned
that she had middle-class values regarding parenthood, marriage, and
family but that the day that she decided to keep her baby—knowing
that Reggie could never be a parent to her child—she began her slip
away from the middle class. Parenthood was a life choice that would
always haunt Darlene, bringing her both pleasure and great pain, yet
she allowed her ambivalence about single parenting to paralyze her
for years to come.

Self-Esteem, Mental Instability, Abuse, and Neglect

Darlene's ability to cope with her single parenthood is one of the prin-
cipal obstacles to her self-sufficiency, as her single parenthood is partly
an outgrowth of her inability to deal effectively with men. Darlene
never learned how to be forthright with people, so she has countless
stories of men who took advantage of her and men who were abusive
to her. She also has an uncanny ability to choose lovers and house-
mates who are addicted to drugs, alcohol, or gambling.6 These experi-
ences, along with her family background, have left her with a fragile
sense of self-esteem. During our time together, Darlene would tell
me that she was not "good enough," or "smart enough," or "strong
enough." She was not good with relationships; she was not good with
her family; she was not good with her son; she was not good in school;
and she was not good at work.

But Darlene's self-esteem is not her only problem. After I had known
her for a while, it became apparent to me that Darlene's difficulties
were not just transient or that she just needed a friend to talk to. Rather,
Darlene has deep emotional scars that have left her mentally unstable.
The balance she tries to maintain between emotional maintenance and
disarray is precarious at best. She is often immobilized by a deep depres-
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sion, a feeling so desparate that she does not recognize the importance
of getting up in the morning or carrying out her daily tasks. Each so-
cial encounter, whether it be with her son's teacher, her welfare
worker, or another parent in the community, is fraught with fear and
discomfort. Her mental instability is not schizophrenic; she has no
hallucinations, and she is not paranoid. But the emotional swings from
euphoria and hope to despair and sadness impair her ability to cope
effectively with the requirements of a constructive life.

Although Darlene's family members have been supportive during
hard times, they are perhaps more critical of her than any other people
she regularly encounters. Darlene described her father as "the most
critical person I've ever known," and her sisters (there are four of
them), as "supportive" and "caring" but also "very critical people."

Darlene's life is so intertwined with her family's that she has few
outside friends. Her sister Rochelle lives with her, and her other sis-
ters and cousins are regularly in and out, dropping off children, stop-
ping by for a chat, or asking for a favor. Her mother is the emblem of
strength for the family and offers a good role model for the whole fam-
ily. After surviving routine abuse from Darlene's father and having
raised all her children by herself for a time, Darlene's mother went
back to school in her late fifties to become a preacher. Darlene's mother
has opened doors for Darlene that she would otherwise have found
closed, and her mother continues to provide support and inspiration.

When she was a teenager, Darlene got her first job as a volunteer in
a local elementary school where her mother was a teacher's aide. Later,
Darlene's mother worked in the welfare office as a clerk. Darlene soon
got a job at that office through her mother's contacts. Later it was her
mother who went to school to become a live-in nurse. After she com-
pleted her course, Darlene also gave it a try. Now, Darlene works as a
receptionist in her mother's church a few days a week. Although her
mother has always provided some buffer between Darlene and the
other members of her family, when Darlene was a child her mother
was blind to the terrible destruction caused by her husband. Darlene's
own words best describe the story of both sides of her faniily:

My parents were one step from being sharecroppers. They were vir-
tual slaves. They owed so much that they couldn't leave the property
they lived on.

My father's family? I think there was sexual abuse in his family as
far back as you can remember. His father was really his grandfather. I
mean, his grandfather had a daughter and he raped her when she was
twelve, and then my father came along and he continued to live in
the house with this incest everywhere. And basically the grandfather
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and his son, my dad, had sexual relations with all the women in the
house.

And my grandfather was a mean man. I mean, he was dangerous.
He had been put in prison before on a chain gang, and these men would
have to go off and work in the fields or dig ditches connected to each
other by these chains. And one day he came back and there was nobody
attached to his chain. And we know he killed the man. I mean we know
he was dead. But it was just another poor black man, so nobody did
anything about it.

[My mother's] father was very brutal and he would whip babies. He
believed that you could break a horse by beating it, so you could break
human beings by bending them to your will. So my mother had never
heard anything about picking up and holding children. Her mother was
a schizophrenic and my other grandmother was an alcoholic.

My father drank, too. My father would get so drunk, I mean he'd
be standing on his feet, but—he almost burned down the house a
couple of times. He would start to cook and you'd wake up and the
house would be full of smoke. A typical scene, my family. Very scary,
but very typical.

Then the sexual abuse began in Darlene's own family. It began with
her eldest sister and spread through the family like a disease. She does
not know all the details because family members are only now shar-
ing their own pain with one another. Darlene also does not know
everything about her own sexual abuse because there are "big black
spaces" in her memory—images and moments that she cannot bear
to relive in the telling. Smells and sounds can bring back an image:

When my father sexually abused me, he was always drunk. So alco-
hol breath is something that I actually despise. People get close to me,
and I get this revulsion and fear and tighten up.

As Darlene speaks, she grows quiet and hugs herself like a little girl:

I would put my bed against the door. I don't know why I remember
the last incident—maybe because it was really violent. He didn't do
anything, he just tried to come in. It was very, very strange. And I just
sort of stood there and looked at him. My sister was there and we just
stood there while he tried to get in. And then I don't remember any-
thing. It's like I blacked out. And then he left us and went into my
other sister's room and sexually assaulted her while my other sister
watched. I think that all of them were sexually assaulted, except for
one. My younger brother.

In junior high, Darlene began the first of several years of therapy.

I never knew why I was going to therapy. I mean, I knew why, but I
really didn't understand. I didn't understand how she was supposed
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to be helping me. I'm sure they didn't know what to do with me at
that time. That was a long time ago and they didn't know how to deal
with sexual abuse. I'm sure it's like being a nurse and being stuck on
the oncology ward, I mean, you just don't want to be there!

Her mother and father also started to see a counselor, and the whole
family had several sessions together. But nothing changed. The image
of the healthy, happy family had disappeared, and there was no way
to retrieve it.

Looking back, Darlene noted that her mother was always trying to
make the family look and feel like a different kind of family.

My father married my mother when she was fourteen years old, and
he was the bright spot in her life. And she always wanted to keep the
family together, which is a good goal; it's just that they didn't have
any fabric to hold together. I mean, it had all these big holes in it; the
fabric was just in shreds; and how do you put that back together?

Today, Darlene's childhood experiences get in the way of her adult-
hood all the time. Like many adult survivors of sexual abuse, she is
easily hurt and misunderstands the slightest criticism.7 Her inner life
is chaotic and disorganized. She does not understand who she is or
where she is going, and she is always uncertain of the next step to take.
As an adolescent she had hopes of going to college. Later, as an adult,
she thought she might become a lawyer. But neither she nor her
mother had a realistic understanding of what she needed to do to get
there.

You know my mother, at one point, wanted me to go to college. But
she had no idea how to work it. And I had no idea how to work it. My
parents' family—you learned how to read, which was a jump, because
the generation before them didn't know how to read. Middle-class
people know. They know you've got to take SAT exams; you're going
to have to take these kinds of courses; you need this much time to
study, this much support. You didn't get that kind of support in our
family.

Middle Class? Underclass? Categorizing Class

Darlene frequently compares her family with the middle class. Like
most members of the middle class, Darlene speaks clearly and expresses
herself well. She uses standard English (or did whenever we were
together) and selects her words carefully. But her language is deceiv-
ing because Darlene is not of the middle class, and she knows it. Nor
is she a member of the working class. Darlene does not work (in the
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taxed economy), and few members of her family do. So where does
she belong?

Christopher Jencks, a well-known researcher on welfare issues,
categorizes class in various ways.8 Sometimes class is determined by a
person's income. By income standards then, Darlene is a member of
the lower class. But the term lower class has fallen into disuse in recent
years, replaced by a term that defines both a person's income and his
or her behavior. Again, to use Jencks's terminology, Darlene might
be defined as a member of the impoverished underclass, one subgroup
of Jencks's underclass, which also contains the jobless underclass, the
reproductive underclass, the educational underclass, and the violent underclass.

The term underclass nonetheless has its critics and has been much
debated in recent years. Some claim that it unfairly categorizes whole
neighborhoods as "violent... or outside politics and social structure."9

Michael Katz has been a particularly vocal opponent of the term,
asserting that it "inappropriately divid(es) poor people into moral cat-
egories," leaving some people deserving public sympathy and others
not deserving support.10 But Jencks makes distinctions within the
broader term of the underclass so as to avoid inappropriate generaliza-
tions about the behavior of all poor people and to suggest different
interventions for those who fall into these distinctive categories.

Although Darlene fits many of Jencks's characterizations of under-
class behavior, there is one area in which she differs. Her cultural skills,
or her ability to move in middle-class circles and to present herself and
her ideas as though she were part of the middle class, are the charac-
teristics that Confuse those around her and often cloud her self-identity.
One incident she related was very telling:

This year there's a parent in my son's class who really likes me. She
just likes me for some reason and she invited me to dinner. And this
is my first outgoing and I was so nervous. I was just—I always kept
people, well, these educated people, they're over here and I socialize
over here, because I don't know what they do [laughs]. So she invited
me to dinner and I had such a wonderful time. And here I was pan-
icked, and I was, you know, I'd say [to myself], "Yeah, I'm having a
good time," and I'd panic some more. And you know they listened to
me, and I listened to them, and we talked and I came home and I just—
you know, these people, they listen and they talk, and you have ideas,
and you can socialize this way. And you can get to know people in a
totally different way. It was very, very odd. I really enjoy it, but it's
living in a different world. It was like going back to school and hang-
ing around people who were intellectual. I could be in a social con-
text with people in a classroom or working on a paper, but just to sit
around and talk and have a free flow of ideas going and not relate my
conversation to the ball game or to the news or to a card game or to a

98



Darlene: Complex People, Complex Problems

party—just to have a flow of ideas is very weird. I mean, you don't
know how strange that is for me. It's like being on Mars.

It also, you know, as I go through this process, I recognize that—
it's not completed, and I'm not sure that I will complete this process,
which is, I really feel, that my class—that I'm going through a class
change. And changing your class is like a betrayal of class. It's like
you're saying, "That's not good enough for me," or "I want something
else." And how do you do that? How do you change something like
that? And if I do change my class, who in that class is going to be linked
to me, socially, having come from another class? When you start head-
ing in the direction you want to go, 95 percent of the people you know
now, you won't know when you get there. It's very scary.

In some ways Darlene does live in two worlds. She can relate to the
middle class and take part in their conversations and activities, but not
without a significant degree of discomfort. When she is with her fam-
ily, she shifts her language and demeanor. Darlene is the most reflec-
tive member of her family, the one who moves through the two worlds
with the greatest ease and the one who is bright enough to notice the
duality of her life. Her sister Rochelle, although clearly a member of
the underclass by all means of categorization, does not recognize this
in herself. Sitting around the living room one afternoon, Darlene was
talking about some of her mother's acquaintances:

I wouldn't know them because I'm not part of the black middle class.
Rochelle immediately jumped in, incredulous, "What did you just

say!?"
"My family is under the mistaken illusion that I am middle class,"

Darlene said under her breath to me.
"No," Rochelle responded, "it has just become very apparent to me

recently that you're trying as hard as you can to not be middle class.
It's not that you are, but you don't want to be. Look, you're not middle
class, and we know through no stretch of the imagination that you're
upper class, okay. Now, you saw the underclass. They used to live next
door. Are you one of them? Who are you? Who are you closest to?
Not those people."

Rochelle turns to me, "I think we're middle class and she's crazy."

Darlene explained:

Our family was very poor; our family history was very poor; and one
of the ways poor people can cope is by joining the [military] service.
And while they're in the service, there are two directions people can
take. Quite often they become middle class, or quite often they have
more money, but their values and what they do doesn't change. Now
the middle class, in my opinion, does certain things that people who
are poor, even if they have money, do not do. One thing, they take
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vacations. Middle-class people take vacations. Our family has never
done that. Ever. And they get education for their children. There's a
very high priority on education. They pay for it or they invest in it and
it's something they're interested in. This group of people has not done
that. [They] have money, but they don't have the same values. It was
a revelation to me that I wasn't middle class. It was something I had
to learn. But all my middle-class friends knew that. They all went to
college, and I see the differences between us and I see where they are
and I see where I am. I feel very, very distant from this group of
people—the black middle class, especially. I feel that we're worlds
apart. I don't feel accepted, so I don't feel always at ease with them.

Were they to meet Darlene, many members of the African American
middle class would find her bright, compelling, articulate, and enter-
taining. But Darlene does not believe that. On some level, Darlene knows
that if she were to change some of the outward appearances of her life,
to get a job, maybe to find a home in a different neighborhood, and to
become more involved in her son's school career, she too would move
into the African American middle class. But the social expectations that
accompany a middle-class lifestyle paralyze Darlene with fear.

William Julius Wilson,11 a scholar of the problems of the inner city,
observes that until the 1960s, African American families lived in the
same inner-city communities, whether they were middle class, work-
ing class, or lower/underclass. Middle-class values were transferred
from one group to another, in part because families used the same
public spaces, post offices, and grocery stores, and their children at-
tended the same schools and churches. Yet with the advance of fair
housing practices in the 1960s and 1970s, African American middle-
class families began to leave the inner cities, leaving lower-class fami-
lies behind. The middle-class values that had been so powerfully con-
veyed were no longer readily available for lower-class families to use
as models. With the departure of the middle class, the hard-core
underclass was left with only a shell of values and expectations for
individual behavior that fell far below the norms readily accepted by
middle-class Americans.

Darlene is a member of that underclass and knows that there are
no generally accepted standards for her behavior. The only expecta-
tions she feels are those she places on herself or those she may feel
intermittently from society. Since Darlene recently gave up watching
television, she no longer has ready access to middle-class values. Since
she shops in the stores of the underclass, rides public transit with the
underclass, and associates with other underclass families, she is sur-
rounded by standards that are relatively low. Others like her, of the
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underclass, do not place expectations on her behavior that she will be
unable to meet. Therefore, her status, although less than it could be,
is safe and comfortable.

Pain and Redemption Through Parenthood

Darlene cares about what other people think about her, and most of
the time she meets the simple expectations of those around her. But
she also knows that she could join the middle class if circumstances
were different. In some ways she leads a dual life, adapting to her
immediate surroundings. When she speaks with me, she conveys
middle-class attitudes, but when she is with her family, she changes
dramatically. Because of her family's early history, she learned to be
compliant and flexible. Independence was not encouraged, and through-
out her life Darlene had made a conscious effort to be as invisible as
possible so that others (especially her father) would not notice her.

Silence about the family secret also made it difficult for her to gain
any self-assurance or independence. For example, unable to choose a
career path that could be uniquely hers, she followed her mother's
patterns of employment. She also, eventually, followed all of her sis-
ters' examples by having a child as a single mother. When she chose
not to continue her first three pregnancies, she was actually making a
rather bold statement contrasting with her sisters' behavior. One of
her sisters became pregnant at age twelve, the next at fifteen, and
another at seventeen. Darlene waited a long time before carrying a
pregnancy to term, but the fact that she made this choice shows her
conformity to her family's values after all.

Today she braves regular conflicts with her family over the way she
is raising her son—in this, she has tried to carve out a new path. As
the most introspective member of the family, she has become aware
of the importance of parenting techniques that other family members
mock. In some ways she is trying to be a middle-class parent, with
middle-class values regarding consequences and punishment, yet her
efforts in this area have met with curiosity and then stern criticism.

[My parents'] whole perspective on parenting was you get your child
to eighteen and get them out. And for most people in my family, I'm
afraid, children have not been a very positive thing. Nobody planned
any of their pregnancies in my family. Nobody. By and large, I think
people got pregnant and they just dealt with it. There's still people in
my family who think it's OK to get high in front of your kids and not
only to use drugs but that these things are acceptable. I have a large
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family, and I'm the only person who doesn't beat their child, so that
means that I'm constantly being told what I'm doing wrong.

Darlene is trying to set a new standard, but it is difficult. Her brother
was a crack addict until a year ago, and her nephew was killed in a
drug-related incident in 1990. The nephew was not an innocent
bystander; his drug dealing cost him his life. Despite the waste his death
symbolized for everyone in the family, Darlene's sister recently became
involved with a man who is a drug dealer himself and who regularly
deals in front of her children. Still, Darlene's sisters and brothers do
not associate the sadness and anger they felt at the funeral with the
influence of their own behavior on the children in the family. Teach-
ing James to avoid the allure of drugs or gangs will be a task of heroic
proportions. Darlene knows that this will be a challenge, and it is not
clear that she is up to the task.

James is an African American boy heading for turbulent adolescent
years. In today's society, young African American men are increasingly
found on the margins of our economic, educational, and judicial sys-
tem. According to Jewelle Taylor Gibbs, young African American males
are more likely "to be unemployed, to be addicted to drugs, to be in-
volved in the criminal justice system, to be unwed fathers, and to die
from homicide or suicide" than they were thirty years ago. The evi-
dence is startling. The unemployment rate for African American male
teenagers is double the rate for all teenagers (34 percent in 1987); more
than one out of five young African American men do not have a high
school diploma or its equivalent; in 1985, 7 percent of all African
American adolescents were arrested; and, most disturbing, the leading
cause of death among young African American males is homicide.12

To counter these powerful trends, equally powerful measures should
be taken. Yet Darlene lives each day with only a hope and a prayer
that her son will turn out differently. Mostly she denies the odds:

It's a good thing that I'm not watching TV any more, and I don't buy
newspapers. I'm not getting this, "black people are an endangered spe-
cies; he's going to die on the street" kind of thing. I think I'm aware.
You can get to thinking in a rut, thinking there's absolutely nothing that
can be done, that black people are doomed and my child is doomed.
But I don't want that fear in me. This is not going to be so for him.
Children are going to face challenges and you have to talk about them.

Darlene does talk with her son. One of her great strengths is her abil-
ity to communicate clearly and effectively—but the messages are inter-
mittent. She shares small pieces of advice as well as long diatribes about
good behavior, although it is unclear whether James listens. One
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morning when I arrived at Darlene's house, she had just come from
her son's school. The teacher had called her the day before, warning
that James had to improve his behavior or else he would be kicked
out of the summer program:

On the way to school, we started talking about discipline, and I decided
that I needed to talk about the people hanging out on the corners in
the neighborhood because we walk by them all the time—we never
say anything about them—what they're doing or why they're there.
It occurred to me that we're being dishonest in not discussing what's
going on in the neighborhood, in not saying that this is not OK. On
the corner of Jackson and Connecticut Street, there's a liquor store
and two doors down there's a crack house with people just milling
around and hanging out. A lot of kids, people who are men now, that's
where they started off. Their first drinks or their first drugs. And yeah,
you can follow that pattern if you want to—being in and out of jail.
But there are other alternatives for life!

So I started talking about discipline, and I said these people just have
no discipline. This is why you have to have self-discipline. There's the
kind of discipline where you do what you have to because someone's
standing over you, and then there's self-discipline and you have to have
this because this is where you end up when you don't have self-
discipline. These are the kinds of problems you have.

But in another couple of years, James will realize the difference
between his mother's words and her actions. Darlene is not particu-
larly self-disciplined herself. She tries, certainly, but she has had trouble
finishing most of the things that ever meant anything to her. Several
times she enrolled in classes at a community college, but she has never
been able to complete a series of courses. She also has begun, but never
finished, various training programs. Much of the time, Darlene sim-
ply gives up on the things around her. So it will be difficult for James
to learn self-discipline from his surroundings.

Perhaps James's future is not doomed, but as an eight-year-old, his
behavior is very challenging. James is big for his age, not so much tall
as very stocky and strong. He has a wide smile that is warm and win-
ning, but his behavior tests Darlene's patience all the time. James also
tests his aunts and uncles and his schoolteachers. He is a boy who needs
to be the center of attention, who rarely takes directions from his
mother, and who regularly causes trouble at school. Darlene does not
see James's behavior problems in the same way as his teachers see
them. Rather, she explains his behavior by focusing on his strengths
and states that she simply has to learn new techniques to deal with
his "personality style."
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He's got a high level of self. You just can't fight him because you will
escalate the violence to get him to back down. Power is everything to
James. So with a power child you try to give them the ability to make
choices at different times. [Raising] James takes a lot of discipline and
a lot of thought.

When Darlene does recognize a problem, she usually frames it in terms
of her own shortcomings as a parent. This feeling of inadequacy is not
only a regular feature of her personality, but it is also amplified around
James. Darlene still has not forgiven herself for not welcoming James
into the world as a baby.

One day she told me,

I was a very poor parent. I went for two years—for two years I ignored
him. I didn't abuse him. I was abused, but neglect is a form of abuse.
I would sit around and read or watch TV and I would feed him. I fed
him like he was a dog. I just gave his physical body things. I didn't
talk to him. I just didn't do a lot of things that people would normally
do with babies. But then I woke up one day. I think he was eighteen
months, or between eighteen months and two years, and he was hit-
ting me. I was sitting and reading a book and I was so engrossed in it,
and he was just hitting me on my thigh. And he was hitting me really,
really hard. And I finally realized and I thought, "Why is he hitting
me?" And it was like, "He's trying to get your attention!":. . click. ...
The light went on. Now I see the progress I've made in parenting but
I feel that for those years when I was totally vacant, he suffered.

Darlene replays that period of her life over and over in her mind, try-
ing to make the pieces fit together and hoping that each review will
make her understand her life more clearly. Shortly after that epiphany,
she enrolled in a parenting class through a local community group and
began the process of understanding parenthood from a totally differ-
ent vantage point. It was at this time that she began to take seriously
her responsibilities as a mother. So seriously, in fact, that—like Rebecca
—she chose AFDC as a partial means of refocusing her energies, im-
proving her parenting, and improving herself.

AFDC as an Opportunity for Self-Improvement

Darlene explained:

[After James was born,] a friend of mine started to work at a dialysis
clinic, and a job opened up at her clinic. And while I was working for
them, after about two years, one of the doctors decided to open up his
own clinic. And I had kept trying to go to school, but it was very dif-
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ficult. I would start school, but I could never manage to finish a class.
I'd buy books and everything, and start out, but I would always drop
the classes. I was always doing that. I was working full time, P.M.s.
No wonder it didn't work, I know, but I just kept saying, "Well, how
come I can't do this?" And what happened to the original clinic was
that they didn't have enough patients and they had too many nurses.
So I was one of the last ones hired. What they did was they fired a
couple of the nurses and they put me on part time. I couldn't afford to
work part time. I tried it. I really did. But I had no health insurance.
They kept me at eighteen hours so I couldn't get any health insurance
at all. Well, you have to have health insurance when you have a child!
You know, James was having ear infections back to back, and I was
taking him back and forth to the doctor, paying cash, and [the doctor]
was giving me samples during this time. It was about six weeks when
I tried to manage on halftime. She would give me free samples of
medicine because she knew I didn't have any money.

So one day I was walking by a telephone pole and there was a flier
about a Section 8 program, a Housing Authority program for low-
income people who were full time in school—for single parents who
were trying to go to school. I guess this was a Reagan-era program. It
had a name, but I can't think of it. Something like, "Pull yourself up
by your own bootstraps program." 13 So I said, "Well, I'm not in school,
but I can do this." And you know, I told my mom, and she says, "You
know, this is a great opportunity. You can go to college." She thought
it was great. And that's what I did. I basically just resigned. I went on
aid, and I started going to school. As soon as I was registered for twelve
units and they saw my verification of enrollment, they gave me a
housing certificate. Usually you wait for years for a housing certificate,
but I got one as soon as she processed my papers. Just like that.

Darlene had been on AFDC before. She had received six weeks of dis-
ability pay when James was first born but did not feel ready to go back
to work right away. It was not that she was enjoying her new role as
a mother, far from it. Rather, she had slipped into a deep depression
and was almost immobilized by her sadness. Darlene went on aid at
that time, but after about two months, family members and friends
began to worry about her mental health and pushed her back into the
world of work, just to keep her occupied.

As she describes it, she handled her work quite well for the next
two years, but she ignored her son almost entirely. She also tried to
improve herself by going to school, but she was never able to finish a
semester. This period of her life explains much about Darlene: She is
unable to handle the challenges and complexity that life demands. She
can raise her son or work or go to school, but she can hardly do two
or more of these major life tasks at once.
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Darlene's choice to go on AFDC was a conscious one. She could have
looked for a different full-time job, and as a trained nurse she prob-
ably could have gotten one. But who would she be disappointing if
she went on AFDC? Her mother and all of her sisters had used AFDC
at one time or another during their lives. Many of her neighbors—
members of the underclass like herself—would not question her deci-
sion. Instead, it was the intake worker at the welfare office who let
her know that her choice was not a good one, one that society did not
value:

I can appreciate how my intake worker felt. She was appalled that I
had quit this job that paid that much money. I could have gone to
another job, so I can appreciate how she felt. She probably wanted to
know what was wrong with me. "Obviously you're just a lazy person"
is what she probably thought.

I feel like I rationalize a lot about being on aid. Because I don't feel
like I'm not a productive person. I do feel that because of this I have
been a better parent, and I've had more time. I think when I was not
on aid, I know clearly that all I was doing was working, sleeping, and
I was not giving James any attention at all. I really wasn't. I've had a
chance to learn about parenting. Like I said, I've taken those classes.
I've taken them twice. I've talked to more people and I've been exposed
to more and he's been exposed to more, so it's been beneficial to us
that I have been on aid. But I have to remind myself of those benefits.
It's just a social message, which you get all the time. People who know
I'm on aid will say, "Welfare's the worst thing that could have hap-
pened to black people. . . ." It's a very humiliating experience. And
the shame is really inside. I don't tell people I'm on aid now. You feel
like you're living down to people's expectations and you're a statistic.
My father doesn't like it, being on aid. Most people just feel that you're
not carrying your load in society. You know, that you're getting away
with something. That everybody's taking care of you. That's what you
get. It's that you're not doing your part.

Darlene is ambivalent about being on welfare. Although she has inter-
nalized society's opprobrium, she is not ready to change her behav-
ior. In one breath, Darlene can say that she needs to leave welfare,
that she feels stuck and embarrassed. But then she maintains that
welfare has allowed her opportunities for self-discovery and growth
that she might not have had otherwise:

I don't think it's unreasonable for people to look at people who are
collecting aid and for them to ask, "What's the focus in your life?" I
think it's unfortunate. There's a lot going on, just in parenting, and
the fact that you don't put any value on parenting, that you see what
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people are doing is just sort of staying at home and parenting and
maintaining a household, that it's not valuable. But I don't think it's
unreasonable when people are giving money away—and that's basi-
cally what they're doing is giving me money—to say, "Well, what's
going on here? Are you going to do this forever? What's your focus?"
I know people who have been on aid for eighteen years, and when
their kid hits eighteen, what do they do with their life? So it's good, I
think, to step in at some point in the process. My ideal would be for
them to leave me alone, though. You know, don't cut my food stamps
when I need food. Just try not to make it more difficult than it already
is. I don't know. Maybe their job is just to make it difficult.

I think I lead a really good life. I think I lead a better life than a lot
of people. And I think I lead a better life than most people who are
working forty hours a week because I have chosen to live with less
money so that I can have more time with my kid. I've chosen time for
money and I think that's an equal trade. I think that if you choose to
trade time for money, it would be nice not to be looked down upon. I
have to work very hard not to feel that I am a slovenly person. That
I'm just not contributing to society. I think it would be nice if people
recognized that everybody here is contributing. That I couldn't be here
and not contribute.

Like Rebecca, Darlene sees the trade-off between time and money. This
is a familiar refrain for many welfare recipients. A recent study of AFDC
mothers showed that many spend a large portion of an average day
attending to family matters and household management.14 It is pre-
cisely because they have less money that AFDC women spend more
time grocery shopping (often because they rely on public transporta-
tion), doing laundry (because they do not have laundry facilities in
their homes), and preparing food in the home than the average middle-
class American does. With time as their only available commodity, it
is put to good use. Applying for AFDC not only takes a great deal of
time, but remaining on AFDC also is time-consuming. Women must
continually defend their need by providing verification of their income
and expenditures.

It takes a lot of organization to keep everything together for these
people. This is not an easy job! Not everybody can do this. I think about
the amount of time I spend not only keeping my status clear with
AFDC, but I have to keep my status current with PG&E [Pacific Gas
and Electric], the energy program—they do all this energy conserva-
tion stuff to your house. If you're on the food program at school, you
have to do that. When I first started school, James was in a state-funded
preschool, so I had to do paperwork for that. When I was in [JOBS] I
had to do paperwork for their after-school program. There's paper-
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work everywhere, and then there's your financial aid paperwork; it's
like you are constantly filling out papers justifying who you are, what
you're doing. It's not a picnic. It does require a certain amount of
knowledge. And if you don't do it right, then they're going to deny
you, and they're going to send you back the forms, and it's going to
take a long time. And they make you wait. It's like AAA insurance—
they make you wait to see if you're going to die first.

The rest of my family are not literate people. Getting paperwork
done is very difficult for people in my family. Getting things done with
deadlines is very difficult, and filling out these forms, and mailing off
these forms. For most people it is a monumental task to get the CA-7
done.15 I know it is. I've not mailed it sometimes. So just getting in
the habit of using the mail services. I don't know if it's a class thing,
but my family is very oral. They say things, but they don't write them
down. So to go to some place and fill out the forms, and you have to
follow up. You know, it's like, "I told this to you once, why are you
asking me again? Why do I have to write it down?" They don't under-
stand that there's a process. There's a paperwork process, which is a
very odd thing for people who don't understand it. If you're on wel-
fare and if you don't read and you don't write, you don't have any
idea. I remember when I applied for aid, there was this woman there
who could not fill out the forms, and I helped her. She really didn't
know what she was doing; this is a person who cannot even apply for
help.

Darlene and I talked about her memories of applying for AFDC, and
she remembered less about her own experience than she did about
the experience of those around her:

There are some people who have no resources; whose families have
even less knowledge about society than mine had—which was incred-
ible for me to imagine; that people can live with that kind of poverty
and ignorance. There was this one woman who was filling out the form
and who asked me, "What does Caucasian mean?" And she was white!
She really couldn't read. It was the most incredible thing. There were
a couple of other ones that I didn't talk to that I had the same sense
about, who needed more services than people could imagine to catch
up. They needed a nurturing institution where they could get hugs
five times an hour. Besides knowledge, they just needed mothering.

Darlene is not alone in her perceptions of the poor. Michael Harrington,
who was credited with bringing the plight of the poor to John F.
Kennedy's attention during his presidential campaign, was an ardent
defender of the poor.I6 He, too, suggested that many of the poor needed
more than money and a job. Many needed personal support in order
to cope with the everyday adversities of living in poverty.
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Darlene knows that some of these women need help desperately,
whereas others exploit the system, giving welfare a bad name and jeop-
ardizing future help for the genuinely disadvantaged. The response she
got from her worker, the one that was incredulous and rude, is ech-
oed by welfare recipients across the country. Darlene, however, under-
stands how they feel:

My worker was not my favorite person. She just had a real attitude. It
was OK, she gets to have one, but when I run into a person like that,
I was already feeling bad about myself, and then that just makes me
feel worse. And then you go home and then you don't want to get up
and crawl out of bed and do something.

I think that in order to be an intake worker, you have to be able
to handle people, and they get a lot of flak, too. I mean you've got to
be able to stand up to people and not take it. It's sort of like the dif-
ference between a police officer and a fire fighter. People will fight
the police, but they're always happy to see a fire fighter. The police
get to carry a gun around and enforce the rules and tell you what to
do. You're not going to be so kindly with them. A fire fighter stops
you and you'll cooperate. "Can you get out of this building?" "Yeah,
I'll go." But as soon as you see a police, a man with a gun, it's a dif-
ferent thing. See, an intake worker is sort of like the person who says
who can go and who can stay. It's like when you get on the No. 45
bus line. There are some bus drivers who, they're on some routes
and they're very cooperative, and then there are some other routes
like the 45 where they've got to have an attitude all the way down
because they'll have people giving them a hard time, they'll have
people wanting to deal on the bus. They just want to deal and get
high. I think that an intake worker does not have an easy job. I think
they really encourage people [to work there] who will discourage
people. I think it's like, "If you're willing to go through this, then
you must really need help."

Disincentives are built into AFDC at almost every step in the process.
The system is designed so that it is hard to get aid, and once a woman
begins collecting welfare, there are numerous incentives to encour-
age her to leave as well. Intake workers are notoriously rude and
unhelpful. Having witnessed the intake process numerous times, I too
can vouch for the "attitude" about which Darlene speaks. The appli-
cation process is long and cumbersome; the waiting rooms are bleak
and cold. Recipients see the locks on the doors that separate the wait-
ing room from their workers' offices, and they see the security guard
at the entrance. Although welfare workers may need this protection,
as a few recipients are genuinely hostile and dangerous, for the unsus-
pecting welfare recipient, the needy woman and her child, these bar-
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nets are signs of distrust. Low-income women quickly learn that they
are not welcome visitors.

Then there is the required documentation that serves to verify eli-
gibility but also serves to suppress frivolous applications. Only the most
needy or the most organized would have all of the following docu-
ments readily available:

• Birth certificate, driver's license, draft card, alien registration card,
or other positive identification for every person in one's household
(married women must have identification showing their maiden
name).

• Marriage license.

• Divorce papers.

• Death certificates.

• Strike letter, if applicable.

• Student identification card or report card.

• Property tax receipt.

• Notification of assessed property value.

• License fee tags for automobiles, trucks, and the like.

• Wage stubs for this month or for the last month worked.

• Child-care receipts.

• Award letter showing Social Security benefits, disability insurance
benefits, unemployment benefits, and the like.

• Rent receipt and landlord's name and address.

• Burial, health, and life insurance policies.

• Account books for any savings, credit union, and/or trust accounts.

• Unemployment benefit registration booklet and work registration
booklet.

• Addresses of applicant's children and applicant's parents.

• Social Security cards or request for Social Security numbers for all
members of the household (including infants).

• Gas, electric, water, garbage, and telephone bills for the past three
months.

• Pregnancy verification.

• Disability statement.17

There is no telling how many eligible women never apply for AFDC
because they were frightened away by the complexity of the system
and the application process. To the more courageous applicants, the
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barriers are unpleasant but not entirely obstructive. Darlene is a wel-
fare woman who mocks conservative hopes that the disincentives of
the AFDC program will be enough to dissuade recipients from apply-
ing for aid or from using welfare for a long time. Darlene has now been
receiving aid for over six years and has no immediate plans to give it
up. She works for her mother under the table, and she does odd jobs
babysitting for friends and family, but she is not planning to work again,
full time, until something dramatic happens in her life to push her
toward this end.

It is unlikely that Darlene will become a lawyer, and she may never
finish her courses at the community college. Although she starts tak-
ing classes with each new semester, the emotional problems she car-
ries with her daily prevent her from concentrating on her studies.
Eventually she always quits, reinforcing her experience of failure and
her low self-esteem. She could probably go back to nursing, although
her skills might be a little rusty. But at every turn, she uses the excuse
of her son and the importance of parenting. Darlene wants to embrace
the middle-class ethos of work and self-sufficiency, but she does not
trust herself to the task. Certainly working and raising a family are hard,
even for two-parent couples,18 and doubly difficult for single moth-
ers. The challenge for Darlene is great, indeed. James will need her
support and her supervision if he is going to survive the odds. Darlene
also needs help and would probably benefit from regular therapy for
several years. Her life is marked by chaos and depression. She is like a
high-jump diver who is afraid of the fall:

They're going to be looking at what my form is like. It's not only the
courage it takes to jump off, but you've got to have form. You've got
to flip through the air and do all these somersaults. Whether the exper-
ience that I've had, whether I've practiced enough, to be able to land
and hit the water and go in perfectly, right in the public eye. . .. And
it's not so much the crowds. It's not the fall as much as . . . . Well, I'm
saying it's not the crowds and I'm saying it's not the fall . . . what is it
then? I guess it may be that I just don't want to do it [chuckles]. Those
are the things that I'm afraid of. I think to be a high-jump diver, it must
feel really good when you hit the water.
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I already feel like I'm old. You know, I think by me bein' at home all this time
sort of like got me on the lazy side—sort of ruined me. What slowed me down
was, you know, I was gettin' high and then I didn't go nowhere. I'd just lay
around and get high. Get up in the morning, do the same thing, over and over
again. So the routine just layin' around the house all the time just broke my
spirit, and next thing I'm getting fat and I'm forty-one years old. 'Cause I started
doin' that when I was about twenty-nine. I been doin' it ever since then. Next
thing I know I'm forty years old. I can't get in the spirit like I used to. There
goes fifteen, twenty years of my life doin' nothing.

Cora has been on AFDC all her adult life. She began using AFDC
twenty-four years ago and has continued, without a break, ever since.
In so many respects, her life mirrors our image of the classic welfare
stereotype. She comes from a poor family and will leave her children—
there are six of them1—with a legacy of poverty and neglect that they
will not be able to shake. The children have no role model in their
mother of a working, productive member of society. Neither do they
have a model of a law-abiding citizen. Cora never had these role models
either, and for years she has lived in the projects where she is sur-
rounded by poverty, crime, and drug abuse.

Welfare Stereotypes

Welfare stereotypes are powerful. They captivate the American mind and
tell a story that is only a half-truth. The "welfare queen" that President
Ronald Reagan made infamous was real, a woman on welfare who found
a way to cheat the system and bilk taxpayers for thousands of dollars.
Indeed, there are bad, immoral people in the world, and whether they
are poor, middle class, or rich, some of them prey on innocent citizens.
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But most Americans do not think about the welfare queen when they
think of the average welfare recipient; calculated fraud is not really part
of the picture. Ask the average American to tell you who receives wel-
fare, and you will be given a description of a woman who is lazy, has
lots of children, does not want to work, does not get up in the morning,
is African American, never finished high school, and keeps having more
children in order to increase her monthly grant. Like the welfare queen,
this image, too, is real. But where we are wrong is in imagining that this
woman is typical. She is not. The more typical welfare recipients are Ana,
Sandy, and Rebecca, who have temporarily fallen through the cracks
and who need some assistance to get back on their feet again, or women
like Darlene, whose paths to poverty and whose character and person-
ality are complex, making them difficult to place in a single mold.

Long-term welfare users, or the persistently poor,2 make up about 2.6
percent of the American population, a tiny minority. But Greg Duncan's
study (Chapter 2) indicates that a significant proportion of the Ameri-
can population spends at least one, relatively short, period living in
poverty. He estimated that between 1967 and 1976, about 22 percent
of the U.S. population was poor for at least one of those years.3 Among
these poor Americans, about one-tenth were persistently poor (poor
for eight out of the ten years studied).4 New evidence, however, re-
veals that patterns of persistent family poverty are less varied, that more
families are remaining in poverty for longer periods of time.5

The characteristics of families who experience brief episodes of pov-
erty are similar to the characteristics of most American families. As we
pointed out in Chapter 2, Duncan's data indicate that many Ameri-
cans are at risk of falling into poverty, although their spell in poverty
does not last long. The characteristics of households that experience
long-term poverty are quite different, however, as they are more likely
to be headed by a women and to be African American.6

Just as there are differences between the short-term poor and the
long-term poor, so there are differences among poor single-parent
households. Whereas some families use AFDC for a few months or a
couple of years, others are persistently poor. Unfortunately, writers
on the subject of poor women tend to describe the persistently poor
by their personal characteristics rather than by their economic condi-
tion. Today, long-term welfare recipients are generally referred to as
welfare dependents,7 the passive poor,8 and, in the words of one writer,
pathological.9 Some information about who these long-term welfare
recipients are may be helpful.

The majority of welfare recipients (about 75 percent) use AFDC for
a relatively brief period of time.10 But according to David Ellwood, a
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scholar of welfare, "an important minority, at least one quarter, will
collect AFDC for ten or more years."11 If only 25 percent of the wel-
fare population use welfare for a long time, why all the fuss? The
sobering fact is that this mere 25 percent of the welfare population
consumes about 65 percent of all welfare dollars.12 Moreover, many
of the long-term welfare users have several characteristics in common:
Unmarried mothers, high school dropouts, and women of color are
far more likely to rely on welfare for longer periods of time.13

Cora is an unmarried African American mother. She is a long-term
welfare recipient, and her story is important. Several aspects of her
past experiences and her present condition, both personal and envi-
ronmental, are relevant to who she is today. Observers from the left
would say that she is a victim of circumstance, that she was never given
an opportunity to participate in the American mainstream and so was
made a social casualty by her environment, racism, a poor education,
and a poor family. Observers from the right, however, would be equally
justified in asserting that she is an active participant in her dependency,
that she abides by a different set of standards for daily living, and that
her life is typified by disorganization and laxity. Both observers would
be correct. There are no simple reasons to explain why long-term
welfare recipients are poor, just as there are no easy solutions to their
poverty. This small group of welfare recipients has an array of com-
plex problems that they bring to the welfare rolls, and their hold on
welfare is tenacious once they begin receiving it. Cora is a member of
that important minority of welfare recipients who collect aid for sev-
eral years, but she is not a typical welfare mother. Rather, for Cora
and her children, welfare is a way of life. Indeed, Cora will probably
live on public aid until she dies.

Welfare as a Way of Life

Cora was raised in Oklahoma, one in a family of nine children. She
and her family were among America's rural poor, trying to work to
get by but relying most of the time on the church, help from neigh-
bors, and surplus commodities from the government. Her father died
when Cora was about twelve. In some ways his death was welcome,
as he had regularly battered Cora's mother and abused several of her
brothers while he was alive. But after his death, the family's financial
condition became desperate:

The memories, they ain't too good. I mean I had happy moments. If it
weren't for my auntie, the one that really raised me, I don't believe I
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would have had a happy childhood. If it wasn't for her, I wouldn't
know love, or caring, and bein' real sensitive and tender.

'Cause they worked our butts off when we was comin' up. We had
to chop cotton. If [my mama] had whooped me and made me go to
school and get my education instead of whoopin' me and makin'
me go to the fields when I didn't like it—get up at five or six in the
morning and work until the end of the day. We'd go to the fields and
make like three dollars a day. All that for three dollars. I used to get
whooped 'cause I didn't want to go. I hated it. I hated it. And on week-
ends, [my mama] worked at this motel. I think it had twelve rooms in
all, and on weekends we had to go there and help her do the beds and
stuff like that. That was durin', when there was no cotton. I never did
mind workin' or cleanin' up, but I just never did like the fields.

I asked whether she thought of her family as poor.

Poor? I would pretty much say so. We lived in a big old house. It was
a crowded house, a big house. We used a wooden stove, outdoor bath-
rooms. Compared to some of my friends, though, I see their house and
how they was livin', you know, and I was pleased then, you know, to
see somebody even worser than me. But then they might not make
them go to the fields, though. They went to school. They smart now.
We had to work in the fields 'cause they didn't have welfare back then.
What they did was they called it, uh, they used to give us free com-
modities; cheese and that powdered milk and the peanut butter,
oatmeal.

Although her family's attitude toward school was lax at the time, Cora
saw education as a real asset. She also loved school when she had the
opportunity to attend; school was probably one of the best escapes she
had from her family.

I taught myself how to read and I taught myself how to spell words. I
used to do like that all the time 'cause [Mama would] say, "Go to bed
so you can get up and go to the fields in the morning," not "Go to bed
so you can get up to go to school in the morning." Never say, "Do your
homework" or anything like that. I did it all on my own. And the same
thing I'm trying to tell my kids. I say, "My mother hadn't did me like
I'm tryin to do ya'll, I want to be 'ppreciated more." Then they always
tease me, sayin' "Oh mama, you had to go to special ed." I said, "Well,
so what? I still finished school! I still got my diploma. I don't care if
I'm not as smart as you want me to be. I still got it." Durin' this time is
when, what you call it, exceptional classes started for kids who was
slow. Thank God for that, 'cause I loved school. I loved it.

Cora finished school, and that should have provided a buffer between
her and her later dependence on welfare, but it is hard to tell what
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the diploma bought her in terms of skills or preparation. When she
graduated from high school, Cora knew how to add and subtract, but
she had never learned how to multiply or divide. She knew how to
read and spell, but not without a struggle. Her reading, even today, is
halting. These criticisms of her education are not to detract from Cora's
accomplishment—few of her siblings received a high school diploma—
but it calls into question the value we regularly place on a high school
education when it signifies little more than the ability to persevere.

Cora stayed in school both because she enjoyed it and because she
was encouraged to do so by her mother. For all her faults, Cora's
mother did value education more than Cora admits. Cora was in high
school when she met Russell, her future husband, but rather than quit
school to get married and have children, Cora kept at her studies.

I was in the tenth, maybe the eleventh grade, I think. I had told [my
mama] my intentions, and she said she liked it if I finished school before
I did, but otherwise she didn't care. She said, "I want my child to fin-
ish school."

It was probably luck more than anything that kept Cora from getting
pregnant in high school, as she never used birth control. After high
school, however, she did get pregnant, married Russell, and gave birth
to Tommy. Right after Tommy's birth, Cora and Russell moved from
the Oklahoma countryside to a California city ghetto. There, Cora's
world turned around. She was young, she was innocent, she knew
nothing of the city or the "system," and Russell became someone she
later grew to hate. Sometimes he worked in his father's scrap-metal
shop, but most of the time he just got into trouble, drinking, starting
fights, and stealing. Russell signed on to welfare, since they had no
steady income; he explained to Cora that this was their only option at
the time:14

I was eighteen. I was married. Like a country girl in the city, he tried
to keep me to that level. He'd go out, stay out, and I didn't know
nobody. It was just lonely, weird. I was a long way from home and
my family wasn't here, and like I said, when I left home they were
real strict. And then when I came out here, my husband, he knew just
the right buttons to push. And he knows I'm from the country, so he
use me. [The welfare] was comin' in his name, too, 'cause he was the
head of the household at that time. He didn't have a job.

So began Cora's welfare experience. She was a young, simple mother
with little knowledge of her options. For her, welfare was a stable,
important source of income in those early years. She was not expected
to work, since she was married and had a small child, but because her
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husband could not support them either, at least welfare offered a regu-
lar income.15

A year later their second child, Felicia, was born, and money became
even tighter. Cora appealed to relatives and church officials for money
and food, but she also started asking around and made some well-
placed phone calls. Soon she began to understand how welfare worked,
and she started to look for ways to make the system work for her.

My husband, he started using the money and he wasn't spending it
on us. And he was startin' lyin', sayin' he didn't get the check, some-
body stole the check, the check is comin' late. And I'm believin' him.
I didn't know the welfare system. And he was comin' up with all this
partyin', always drinkin' every day. Then when I needed some milk
for the baby, he would run out and hustle and get a can of milk.

So I just called the welfare and told her that we ain't get two months'
worth of checks. And then she say, "Let me call you back and I'll check
on it," and I remember real well and then she say, "You been gettin'
your checks." She say, "You checks is signed and you husband signed
'em." I said, "What?" He signed them. Then I was wondering, could I
have him prosecuted and they said no because the check is in his name,
and they couldn't do nothin' to him. And the checks was cashed and
regardless of how they was spent, it was in his name. And I said, "We
ain't even got no food and we haven't been getting this and that . . . ."
and they said they couldn't help.

So I was real mad with him, but like, you know how it is. He fussin'
his way out of it, tryin' to show me and be real good, and he knows
he wronged me. So I called again and she said the only way that we
can do this so that he's not spendin' the funds properly is they could
change the checks over in my name, and I'll be the head of the house-
hold with the checks. So that's what they had started doin', and boy
did he ever get mad. Boy did he ever get mad. I didn't even tell him
what had happened because he was like at home that day. You know
how some mens are. Want to be lovely dovey on the first and fifteenth,
real sweet to you and all this kind of stuff and he's sittin' there wait-
ing, and I'm knowin' he's gonna get mad, but he still gettin' all sweet
and everythin', helpin' me to clean up, bein' nice. Mailman come and
I kept lookin' out the window for him. He goes down there and get it
and he looks at it like, you know how you look.. . . He says, "What!"
I say, "Because you be spendin' the money that we don't never get
it!" And he says, "What the hell is goin' on." And I say, "You ain't gonna
get it."

Eventually Cora and Russell worked out a compromise. The checks
came in her name, and she managed the family bills, but she also gave
him an allowance out of each month's check to spend as he wanted.
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Once she had some control over the money, she also began to take
some control of her life.

We stayed goin'. We didn't break up at that point, but we used to fight
a lot. He was a ruthless man, real ruthless. He was drinkin' a lot of
alcohol, became a skid row bum, a wino. He just wanted to be a street
bully. He used to beat me, he used to jump on me all the time. Even
when I was pregnant. Lucky I survived. Because he used to beat me
on my head. I used to go to the doctor a lot, and he always used to
x-ray my head. He was crazy, he was just a bully. And he just kept on
wantin' to fight me, and I started standin' up for my rights. I started
fightin' him back, grabbin' anything I could get a hold of. After a while
I fell out completely in love with him. I didn't want him. Not the way
he was treatin' me. So I just fell out of love with him. I hated him. I
despised him.

Cora and Russell had several turbulent years together even after that.
Their relationship grew extremely violent, so much so that when
she filed for divorce Russell almost killed her.16 A judge granted her
the divorce and a restraining order, but Russell refused to stay away.
Although he was in and out of jail for a couple of years, he always
came back to harass her. It was not until the youngsters were around
ten years old that he finally left them alone. A couple years later he
died from cirrhosis of the liver, and Cora tried not to think about him
after that.

Cora looks on that period of her life as pivotal to the events that
happened later. Her expectations about love and marriage had not been
met, and her hopes for her role in life had been ruined. She often used
to talk about her ambitions during high school and how they changed
over time:

When I got out of school in 1968,1 wanted to pursue my career because
I always wanted to be a cook or a nurse. 'Cause I used to see these
nurses with these white hats and I always thought they looked so
pretty. And then they say they get benefits, and I thought when I get
old and all I got is my Medicare, I can fall back on this. I used to think
like that. I wanted to do things and I loved goin' to school, and if I had
a man to motivate me and not drive me down like he did I'd probably
a went to school. Because bein' with him for so long and not goin'
nowhere and I didn't know where to go, or how to start nothin'. And
livin' was so hard/and once you get out of school, gettin' back in with
all that paperwork to get back in school, I didn't think it was worth it
because I had this baby and couldn't find anybody to take care of him
because it wasn't safe at home. So I just gave up school. Sometime I
think about that, too. I wish I'd met a man who was smarter or a
working man who was really motivated and he would have motivated
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me a lot too, you know. Because for a long time—see I'll be forty-two
next month—and all that time, you know, and I never really thought
about doin' anything with my life. It's all dead. It's been killed.

If Cora had married a different man, maybe she would not have grown
accustomed to using welfare; certainly her remarks about her early
aspirations suggest a longing to be self-sufficient through work and a
career. Instead of working, Cora became one of the few women who
are completely dependent on public aid. Over time, her ideas about
income shifted; her attitude toward work changed; and even her ori-
entation to time was altered.

During my time with Cora I began to see a pattern in her language:
Our conversations centered on welfare. Her stories often revolved
around events that occurred on the first and the fifteenth, parties and
social events in relation to the first and the fifteenth. Often when I
went to Cora's house, she was wearing a bathrobe, but on the first and
the fifteenth, she usually was dressed and looking smart. The neigh-
borhood was always bustling on the first and the fifteenth, and when
we discussed our next meetings or an appointment for herself or one
of the children, she fixed the meeting in her mind in relation to the
first or the fifteenth. ("Is the sixteenth next Thursday? Let me think.
Yes, I should have known, 'cause the first was on a Thursday, and it
works like that.") Although Cora did not keep a calendar, she always
knew the date.

Her orientation to work changed as well. She never had a very clear
picture of what it might mean to work. When she was young she
wanted to be a nurse—the appeal lay in the dignity afforded by wear-
ing a "pretty hat." When I first met her and asked what kind of job
she might get, she answered, "I want to work in an office where I could
wear stockings and be dressed real nice." Cora knew that work was
equated with respectability and order, but the details of the day-to-
day aspects of work were never very clear. Cora's understanding of
the world of work was limited in part because she did not know many
other people who were employed.

The Culture of Poverty

There has been a spirited debate in the welfare literature during the
past few decades over whether or not a culture of poverty exists, whether
people who live in poverty for a long time become part of a culture
that contributes to their dependence. The term was first used by Oscar
Lewis in his account of a poor Mexican family and their struggle to
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survive.17 Since that time, writers on the subject have tried to deter-
mine whether such a culture exists and its causes and consequences.18

Many agree that "pockets of poverty" do exist, particularly in the inner
cities. These areas, or the groups comprising this underclass, represent
a separate sphere geographically, politically, demographically, and
behaviorally. As Mickey Kaus observed, the underclass is typified by
"out-of-wedlock births, single-parent families, school truancy, crime,
and welfare dependency."19 Other researchers define the underclass by
a set of deviant behaviors such as drug addiction or mental illness.20

Unemployment, according to William Julius Wilson, is an equally
strong definer of the American underclass. Although the number of
people in the underclass is small relative to the entire population of
the United States (some estimates put the underclass at about 1.8
million people; others group the underclass with the "persistently poor"
and point out that as few as 2.6 percent of the American population
may fit this mold),21 their problems are perhaps the most intractable.

Naming this a culture of poverty or an underclass may not matter
here. After spending a long time with Cora and her family, it became
clear to me that they lived in a unique culture in an inner-city ghetto.
Everyday life looks different in these neighborhoods; peoples' lives
revolve around different activities, goals, and values; and their expec-
tations are different. It is a neighborhood with its own rules for gover-
nance and a distinct economy.

Every ghetto has its own characteristics; none of which is pleasant.
Cora's neighborhood ranks as one of the worst in the city, with some
of the highest rates of AFDC recipiency, unemployment, teen idleness,
crime, births to teenagers, low birth-weight babies, and infant deaths.22

Cora lives in a neighborhood consisting of twenty square blocks of
dense public housing.23 Although every couple of blocks the look of
the housing changes, all of it is owned by the government. The whole
neighborhood must have been a frenzy of activity forty or fifty years
ago when government officials tried to crowd all the poor people into
these newly constructed buildings. After the housing was finished, the
construction continued when two freeways were erected, thereby
creating a border between the affluent and the poor.24 A closer look
at the buildings makes one wonder what the city officials' intentions
were when they had the projects built. Nothing about the buildings
gives one a sense of safety or security.

Cora's apartment sits in a cluster of other apartments fashioned into
a kind of courtyard. When Cora arrives home, she must enter her
apartment away from public view. Although this gives her some pri-
vacy, if someone wanted to rob her or hurt her children, she would
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have to rely on her neighbors to intervene. When visitors come to her
home, Cora has no way to identify them; there are no windows next
to the front door, and the door is made of solid wood, with no peep-
hole. The apartment has a window in an upstairs bedroom, but the
bedroom itself hangs over the front door by about two feet. When I
made my first visit to Cora's home, Tommy had to call out of the
upstairs bedroom window, "Who that?" The building was very badly
designed to protect women and young children.

Cora's children, whose world is circumscribed by their neighbor-
hood, see only the projects. Because Cora has no friends outside this
neighborhood, a family outing usually consists of a trip to the local
park where the children mingle with the homeless. Other buildings
in the neighborhood include the public health clinic, the senior ser-
vices center, a large public day-care center, and a couple of churches.
Van's Mortuary, built in 1919, sits on Washington Street. The irony
of this building, standing tall and doing a brisk business in this dying
neighborhood, is hard to ignore.

The only other businesses that seem to thrive here are the liquor
stores. There are five, one on each block, conveniently located on the
street corners. I often see children running in to buy a carton of milk
for breakfast. They probably do not notice the iron grates across the
front and sides of the store, since these are a regular feature of their
environment. But they appear to sense danger as they enter the store.
Sometimes they will look furtively at the men milling around outside,
but mostly they look straight ahead, remembering their mothers' ad-
monishment to mind their own business. The men usually do not
bother them, although sometimes they will make a comment or ask
about their big brother or sister. These men mean no harm; they are
just bored or drunk and have nothing better to do. The children hurry
down the block to reach their home and pass two or three more groups
of men who are more menacing. Drugs are exchanged for money;
arguments break out between customers and dealers; and children are
often enlisted as "runners" to make deliveries.

The children are justified in being scared.25 The homicide rate in this
community is high,26 and other physical violence is routine. Not only
arguments among residents, but also violence against strangers and
nonresidents is common.

Like with the mailbox [Cora tells me]. Then our mailbox was in our
hallway, we just walk out our door. Now we have to walk way down
here—(about a half a block)—the new mailboxes, they just put them
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out two months ago. I guess it is going to be safe, because the mail-
man used to get always jumped on if he was late with the checks.
People were mad, and jump on him, meet him on the corner. They
say you were supposed to be here two hours ago, here it is 5:00, or
4:00. Sometime he run just that late, especially on check days. They
beat him up and go through the bag and everybody going through it
and looking for they checks. Then he takes off to running and the police
have to come. Now the police come with him anyway if he's late. That's
why they set [the mailboxes] there so he wouldn't have to go up in
the hallway. Now the pizza and the Chinese, they don't deliver here
anymore, either. They afraid.

Although children raised in this kind of environment learn to accept
violence as routine,27 they do not necessarily learn that it is wrong, as
they have nothing with which to compare it. They also learn a differ-
ent rhythm and pattern to daily life. The projects are quiet early in the
morning. The public buses are running, but there are few residents
rushing to their cars or to the buses to get to work. Children walk to
school, much as they would in any other neighborhood, and after
about 9:00 A.M., the younger children are on the patios, playing and
jostling one another. At about 10:00 A.M. the neighborhood begins to
wake up. Drug dealers take up their posts on the corners; men begin
to cluster in front of the stores; and women move in and out of their
apartments, talking to children and neighbors. Unemployment is high
in this community, and so many residents have no employers demand-
ing their time or energy.28

Cora keeps busy in the mornings. This is her time to clean the apart-
ment, scrub floors, vacuum, and wash dishes. At first I thought Cora
cleaned only when I was coming, but after our first meeting together,
she was often surprised to see me, and I usually caught her with a
broom in her hand. Cora spends hours keeping her home clean. She
has a full house, and she always finds herself cleaning up after some-
body. Having a clean home is one of the few things she can control in
her life, and it is also a symbol of her personal dignity.

Her apartment is compact. With six children, Cora qualifies for a
four-bedroom apartment, but every room is small and utilitarian and
is also filled with people. Cousins, nephews, nieces, and siblings often
visit from Oklahoma, and she always opens her home to them, wel-
coming the company. One of Cora's most delightful characteristics is
her warmth and generosity. Her heart has an enormous capacity for
love. Since Cora has little to share in the way of money, she willingly
shares her home, food, and time. Her son Tommy (now twenty-three)
lives in one of the bedrooms upstairs and shares his room with Cora's
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brother, Wesley (age twenty-six). Felicia (age twenty) has since moved
out and lives with her daughter in another housing project down the
street. Darryl (age seventeen) has a room of his own upstairs. He is so
argumentative and protective of his things that Cora thought it easier
to give him his own room rather than listen to his constant accusa-
tions. Sharon, her eight-year-old, stays in the third bedroom with her
cousin Janice (age twenty), and Cora has the downstairs bedroom.
Raymond (age five) and Joe (age two) store their things in Cora's
bedroom, but at night Cora pulls out a pallet for each of them on the
living room floor.

Poverty and the Burdens of Poor Health

The stress of living in crowded conditions is exacerbated by the bur-
den of poor health. Cora and many members of her family have a
variety of physical ailments that limit their everyday activities. Cora
has high blood pressure and has been advised by her doctor to "decrease
[her] activity and rest." She comes from a family plagued by cancer
and is awaiting the day they find it in her, too. Almost all of the children
have one or more serious ailments. Both Tommy and Darryl are hemo-
philiacs. Although they do not have a problem with the ailment now,
as children, Cora often took them to the doctor for checkups. Because
their disorder was severe, each had to undergo numerous blood treat-
ments during childhood. Darryl, in particular, had several small acci-
dents that required hospitalization. Making matters worse is the threat
of AIDS. Darryl was born in 1976, a few years before the AIDS epi-
demic was even recognized. And it was not until 1985 that the Food
and Drug Administration issued regulations for screening blood. Esti-
mates suggest that of those people receiving blood treatments in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, over 50 percent were infected with HIV,
the AIDS virus.29 Today, Darryl and Tommy refuse to be tested for HIV.
Neither of them wants to know the bad news. If they do carry the virus,
however, there is no telling how many women they may have also
infected through sexual contact.

Sharon's health is uncertain. Her teacher has advised Cora to take
her to the eye doctor, as she appears to strain and squint when she
works in class. Cora has also noticed that Sharon often has tremors or
small seizures when she is watching television. Sharon was a crack
baby, owing to Cora's drug use. Although her health has improved
since birth, there is still some question about possible neurological
damage.30
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Then there are Raymond and Joe. Raymond has the most serious
health problems, and if Cora followed through with all his medical
appointments, she would be at a doctor's office at least three times a
month. Both Raymond and Joe have a disease called neurofibromatosis.
The problem is genetic, and Cora is a "carrier" (as is Felicia). The prob-
lem results in a series of tumors that develop throughout the body. In
Raymond's case, a large tumor developed in his brain, causing his head
to swell and finally producing a seizure that almost killed him. Sev-
eral months ago, Cora found him lying unconscious on the living room
floor:

I walked in there and I seen him laying out on the floor with his head
turned and I thought he had went to sleep on the floor. And I said,
"Raymond, you went to sleep on the floor." And I said, "Raymond,
get up," but he was like a rock. So I lift him up and tried to get him up
in the bed and he was just limber and I said, "Oh Raymond, you threw
up too," and I felt him and he was real cold and I said, "God, Raymond."
And I told Tommy to call an ambulance. And I started gettin' worried
because his body was so cold. So I was cleanin' him up and I was cryin'
cause I thought he was just fit to go.

They said that he had a seizure and they found out that the fluid
that's in your brain, that your brain give off fluid and drains, but his
wasn't drainin'. I knew he had [the disease] but I didn't know it was
buildin' up in his brain, 'cause they always checked him, but we didn't
know the tumors was in his brain. And then they went in his head
after that and put a shunt in to drain that off.

Then it got infected and he got sick all over again. He had the oper-
ation and he still wasn't respondin' right. I told [the doctor] he wasn't
right. He wasn't even walking. And he don't have no balance. And
when he came home that first week I took him to the doctor every
single day 'cause he kept saying, "Mama, my stomach hurts," comin'
to me at night and sayin', "Mama, my stomach hurts." And I said, "Oh,
you're hot." So I'd put a cold towel on him and give him some aspirin
because he has this agonizing cough. So I took him to another doctor,
and he gave him a blood count and it was too high, and he said take
him on to the hospital. He said they may put him in the hospital. So
that same night—this was a week after he got out of the hospital—
they put him in that next week and they found out he had a'bacteria
in the shunt. They took it out and then they cut his head again and
they put the shunt on the other side. He spent about three weeks this
time. [The shunt] drains the fluid. It's a long tube like a straw going
all the way down there and it stops in his stomach. It drains.

They say if it happens again they say he'll die. He would surely a
died if they didn't do the operation. They just didn't give me no guar-
antee, they said we can't guarantee he'll come out of it alive.
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The doctor done put it in the record that Raymond's bone structure
is changing and he have tumors. They can see all this and his head is
growing and the neurofibromatosis is definitely there. The way he talk,
he talks like a three-year-old. He should be talking like a five-year-
old. Plus he have asthma on top of all that; he's in and out of the hos-
pital all the time.

Raymond is a sweet little boy plagued by a number of serious prob-
lems. His speech is slurred, and he will need several years of speech
therapy. Nerve damage from the seizure has impaired his use of his
hands and feet. He can get by, but he will need intensive physical
therapy for a long time before he will have full use of his fingers and
toes. He also needs glasses to correct his vision. Then, of course, there
is the possibility that the seizure did irreparable brain damage as well.
Raymond appears to be developmentally delayed and will need an
enriched educational program in order to catch up with his peers.

Joe is in good health so far. Although he has not yet shown any
obvious signs of the neurofibromatosis, it is very likely that it will catch
up with him in the next year or two. Then Cora will have two young
sons with serious medical ailments. Cora used drugs quite heavily when
she was pregnant with Sharon, and she did not stop entirely during
her pregnancies with Raymond and Joe. Whether the boys may have
been affected by the drugs is not known, but the combination of fetal
drug exposure and their disease does not suggest a childhood of robust
health.

Poverty and the Underground Economy

In Cora's home, the tension that accompanies health problems, com-
bined with poverty and crowded living conditions, can create an explo-
sive environment. Arguments, especially between the adults, are a
regular feature of each day. But Cora struggles with the thought of
making the older children move out. If she asked them to leave, where
would they go? Tommy and Janice work a couple of days a week at
local fast-food restaurants, and Wesley picks up odd jobs when he can.
None of their incomes is regular or secure, so how could they survive?
Although Cora asks them for money to help pay the bills every month,
their contributions are spotty at best.31 Instead, they often barter ser-
vices as their exchange. Janice babysits a lot, and Tommy runs to
McDonalds for pancakes or juice if the little ones have nothing to eat.
But the exchange is usually accompanied by an argument, as each tries
to position himself or herself for the advantage.
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The bartering that goes on inside the apartment reflects the exchange
that regularly occurs outside. Part of the alternative culture that exists
in the ghetto is a thriving underground economy that is nourished by
each person's ability to argue his or her case.

How do you tell the difference between computers? [Cora asked one
day.] I had a guy, he always sells me things. That's how I get my clothes
and the stuff I have. He said that he had a computer with the TV part
and the keyboard and he say he gonna sell it to me for $300.1 say I'll
buy it for $100. He say, "No, "but he say, "I'll let you know this week."
If he can bring it down I may get it. I usually do bring him down. After
the third, he knows now nobody gonna have any money around the
fifteenth, but he know I always keep a little change or something, so
I talk him down,32

Neighbors regularly come by Cora's home trying to sell her things. A
woman stopped in with a Nintendo one day, trying to make a deal.
Having no luck, the woman then started to negotiate with Darryl. A
few days later a man came by with dozens of homemade necklaces
draped around his neck and arms, selling them for a dollar apiece. On
yet another day, one of Cora's neighbors came by in a predicament:

"I'm fittin' to go move my cousin," he said. "He gonna give me and
my brother a hundred dollars to move him and I ain't got no gas to
get over there. I got a way to take us over there in the truck, but he
ain't have no gas—all he had was $10 in food stamps. I wondered can
you give us some gas money?"

Cora answered, "I wish I did, but I ain't got my check either." (It
was the first of the month and the mail had not yet arrived.)

"Ain't nobody got no money. Two or three dollars or anything. Three
dollars will work to get us out there. But when we get out there, my
cousin, she's gonna give us some money."

"I got two or three dollars, but I need it to put in my gas tank."
"Well, how 'bout if I trade you the stamps?
"That ain't gonna put it there."

The man continued to haggle with Cora and then moved on to her
son. Finally, Darryl traded $5 in cash for $10 in food stamps. Although
food stamps are used in a dollar-for-dollar exchange in a grocery store,
they are worth far less on the streets, since they have value only for
food and cannot be used to buy other goods or services.

The underground economy works on another level as well, as indi-
vidual homes are used as outlets to exchange goods. One day when
we were talking about work, Cora told me how she used to make tacos.
When I asked where she had worked, she said,
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At my house. Right out of my house. I used to make them and every-
body used to come by and want some. You get like two dozen shells
for $1.65. Then you got to cook them. Then I buy one of those big
things a ground beef. Then you put the cheese in it, and sour cream if
they want it, and peppers. And salsa I make up. I made my own salsa
with tomatoes. I put that on there. I sold 'em for a dollar. When I first
started out, though, I was saying you getting one free, so they'd buy a
lot, especially on the first and fifteenth. I was making almost $100 a
day. And then the money started comin' in too good, and I started
gettin' paranoid. I used to put a stick behind the window so it would
only open that much. I used to leave the window wide open. So I'd
leave the crack like that. They'd just put they money through the
window. Then my kids play on the patio. 'Cause a girl told me she had
got robbed when she was selling cans a stuff at her house, but I never
did have no problem. But sometimes they lean into the window and
I say, "Get out a my window, get out. If I want you that far in, I
wouldn't a put that stick in there." They halfway in. I did real good,
especial on the first and fifteenth. Everybody do it. Sell candy, they go
to this warehouse and buy a big box of candy and sell them for a dime.
Or a little bit of gum. Then they get these soda waters, these big brand
soda waters, and sell them for 60 cents. You can buy a case of them, I
know they were $2.29 a twelve-pack.

Her entrepreneurial spirit is inspiring. Rather than work in the con-
ventional economy, Cora works out of her home when money is tight.
It is not that she has never worked a real job—she has. But the most
she was ever paid was just over minimum wage, and even then,
she was surprised to find that what she thought would be additional
income sharply cut into her welfare grant.

The best pay I ever did get was at Burger Haven. That was the best
pay. That was about $4.10 an hour. But I had to send in my pay stub
every week. I had to send it in to the welfare, and you know how they
make it sound if you're working, you should let us know because you
get more from your food stamps? That sure is a lot of baloney. I must
have told them, being honest with them, everything I made that week,
they cut it out and one month I got $12 in a check from them. I thought
it was $102,1 wasn't really checkin' it. It hurt me to my heart. I could
just be setting up on my butt at home, taking care of my kids. I usu-
ally leave my kids by theyselves, you know, and neither one of them
over eight or nine at the time, and I could a just stayed at home.

Welfare women are often dismayed to find that their grant is reduced
when they work. Cora described her experience as a personal affront,
and it was entirely self-defeating. Where was the logic, she wondered,
in going to work, risking the health and safety of her children, when
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she could have done as well financially by staying at home? Working
out of her home solved several of her problems. It allowed her to su-
pervise her children, or at least to have them close by without the need
or cost of a babysitter. It also permitted her to keep all her earned in-
come in addition to the welfare grant, so that she would not feel the
frustration of a smaller welfare payment. Finally, she could be her own
boss and establish her own work hours. If she wanted to work on a
particular day, she started cooking. If she wanted to rest, she simply
sent people away. To her mind, the benefits of working out of her home
outweighed the risks. She had held a couple of jobs for which she was
paid under the table—some domestic work, some in-home assistance
to the elderly, and a couple of other cooking jobs—but the fear of being
caught by the welfare department was always on her mind. This
way, who would find out? There is probably some bureau in the city
government that regulates private businesses, but nobody from that
department would bother to make random house calls to apartments
in the projects.

Because the activity is not detected, the underground economy of
the ghetto thrives. The economy is self-regulating; prices are not fixed
but are set by the best negotiator. Verbal skills and quick thinking are
absolute necessities. Participants in the economy are vulnerable to
abuses, as they have no legal recourse, but each joins knowing there
is a risk with every transaction.

Participants in the underground economy would probably resist the
imposition of regulations, in part because they would be accompanied
by enforcers. Attitudes toward law enforcement officials and rule-
enforcing agents are mixed. Police are seen as helpful when gross
abuses of personal safety arise, but their general presence is viewed
with suspicion when neighborhood residents feel that their innocent
activities are under surveillance. Cora sees the police as protection
against the "bad boys" in the neighborhood, but she also fears the
police, wondering when they may catch Darryl in some kind of illegal
activity.

Darryl has had trouble with the police ever since he was a boy.
Indeed, he only recently returned home after a year in jail. The trouble
began when he was quite young. Cora tried to intervene, but it was
not clear what she could do.33

Maybe he was eleven, maybe it was nine or ten, somethin' like that.
But it wasn't real bad then, I couldn't foresee it, because Darryl never
got in trouble and I never had that kind of problem. Them mild trouble
he was getting in, the police used to bring him home and say he was
tryin' to break into a machine or we saw him tryin' to take a motor-
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cycle or a moped on an elevator and take it up a elevator, try to steal
it. I'd get on him about it. I always figured he'd go as far as he wanted
to go because he be out there [on the streets]. I don't think he was
ever involved with gangs, though. I think I would know that for sure.
He just run around with more little bad boys.

Cora calls him one of the "little bad boys," but his behavior is hardly
as innocuous as that.

They found drugs on him one time, but he was in jail because he's
always getting in trouble. He was supposed to go to court, don't go.
They caught him driving one time drinking a beer, driving somebody's
car. You name it, you know and they just had a mile-long record on
him. Especially when he didn't go to court. Then they sent him to
juvenile [hall], and he had caught the chicken pox one time and they
wanted him to come home, and they said after the chicken pox clear
up [to] bring him back. You think Darryl went back? No he didn't. I
kept tellin' him, "Darryl, go back, go back, you got to go back." But I
can understand why he wouldn't want to go.

But I worry about Darryl, I worry about him, the one always in the
streets calling himself big time and always out late. I told [everybody
in the house] that if he comes here late, don't let him in. Because once
we go to bed, like 1:00 or 2:00 [A.M.] whatever time we go to bed, don't
open that door for Darryl. He had been knocking on the door as late
as 2:00 and 3:00 in the morning. What he doin' out there in the street
late, I got an idea, but I don't want to think of that. He's seventeen
years old, but he don't go to school. He want to run up and down the
streets; he sleep all day now and when he gets up he will take a shower,
and then in the streets again he is. I don't know what he call himself
trying to be big time, out there selling dope and shit, that ain't hitting
on nothin'.

When he got out of jail, they asked me if it was OK, would I accept
him in the house, can he come back? I said, "Yeah." He said, "Mama,
when I get home I'm goin' to go to school, I'm goin' to do good and it
ain't about bein' in the streets no more; I want to do right. I'm not
doin' nothin' to go to jail no more." He had went to jail many times
before, claiming he was going to do right, [but] this time, this was the
longest they had kept him, and I'm believin' what he's sayin'. Any-
way, he got out, the first he did, out there with his friends.

Darryl causes Cora a great deal of anguish, but Felicia has trouble too;
it is as though the two youth live by a different standard of behavior.

I had trouble with her and with him. They the only two I had trouble
with. Mostly with Felicia. And whatever he did, it was probably worse
than her, but it wasn't every day, all the time. She always have been
a habitual liar. Don't care, can't see a lie when she really tellin' it.
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Although Cora sees Felicia's problems as more severe, her lying and
shoplifting are minor compared with her brother's drug dealing. Cora
considers Darryl to be beyond her control. She raised boys and
girls differently, so she took more personal responsibility for her girls'
behavior and shrugged off the boys' misdeeds.

Boys is more easy to raise than girls. The reason boys is so much easier
is if they get somebody pregnant they don't have to bring the babies
home. But girls, I guess they require a little bit more talking to than
boys.

Cora generally thinks of boys as raising themselves; that is, whatever
the outcome is, their behavior will be regulated by their future girl-
friend or wife. But Cora believes that she should have more say over
her daughters' upbringing, so Felicia's problems are always on her
mind. Cora knows that Felicia lives by a strange set of standards.
On the other hand, Cora does not understand how she has contrib-
uted to those standards. A story Cora once told illustrates part of the
problem:

One time she [Felicia] called and told me she got caught for shoplift-
ing. I didn't believe her because her daughter was over here. She said,
"I'm tellin' you the truth, Mama." I said, "You just lyin, you better come
get your baby. I'm gonna call the baby daddy and tell him to come get
her," and I hung up in her face. She called back, "Please Mama, please
Mama, don't hang up in my face, I'm tellin you the truth." And she
really was. As a matter of fact, I hung up in her face twice. Then she
called back again and I didn't answer it, I just let it ring and ring. I
don't know, somebody else was upstairs, or they was up there smokin'
they weed, drinkin' a beer or doin' something. They said, "Mama, are
you going to pick up the phone?" Then Janice came down and said
that Felicia was at the police station. I said, "I don't care, I done told
her about doing that mess. I told her sooner or later she was goin' to
get caught and for her to stop, sooner or later she's goin' to get caught
because she don't know when to quit." So she was at the police sta-
tion about twenty miles away, and Janice's boyfriend went and got
her, and she told him that she was supposed to give him $3, which
ain't nothin' to go twenty miles. He went and got her, and he gonna
ask me, am I goin' to vouch for the $3? I said, "No, because I know
how my daughter is, I know she's a liar and I don't believe her. I'm
not vouchin' for nothin', you go pick her up, you pick her up on your
own accord."

So this dude went and picked my daughter up, and she told him, "I
got $1," and she would give him the rest of the money later. So she
had some stuff she had stolen from another store, right before she got
caught in this particular store, and they didn't take these goods, so she
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had this big pretty sweater in there and she said she would sell it to
him for $10. Then he said, "Let me give you $7 tomorrow because you
already owe me $3." She say, "No, I need my money now." I said,
"Felicia, you can let that man have that thing for $7 because you al-
ready owe him $3; his word is good; he came and picked you up!" I
say, "That sure is cold," I said, "I have to tell you, honey, this man came
all the way out there to pick you up and you say you goin' to give him
$3 ... right is right, you know."

Felicia had stolen property; she lied in order to get a ride home; and
she then wanted to turn around and sell the stolen property. Nothing
about what she did was moral, but the part that bothered Cora the
most was not negotiating on the sweater. Cora considered it accept-
able to take from those who have more. Shoplifting was serious only
because one might get caught. But taking from a store full of merchan-
dise is not so bad.

Cora's sense of moral behavior is based on relationships.34 The stan-
dards by which she lives are partly determined by the situations in
which she finds herself. Her drug use, for example, is fine as long as
the young children do not know about it and it does not get in the
way of her parenting.

Cora has been using drugs for over ten years now, and many of her
neighbors do as well. She has cut back considerably in the last few years
and feels that it does not compromise her ability to parent, but she hit
rock bottom before she realized that what she was doing was wrong.

I was using drugs real heavy; I wasn't payin' my bills; I was out in the
streets. It was real bad, real bad. It was so bad that I didn't pay my
rent and I was kicked out of my apartment, and I was livin' at the
bottom of this girl's basement and I just felt so miserable, so bad,
embarrassed. It's just somethin' I'd like to wipe out of my mind. I used
to try to conceal it [from the kids], and they'd walk in the kitchen and
I'd say, "Get out," or I'd walk in the bedroom and shut the door or
with my friends. And it's just somethin' that I said if I ever get out of
this, that I promise I'd never do this again.

It all happened when a dealer started using her kitchen to prepare the
crack. He would use the stove, cook the cocaine, distill it, and then
wrap each small package separately. Cora always sat in the other room,
promising herself that she would never try it, but curiosity got the best
of her. One night he offered her a hit, and from that moment on, she
was hooked.

I curse that nigger the day, 'cause I just tried it once and then it
was . . . "Oh, that do feel good. That's the way I like it, give me some
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more." And he said, "You got some money?" I said, "Yeah, I got some."
And he said it's like $30. That's how they get you. I didn't notice,
though. And 1 said, "Ya'll got some, it cost $35?" I can't remember how
much I gave them, but I know I must have kept running back in my
room, you know, and then I got no more money, and I'm sitting there
wishin' for and wantin' some more. And I used to think about it and
want some more. And just even dream about it. Dream about hittin'
that pipe. Just dreamin'. And so he came over, and ever since then he
just comin' over on the first and fifteenth and just got hooked and just
got started. But my kids used to hate him, though, 'cause they knew
he started me.

Cora lost track of time; she lost track of her money; and she lost track
of her children. She knows she neglected her children at the time and
feels guilty about the effect her drug use may have had on them. Cora
simply checked out. She rarely had food in her home; strange and
threatening people were always coming by; and then her eviction from
the apartment was very hard for the older children. But the worst
moment came when she got pregnant with Sharon and gave birth to
a drug-exposed infant.

I was hearing something like when Sharon get older she may have a
brain problem or something like that, but they wasn't, they wasn't
testing pregnant women at that time for drugs to see, or stopping them,
or warning them. I just heard somebody say the baby would be all
messed up and they say they mama took drugs. And I used to look at
Sharon and she used to have the shakes, and I seen it in her and I say,
"Please, God, don't make my baby be like that, retarded when she
grows up." And sometimes she looks strange, but I put some of it on
me, you know, her attitude and stuff like that, but then what I never
did was, I never told the doctor I used heavy drugs when I was carry-
ing her.

So finally I just said, "Damn, I'm tired of all this confusement and
I'm not never keepin' no money." And then people's trying to say,
"Come and stay with me til you get yourself together." And I said, "No,
I'm all right." "Come on, these kids ain't got no business down here,
no place like this, with all the rats and stuffs." And I says, "No, 'cause
I'm feelin' shame. I'm just cryin', want to get out of it. And [Sharon's]
father, he didn't offer. He claimed he did, now, but he didn't. He
brought me somethin' to eat, but he didn't offer to put us up in a place
or nothin'. And that's when my girlfriend came here [to the public
housing office], and she told them about me. She had put my name
down, and she told them that I needed some help. And the next three
months, they call me and they said they had me a place. I didn't even
live down there a year. And they called me, they had me a place, a
three bedroom. And we looked at it, me and the kids, and we loved it.
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It was clean and nice. It was a luxury. And I mean, I didn't hesitate.
We went on and moved in. It was a nice place and I loved it and I said,
I'm gonna keep my promise to God. I'm gonna pay my rent every
month. It was fabulous, great. My friend said it was a blessin' in dis-
guise. I felt good about myself then. It sure was a blessing. And the
kids all loved it and they used to say, "Mama, keep this place, please
Mama." So I always pay my rent on time. I was there for eight years,
and I didn't miss a lick payin' my rent.

Cora's drug use is symptomatic of a lifestyle and a community in dis-
array. Her problem is not unique to women on welfare, but it is not
the norm either. Studies show that about 28 percent of all adult AFDC
recipients abuse drugs or alcohol (about 37 percent among AFDC
women aged eighteen to twenty-four). Women on AFDC are twice as
likely to abuse drugs or alcohol as are women who do not receive
AFDC,35 and the pattern is the same for alcohol, marijuana, and
cocaine.36

Some states also have examined the relationship between substance
abuse and pregnancy among women on welfare, and again, although
the data are not encouraging, they do not point to drug use as a nor-
mative experience for most AFDC recipients. One study in California
indicated that about 13 percent of pregnant women on AFDC had urine
tests positive for drugs or alcohol at the time of birth (with almost
2 percent testing positively for cocaine). What the data do not tell us
is whether these women began using drugs before they came to the
welfare rolls (and consequently whether the drugs caused them to lose
a job or relationship) or whether they began to use drugs after they
joined the ranks of the poor.

Certainly the experience of poverty begs for an escape. Cora was
raised in poverty, lived in poverty, spent ten years in an abusive rela-
tionship, was surrounded by drugs on every street corner, and wanted
an escape—if not physical, then at least psychological—from the daily
challenges of raising children under impossible circumstances. It is
astonishing that Cora's baby escaped the child welfare system and was
not placed in foster care. Sharon was born in 1985, about two years
before crack came to be recognized as a real epidemic.37 A year or two
later, social workers would have quickly noted the signs of drug expo-
sure and probably taken Sharon from her mother. In any case, it was
Sharon's birth and the other children's response to the drugs that made
Cora realize that something had to change.

I wanted to stop completely, 'cause I prayed to God but he just don't
get the taste puta my mouth. And I wanted to quit and I didn't want
to quit, and I enjoyed the high sometimes 'cause when I was sittin'
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around, not doin' nothin' I just, I guess—it just sounds so bad—I just
want somethin'. And a friend came over and he was usin' a roll, like
you be doin' a joint or he would roll some in there with the tobaccer.
You know, crush it up. So I started smokin'—they call 'em gram
joints—so I started doin' that, and ever since then I just haven't smoked
a pipe. Even now, to be truthful and frank with you, I do it too, now,
ever once in a while, but I can function better now. But still, I just want
to stop it all completely. But I got it under control. Sometimes when I
go to certain doctors, I tell them when they ask, "Do you use drugs?"
I say, "Yeah, but I don't smoke the pipe usually, in terms of using drugs.
And I don't go to extremes, and I still can take care of my kids. I still
get up in the morning and fix they breakfast and do what I have to
do, and I don't let it bother me and get in my way." And one doctor
told me, "You mean, you can function?" And I said, "Yeah, that's a
good way to put it. I can still function, you know, usin' it and still func-
tion." But I don't use it as heavy as I did.

It is hard to understand letting one's children go hungry, losing one's
home, and losing one's pride, all because of drugs. If one does not live
in or frequent the ghetto, it is hard to imagine the constant exchange
of drugs outside one's front door. If one is not living in poverty, it is
hard to imagine ever living in a ghetto or the feeling of never doing
anything satisfying with one's life. If Cora worked, she would prob-
ably get some personal satisfaction for doing a job well, but after a year
or two, finding meaning in flipping burgers would probably be diffi-
cult. With little entertainment but the television, it becomes easier to
see the appeal of a total escape. Cora had dreams of moving up and
out: Out of her neighborhood and out of her predicament, but that
vision died a long time ago. It is not just that she lost her spirit; she
also is practical about the real possibilities for ever getting out.

No Way Out

Cora does not have many alternatives outside welfare. She could work,
but then there would be the problem of day care. Although she used
to leave Tommy and Felicia home alone when she worked at Burger
Haven, she knows that public officials are cracking down on that now
and she would probably get in trouble. So if she worked, she would
need day care for Sharon, Raymond, and Joe, and that would be dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to manage. And what kind of a job could she
find? She has never done anything but cook, keep a house, and raise
children, so the jobs she would qualify for would probably pay only
minimum wage.
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I once asked Cora what she would do if the government simply
refused to pay her welfare anymore. She looked at me quizzically. She
did not respond right away, and when she did, she was pessimistic
about her job prospects. Finally her answer focused on another source
of government funding:

I'll play crazy and get on disability. I sure would. Because I don't have
the skills, don't nobody want to hire no fiftysome-year-old women,
and I can't draw Social Security because I don't think I ever worked
long enough. I had various jobs, but I don't think I worked on none of
them a year, so I know I can't draw that.

"What if President Clinton let you collect welfare for only two years?"
I asked. Again, she looked puzzled, as though the idea had never
occurred to her.

How can he do that? Like my younger kids, he gonna put me on wel-
fare for two years, so otherwise what you sayin' when my baby get
five years old I can't get welfare no more? So what am I supposed to
do? He got some jobs lined up or something? 'Cause if he got some
jobs lined up, and it ain't makin' like two dollars or three somethin'
an hour, that'll work. But my baby require my attention. Unless they're
gonna pay somebody to take care of him, you know, with the prob-
lems we have. And why not pay me? I'm his mother. They're gonna
pay somebody else? They're gonna be doin' the same thing I'm doin'
you know. I can do it. It seem like they're gonna pay someone else to
do the same thing that I been doin'. Babysittin' babies and takin' care
of kids.

Cora knows enough math to understand that the economics of work
simply do not add up for her. She could manage the day-care costs for
Sharon, since she is in school most of the day, but the additional costs
of full-time care for Raymond and Joe would be impossible. In her
county, the average cost for child care is $3.61 per hour.38 For two
full-time child-care slots and one part-time slot, Cora would be spend-
ing about $300 a month for child care. Because of her low income,
she could qualify for subsidized child care, but the waiting list in her
county is currently three years long.39

Then what employer would hire her and allow her the flexibility to
come and go for countless doctors' appointments? Families in low-
income communities are far more likely to have numerous health
problems,40 and Cora's family is no exception. With all the health prob-
lems that her family has, Cora would need a full health-care benefit
package if she were working. Partial health insurance in the event of
emergencies would not be enough. Cora knows that there are few jobs
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for which she could qualify that would provide the kind of health
coverage she needs, so living on welfare must suffice. It does not pro-
vide any comforts, but it does give her the basic coverage she needs to
be able to supervise and care for her children. Would education and
training make much of a difference in her job prospects? That is not
clear. Cora is currently enrolled in the JOBS program, but the personal
benefits she gets from participating are probably not those envisioned
by the program's founders.

Training and Education to What End?

Cora volunteered for the JOBS program shortly after it began in her
county. Three and a half years later she is still in the program. When
she first enrolled, her JOBS worker discovered that although she had
a high school diploma, Cora could not pass a test of basic skills. Cora
needed to brush up on her reading and to learn (or relearn) some math
as well. Her worker enrolled her in a local adult education school and
started her off with spelling lessons, reading comprehension, and
basic math classes. After three months, Cora took a test to determine
whether she had learned basic math and reading skills. Had she passed,
she would have moved on to a training program. But she did not pass
the test in the first three months, or even in the first six months. Three
and a half years later, she is still going to the same class, trying to learn
the same skills. She cannot graduate into a training program until she
passes her test, so every day, five days a week, Cora goes to school for
four hours a day. Her attendance is steady, and her enthusiasm for
the program is remarkable. She may not be learning what JOBS offi-
cials would like her to learn, but Cora is enjoying the program.

"How much longer will you be in school?" I ask.

After I pass that test. I never pass the test/The only problem I have is
I don't know my time tables that well. My teacher, the one that I have
now, she's a big help to me. I was so surprised and laughin' at myself
when I really learned how to divide long problems. But my only prob-
lem is I can't multiply too well. I have to get out the times board or
count and she'll be tellin' me that I've run out of time if I'm takin' a
test. It's hard to learn those time tables, I don't know why. Because
the rest of it come so easy. Spellin', and hard words; I'm learning how
to spell the really hard words. I don't know what it is, I'll cry 'cause I
can't do certain things. Sometimes I just go to sleep with those num-
bers in my head, I put them under my pillow, and I just keep studying
until I go to sleep. Just keep at it. Just keep at it. It's my times tables.
It do get frustratin', it do. It make me so mad at myself. So I say, "Why
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can't I just get it?" I don't know why. [My teacher] tellin' me, "You
could do it, Cora." I just got to get those time tables. But when I come
home and then the babysitter will leave, so then the house is a mess,
and I got to get my kids something to eat and I can't study with them
in the house, you know. I tell my teacher, I say, by the time they go to
bed and sleep, I start studying and next thing I know I'm asleep too.
So I don't know how to put my work habits in with my house habits
without me going to sleep too. If I don't pass the test, I don't know
what's going to happen.

Why must Cora pass a test before she can begin a training program?
And what jobs require multiplication? Although these rules might seem
unnecessary, for Cora, the JOBS program, designed exactly as it is,
works well.

I signed up for it because I wanted to change my life around during
that time. Do something. Joe wasn't even born then, and Raymond
was just a baby. I just wanted something to do, turn my life around, I
got tired of being bored. Now when I come in the house it's just like,
well I guess I did something with my life today, I did something today,
you know? I feel good about myself, I go in the kitchen and start
cookin', fix something to eat, or I sit down and relax. I just feel good
about myself when I get out and do something. Sometimes I don't want
to go to school. Then sometimes I just do it, and once I get there and
get the hang of it I feel good about myself, because time flies past and
the next thing I know another day is gone. Start another day. I wanted
to do it to keep my mind occupied, because I knew if I sat around the
house I would go crazy. When I was sitting around the house, I used
to cry and just talk to myself, and I used to say, I'm going crazy, why
am I so crazy?

Because of the JOBS program, Cora gets out of the house. It gives her
a break from the noise and chaos; it gives her a couple hours of rela-
tive quiet; and it gives her a sense of self-esteem. Even her teacher
admits that Cora has made great progress in the past three years. "Cora
believes in herself, now," she stated. "She's always making progress."
Although her progress is slow by conventional standards, Cora is grow-
ing and learning, one step at a time.

Going to school also gives Cora a break from her children, helps her
relax and keep perspective on all the little things that go wrong at
home. Cora's children are a real handful, so the few hours of respite
allow her to come home ready to face the noise and confusion of the
evening. Like the drugs, JOBS also allows an escape; it takes her out
of her house, out of her environment, and away from her everyday
worries.
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Although Cora enjoys her JOBS program, even she recognizes the
absurdity of attending the same class for three years. A couple of years
ago she tried to combine her basic education program with a secre-
tarial program also offered at the adult school.

I was doin' this on my own 'cause [JOBS] wouldn't pay for typing. I
was doin' it myself. I was paying $10 a semester. [My worker] said
[JOBS] doesn't pay for a typing class, they only pay for science, math,
and reading. I can't understand that. That would have gave me five
hours in school instead of four. And then after I take typing from 11:00
to 12:00, then I could go to my other class. But they say [JOBS] won't
pay for it. They tight. It seem like a more important thing using that
computer than those math and science classes.

It is not that Cora resented paying the $10 fee, but she also needed an
additional hour or two of child care. After trying it for a semester on
her own, Cora gave up. Now she has completely lost track of what
her next step in JOBS may be. Her worker told her that there were
other steps in the program, but at this point, she cannot imagine what
they would be. Indeed, she has completely lost track of the purpose of
JOBS. When she began, she knew that it was a job preparation pro-
gram. Now it is just a pleasant activity that helps her get through the
day.

A Grim Future for the Children

Let us imagine that Cora passed her math test and moved on to a job
training program. Maybe she would learn how to type or how to use
a word processor. When she enrolled in a private business school a
couple of years ago (similar to the school that Ana's son attended),
she was typing about twenty-five words a minute41—maybe she could
improve on that. Or maybe she would be placed in a "food prepara-
tion" program that would train her to work in a restaurant. When she
completed the course, she would probably make about $4.25 an hour,
the minimum wage. The good news is that the minimum wage has
increased in the past few years. In 1991, federal legislation increased
it from $3.35 an hour to $4.25 an hour. But the bad news is that even
if Cora worked full time at minimum wage, her income would still be
about one-third below the poverty threshold (Darryl will soon turn
eighteen and will no longer be her financial responsibility, so she will
have to provide "only" for Sharon, Raymond, Joe, and herself). Cora
would need to make about $7.00 an hour just to reach the poverty
line of $14,381 for a family of four. When the most she has ever made
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at a job was $4.10 an hour, the prospect of finding work paying nearly
double that is very unlikely.42

Let us further assume that Cora does get a job. If the job did pay
enough to get her off welfare, the state would pay for child care for
her three youngest children for one full year. But at the end of that
year, Cora would be harnessed with a significant child-care bill. Cora's
estimation of the situation is quite accurate: Why pay someone else
several hundred dollars a month to care for her three small children
when she can do it for the price of a welfare grant? The difference in
dollars and cents is not that much.

Perhaps rather than asking whether we want to pay Cora and
women like her to raise their own children or whether we want these
children in publicly supported day care, we should ask whether Cora's
care—by itself—is enough. Cora's children are her life—they are the
one thing that gives her life meaning. She does not abuse them. Some-
times she disciplines them with a spanking or threatens them with a
belt, but most of the time she relies on a "time-out" to take care of the
little ones ("Go sit on the steps!" is the usual demand). The children
are always simply, but appropriately, dressed, and they are always fed
(although mealtimes are not a scheduled event).

Nonetheless, Cora often lapses in the care of her children and inad-
vertently allows them to suffer from medical and educational neglect.
Cora therefore needs occasional help with her parenting. She needs
reminders about school homework and medical appointments. Her
children need someone who will make sure that they are receiving all
of the services to which they are entitled.

When I visited Cora, I often found that she had forgotten another
doctor's appointment for Raymond or Joe or an eye doctor's appoint-
ment for Sharon. And although she was supposed to enroll Raymond
in kindergarten in September, she still had not done so in April because
she had missed all his appointments for special screening and assess-
ment. (The fact that the school is located one block from her home makes
her inattention to his needs all the more frustrating.) Finally, a team of
school officials, including the school psychologist, a resource specialist,
the speech pathologist, and a physical therapist, all descended on Cora's
home one morning in May to test Raymond for kindergarten placement.,

Then there was the frightening morning when Cora could not find
Sharon. Darryl had taken Sharon and Cora's granddaughter, Malika,
to the fair the night before. When they returned home at about 9:30
P.M. in the evening, Sharon had walked Malika home. Although Malika
and Felicia live only two blocks away, the thought of sending two small
girls—aged eight and five—through the projects at that time of the

140



Cora: A Portrait of Dependency

night attests to the complacency that can result from growing up in a
dangerous environment.43 Cora came home from a friend's house a
couple of hours later and went to bed, never checking on her sleeping
children. The next morning when I arrived and asked about Sharon,
Cora had to stop for a minute to remember where she was:

I think she's at [Felicia's]. Matter of fact, she went to her sister's yes-
terday, to the fair, and she went with her yesterday and I went
out somewhere . . . when I came back home ... I think she spend the
night there. [Cora dialed Felicia's telephone number.] Sharon
spend the night with you? . . . Girl, don't be lying to me . .. hold on a
minute . . . Janice!! Janice!! [she called upstairs] ... Is Sharon up-
stairs?! Felicia say Sharon supposed to came home last night, were you
here when Sharon took Malika home? Were you, Darryl? Well, Felicia
say Sharon's not at her house, that Sharon came home last night!

Cora flew into a panic and sent Darryl out onto the street to look for
Sharon. She also put a coat over her bathrobe and went calling down
the sidewalk. In the meantime, Felicia called back and told Janice that
she had played a trick on her mother. When Cora returned, crying
and shaking, Janice told her, "She say she playin' a trick, she at Felicia's
house."

Man, that's real stupid, huh? Somebody playin' a fuckin' trick like that?
"That's stupid, Mama," Darryl chimed in, always trying to get a dig

at his sister. "Felicia stupid, Mama."

Cora called Felicia again and began screaming into the phone,

Why in hell did you tell me that? Don't you know I'd be worrying about
my baby, and I went all down the neighborhood looking for her? . . .
Well, what the hell you thought I was goin' to do if I thought she wasn't
at your house? What the fuck! Don't you play no games like that with
me no goddamn more!! Ignorant! I been thinkin' all sorts of things,
that my baby could a been layin' in one of those fucking garbage cans
and somebody might a had her there dead and raped!

Cora slammed down the phone and began talking, not to anyone in
particular, but to anyone who might listen:

I just thinkin' the worst, 'cause it dark and she lives, well, two blocks
down, she got to go through the village, you know, and I was thinkin'
one of these old dirty boys probably snatched her somewhere, you
know, and took her to one of these deserted houses. That girl's always
have been a habitual liar. Can't see a lie when she really tellin' it.

That night and others as well, Cora did not know where her children
slept; that night and others, an eight-year-old escorted a five-year-old
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through the projects at night. Although there is no way out of the
projects for Cora, they will have an enormous impact on her daily life
and, more tragically, on the way she raises her children.44

Take Felicia, for example. At age fourteen, Felicia got pregnant.
Rather than watch her daughter carefully and caution her about the
consequences of sex, Cora had paid some but not much attention to
her daughter's comings and goings. Cora had a very close relationship
with Sharon's father at the time. Unfortunately, what Cora did not
recognize was that while she was involved with Sharon's father, Felicia
was also involved with a young man.

I told her, I said, "You ain't old enough to cope," 'cause she was just
fourteen. "You ain't old enough to cope and see I'm not lettin' you
see no boys."

"Mama, I ain't talking about no boyfriend. Girlfriend, boyfriend. He
just a friend. He can come talk to me."

She explained it to me just like I'm talkin' to you. And I tried to see
her point. And I said, "Well, OK then, it's OK, he can come over and
talk. But no goin' up in the bedrooms.

She was fourteen. I think he was like sixteen or seventeen. And he
came over. They used to sit down in the living room and talk for a
while. Then one thing led to another and my company come over and
we'll be in my bedroom talking and one thing led to another. And then
I know I'm two months pregnant, three months pregnant, and then
I'm noticing Felicia ain't havin' her period. So when I'm downstairs
makin' it out, she's upstairs doin' the same thing with her boyfriend!

And I takes her to the doctor and they wouldn't tell me at the time
'cause the doctor had came out, and I said, "Is she having sex?" And
he told me, "No," straight up, you know? So I'm knowin' she ain't
pregnant. So Felicia never did tell me. She just let it go on. And then
this nurse call me, and she say I should come into the office so that
we can have a talk. So then they told me. And I just looked at her, not
so much surprised because I done already suspected it. It's a matter of
just disappointment and sadness 'cause it is true and hoping that it
wasn't. We talked and I was mad, and I was tellin' 'em, why couldn't
they have told me? And I said, "I don't think she should have any kids
'cause she too young. I'm against abortions, but she too young to be
havin' a baby and I said I'm pregnant myself. I got my own baby comin'
to think about." And she was sayin' she wanted to have it. She can
handle it. 'Cause she so in love with this boy. I said, "Felicia, do you
know that you and him ain't guaranteed to be together for life?" You
know I'm trying to explain to her, she young and he ain't gonna be
with her all her life. But "we love each other" is what she say.

Cora tried to talk Felicia into an abortion, but Felicia refused. She car-
ried the baby to term and had Malika just four months after Raymond
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was born. Felicia stayed in her mother's house for the next three years,
collecting AFDC for her and her daughter, but by age seventeen, Felicia
was ready to be on her own, and so she and Malika moved into an-
other public housing apartment a couple of blocks away.

Although we might characterize Cora as "welfare dependent," her
daughter's use of welfare was not predetermined. Many believe that
children raised in AFDC homes are likely to become dependent on
AFDC themselves when they grow up, yet as we noted in Chapter 1,
this also is a myth that the available evidence has disputed. In most
cases, children raised in welfare-dependent households are not more
likely to become dependent on welfare themselves.45 Nonetheless,
Felicia defies the statistics. She and her daughter have been on AFDC
for five years now, and the most likely route off aid would probably
be marriage, as her earning capacity is very low.

Until last year, Cora was proud of her daughter's parenting.

Well, she did do good up until now that they broke up and she want
a life for herself. And she'll tell me now, "Mama, I love my daughter,
but I just don't want her no more. I don't want to take care of her no
more." She not givin' her no attention. She always runnin' out havin'
fun now. She's runnin' around partyin'. She stays out late and she's
really not givin' her daughter anything. Because the teacher send let-
ters home sayin' that she gonna have to repeat the kindergarten again
because she don't know her letters, she don't know her colors, she
can't write her name, she's always late for school. And she's a smart
little girl if her mother would work with her.

She just don't want to be a mama now and she say, "I see what
you're talkin' about, Mama." She's young and now she got that free-
dom and she just gone crazy, went all berserk. And she just take it out,
she just get angry, you know, because she can't do certain things.
Sometimes she just hit her baby, too.

Cora's neglect of her children led to Felicia's neglect of Malika. Cora's
neglect of Raymond has left him a year behind in school. Early treat-
ment for his speech and his disability might have helped, but now it
will take months or even years to correct the damage done by his sei-
zures. Frequently missed doctor's appointments for Joe mean that he,
too, could develop a brain tumor without Cora's even being aware of
it.46 It is not clear whether Raymond and Joe will even survive to adult-
hood, for in some cases their disease can be fatal. Sharon's falling
behind in her schoolwork and her bad eyesight is probably part of the
problem. The long-term effects of Sharon's exposure to drugs while
Cora was pregnant with her will probably become more apparent over
time as well. Tommy and Darryl may be HIV positive, passing the AIDS
virus around the neighborhood and beyond, and Darryl's drug deal-
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ing will either result in jail or death at an early age. None of the three
older children ever finished high school. Tommy dropped out at age
sixteen; Felicia dropped out after she had her baby; and Darryl has
essentially dropped out, although he still tells his mama that he may
return to school.47 None of these children has a bright future.48 With-
out a high school diploma, they will likely be unemployed, on wel-
fare, and impoverished.49 And the fact that Cora uses drugs to distract
her from the extreme and insurmountable difficulties of her life means
that she cannot be a fully responsible parent. Her heart may be in the
right place, but Cora and her children are not. The projects are no place
to raise a family. Cora says,

Every time I look at my babies when they sleep at night, I cry. I pray
to God that he let me, so Raymond won't have to take care of themself,
you know. I don't want nothing bad to happen to him. It worries me
to think it might. I ask God to let me live long enough to see them old
enough to take care of themselves.

But it is unlikely that any of them will be able to take care of them-
selves. Cora and her children and perhaps her grandchildren will prob-
ably be cared for by the state for most of the years of all of their lives.
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Ana, Sandy, Rebecca, Darlene, and Cora—five American women rais-
ing children without fathers and trying to survive. All these women
relied on welfare, which helped stave off absolute destitution.

Ana might have foreseen the financial problems associated with her
restaurant, but how could she have prepared for her injury? If we were
in similar circumstances, we might also hope for assistance once our
family resources were exhausted. Ana is a good example of Greg
Duncan's conclusion (see Chapter 2), that most welfare recipients have
the same characteristics as average Americans.1 Each year, hundreds
of thousands of families rise above poverty, and others slip into it. They
are the hapless instruments of an economic system that provides little
insurance against hard times.

Sandy turned to welfare because it was impossible to work. Recall
that Sandy's problem was not welfare per se but the attendant prob-
lems such as health care, child care, and work disincentives. Changes
in welfare policy alone would have little effect on women such as
Sandy, because their needs go far beyond the welfare system. Had there
been a better strategy for recouping child-support payments or for
obtaining health care, Sandy would not have needed welfare at all.

But Sandy did sign on to welfare because it was an option that made
sense. Welfare recipients are rational actors in the economic market;
they do whatever is necessary to maximize the health and well-being
of their children. If they have no health insurance or if they believe
that they will be somewhat better off on welfare, they will apply for
it. Welfare recipients are a diverse group of women, but they have
common American values. Like most other Americans, welfare recipi-
ents usually put the needs of their children first.

Rebecca initially used welfare as an agent of maturity. Later she used
it as a source of financial aid while she attended college. When she
finishes her degree, her service as a teacher will be a fair exchange for
the aid she was given in her younger years.
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Darlene represents the complexity of the welfare population. A
woman of intelligence and insight, she nevertheless is greatly chal-
lenged by the daily requirements of providing for her family without
some government support. She might be viewed as a member of the
"residual" welfare population.2 They include women with physical or
mental handicaps, women who are geographically isolated from jobs
and transportation, and women with such severe family problems that
they cannot fulfill the daily requirements of employment. As is a
very small proportion of the AFDC population, Darlene is emotion-
ally unstable. Perhaps she suffers from mental illness. Although com-
pared with the severely emotionally disturbed, her problems are mild,
they do interfere with her ability to function productively. For women
such as Darlene and those with more serious problems, AFDC acts
much like a disability insurance program. But without its associated
mental health and case management services, AFDC does little to
ameliorate many of these women's problems. At the least, it ensures
that they have housing, heat, and food.3

Finally, Cora exemplifies the difficulty of solving the welfare prob-
lem. Although she made some mistakes, perhaps they could not have
been easily avoided. Cora has limited intelligence and is a victim of an
inadequate educational system. She was raised in a poor rural, abu-
sive family, and marriage only brought more assault and battery—
hardly an endorsement for family stability. Cora knows that she has
very limited job prospects and also no guarantee of child care. If she
had fewer children, she would have fewer problems, but as the other
case studies in this book illustrate, the size of one's family is not a de-
terminant of welfare use. Rebecca, with one child, was as needy as
Cora with six. Nonetheless, Cora's large family makes the likelihood
of leaving welfare much more remote.

None of the women depicted here wanted to be on welfare, and few
of them expected to use it for a long time. Cora is realistic about her
skills and the labor market. Given the medical needs of her family and
the high cost of child care, her prediction that she will have to con-
tinue on welfare is accurate. Cora and her family give insight into the
lives of many of the persistently poor. The outlook for Cora's children
also highlights the urgency of confronting family poverty.

The Many Faces of Poverty

Despite their differences—these women's paths to welfare, their vari-
ous experiences with education and training programs, and their readi-
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ness for work—all are similar, having raised their children for a time
in poverty. Some children, like Kim, may live in poverty only briefly,
but others, like Raymond and Joe, may live in poverty throughout their
lifetime. Social scientists and welfare experts may disagree about the
relative merits of various welfare reform proposals and the advantages
and disadvantages of different economic incentives, but most agree on
one fundamental aspect of the welfare program in the United States:
It impoverishes children. Women turn to AFDC because they are poor,
and they remain poor while on welfare. Although some may escape
poverty once they leave the welfare rolls, many do not. Sadly, while
these women are living in poverty, the opportunities for their children
to grasp the American dream diminish considerably.

Beyond these similarities, however, the differences among women
on AFDC are pronounced. As this book has shown and as large national
studies confirm, women on welfare are a diverse group and only infre-
quently fit the common welfare stereotype. It is precisely this diver-
sity, however, that makes it difficult to address welfare. Policymakers
are reluctant to tackle such multifaceted problems because the likely
solutions themselves are complex. But if women on welfare have
diverse needs, policies and programs should provide diverse services.

Not all women need employment and training programs, for instance.
Women such as Ana already have very strong job skills and simply
need welfare to tide them over until their economic fortunes change.
Other large sectors of the poverty population need few services other
than an economic safety net and a supportive environment. Women
with recent job experience and those with a strong educational back-
ground may request training in interviewing or preparing resumes, but
they may not need the more intensive services offered by programs
such as JOBS.

At the other end of the spectrum are those women with many and
great needs. Owing to a combination of personal characteristics and
environmental conditions, some women may require individualized
services to help them become self-sufficient. They may also require
close case management to ensure their children's healthy development.
To ignore these distinctive needs when considering the welfare popu-
lation is to fall into the trap of simplicity that has plagued the welfare
debate for so long.

What percentage of the population lies on each end of the con-
tinuum? How many are in the middle?4 What characteristics—personal
and environmental—determine these differences? Research is begin-
ning to tease out the qualities that predict short- and long-term stays
on welfare. We now know, for example, that women with stronger
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educational backgrounds, with recent work experience, and with chil-
dren over six years old are more likely to leave the welfare rolls rap-
idly.5 Although these findings are not definitive, they point to an
emerging technology that, over time, may be able to guide policy-
makers and program managers. Whether we target certain services to
women on AFDC because of the particular characteristics they present
when entering welfare or offer services based on their identified needs
once they are collecting welfare is a political problem. Nevertheless,
our point should be clear: If women on welfare are diverse, reforms
that are universal in their coverage yet singular in their approach are
destined to fail. Instead, as the public image of welfare is expanded to
accommodate the heterogeneity of the population, the welfare debate
should shift to encompass the multidimensional needs of women and
children.

The current debate surrounding welfare reform does not highlight
the diversity among mothers on AFDC, nor does it focus on ending
poverty for children. Instead, welfare reform is being addressed
this year just as it was in 1988 and will be again in five or ten years.
Welfare will never be removed from the public agenda as long as we
continue to tinker with it only at the edges and ignore the real issues
of inadequate job prospects, poor education, low wages, and all of
poverty's attendant problems.

Reforming Welfare: Current State and Federal Initiatives

A look at the debate surrounding welfare reveals the political capital
of the issue. Playing on the public's fears and misconceptions about
welfare stereotypes, the discussion in recent years has centered on
women's inadequacies as workers, parents, and contributors to soci-
ety and on a system out of balance with mainstream values. Most
people know that welfare does not support and protect children. The
system makes liars out of their mothers who must cheat the welfare
system in order to make ends meet. The system relegates children to
long-term hardship because it creates impossible obstacles for moth-
ers to surmount in order to rise above the poverty line. And the sys-
tem does not allow children to receive the support of an absent par-
ent who is economically able to help. Because welfare is widely
disparaged, demands for its reform come from all across the political
spectrum.

The tenacity of the problem and the political divisiveness of the
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issue has generally kept the federal government out of the business
of welfare reform. Recently, however, many reforms have been initi-
ated at the state and local levels. Consequently, although the core
welfare program remains intact, innovations are being introduced
throughout the country.6 Some are meant to assist poor families,
whereas others are more mean-spirited in their design. The follow-
ing describes some of these reforms and how they are likely to affect
women and children.

Reform 7: The Two-Year Time Limit

Starting in 1995, Wisconsin's "Work Not Welfare" program will put a two-

year cap on cash aid for about 1,000 recipients in two counties.... Recipients

[will] be barred from reapplying for benefits for three years.7

The most recent national debate on welfare reform was initiated by
President Bill Clinton when he claimed in his first State of the Union
address that he would "end welfare as we know it . . . . We have to end
welfare as a way of life," he told the nation, "and make it a path to
independence and dignity." Throughout his campaign, Clinton stated
that he wanted to

provide people with the education, training, job placement assistance,
and child care they need for two years—so that they can break the
cycle of dependency. After two years, those who can work will be
required to go to work, either in the private sector or in meaningful
community-service jobs.8

Although the two-year policy indicates a willingness to support women
and children, albeit for a limited time, at the end of two years the cash
benefits would end. Why two years rather than three, four, or five?
Looking back on the research conducted by Bane and Ellwood (Chap-
ter 1), we see that the majority of women leave welfare within two
years.9 Those who remain on welfare for more than two years are
considerably more likely to remain on it for a very long time. But the
two-year limit also reflects Americans' discomfort with the notion of
welfare "dependency" and the assumption that most welfare women
fit the classic stereotype.

Conservative policymakers generally favor the two-year limit
because it emphasizes women's responsibility to work. Women's
employment is seen not only as an appropriate exchange for cash as-
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sistance, but it is also considered equitable, as more and more women
from all economic groups are joining the labor force.

But does this approach appeal to the American public? A national
poll found that "while voters approach issues of poverty and welfare
with a conservative diagnosis, they are not eager to embrace conserva-
tive prescriptions for reforming the welfare system."10 In fact, one of the
least popular reforms suggested by pollsters was the two-year time
limit: 88 percent of the respondents noted that the two-year time limit
would hurt innocent children.

The time limit may indeed harm welfare children. Research con-
ducted since the original Bane and Ellwood study indicates that two
years is not the cutoff point for most welfare users.11 As the structure
of the American economy continues to change,12 women are finding
it increasingly difficult to leave welfare for work. Women like Ana,
who bring job skills, a work history, or a solid educational background
to the program, may leave welfare relatively quickly and so will not
be affected by a policy such as this. But research informs us that be-
cause some women are more likely to rely on welfare for a very long
time, the two-year limit may penalize certain groups of aid recipients.13

Because these women require additional services and support, a policy
that cuts them off will only push them farther from the economic
mainstream rather than closer to it.

Critics of the welfare system such as Charles Murray contend that
such a drastic policy would force otherwise reluctant women into the
labor market.14 Yet we can see on any city street the effects of our retreat
from assisting the poor. Women and children are the fastest-growing
group of homeless people.15 These women already have been forced
to become resourceful, and many are working. But homelessness—the
most obvious sign of desperate poverty—shames the American public.
Policies such as the two-year limit will only exacerbate poverty and
ultimately deplete the American spirit.

Reform 2: Expanded Education and Training Opportunities

The report [Washington] found that vocational education and training, when
analyzed in combination with all other variables, had a statistically signifi-
cant effect upon employment.16

In connection with the two-year limit, the current thinking on wel-
fare reform centers on supplying education and training services to
help AFDC recipients improve their marketable skills (similar to the
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JOBS program). Many proposals are highly restrictive, offering women
short-term assistance in finding a job, whereas others are broader in
their scope, encouraging women to enhance their skills to the great-
est extent possible.17 Many short-term proposals are founded on the
common assumption that women on welfare are able but unwilling
to work outside the home. As we already pointed out, however, many
women on welfare are prevented from working because of problems
with child and health care, transportation difficulties, and a welfare
system that penalizes their efforts. Their attempts are also discouraged
by their lack of education and skills.

An opportunity-based approach would help large numbers of women
who need a limited amount of education or training in order to catch
up to their competitors in the labor market. But even two years of
services should not be seen as a panacea. If only two years of services
had been available to Rebecca, she might not be on welfare today, but
the prospects for her long-term independence would probably also not
be bright. After two years of the JOBS program, Rebecca probably could
have taken a position as a teacher's aide in a local elementary school.
The job would have paid the minimum wage, enough to remove her
from welfare but not enough to lift her and Tanya above the poverty
line. Rebecca would therefore have continued to live on the margin,
only a month or two away from economic disaster.

The question we must ask about women such as Rebecca is whether
the government should maximize human potential or minimize wel-
fare receipt. If we want only to shorten the welfare rolls, then services
that cost little and are aimed toward the bottom rungs of the job mar-
ket will work moderately well. But if we want to lift families out of
poverty and to provide long-lasting support, then we will need a more
intensive human-capital approach. Two years will not buy a college
degree, and it will not land a job paying $20,000 or $30,000. Two years
may offer enough to some to escape welfare, but rarely will it be enough
to avoid poverty.18

As more and more families slip into poverty, fundamental questions
arise about the structure of the American economy. A recent Census
Bureau report states that the percentage of Americans working full
time yet still living in poverty increased 50 percent in the past thir-
teen years. Young workers and workers without a college degree (these
would include most young women eligible for AFDC) were the hard-
est hit.19 When almost one-quarter of the population of all full-time
working women cannot support themselves and their families, the
economic prospects for women on AFDC—who are marginalized both
educationally and socially—are grim.
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Reform 3: Work Requirements

Long-term welfare recipients would be required to perform 20 hours of com-

munity service work or have their grants cut... [Massachusetts].20

Although the stereotype of the long-term welfare recipient persists,
most women who use AFDC voluntarily leave the welfare rolls quickly,
particularly if they are given health insurance, child care, child sup-
port, assistance with housing, and the opportunity to gain work skills
through training or education. Some women, however—though a
small minority—never return to work. Some of them are mentally
unstable, like Darlene. Others refuse to work because of fear; a lack of
self-esteem, skills, and/or education; personal disorganization; family
problems; or simply lethargy. After a limited time on AFDC and after
help finding a job, the new reforms may require these women to work
as a condition for receiving aid.

This emphasis on work has its roots in American attitudes toward
employment and cultural values of reciprocity. That is, Americans
believe if they receive a gift from someone, there is an implicit assump-
tion in the exchange that the gift will be reciprocated. The debt owed
may be financial, material, or emotional, but on some level, most
Americans feel strongly that it is not appropriate or fair to obtain some-
thing for nothing. Accordingly, the debt incurred by long-term wel-
fare recipients is not just financial. Owing to the cultural shift that has
taken place in the United States and the value placed on women's work
outside the home, it is no longer equitable for women on welfare not
to work. Therefore, our insistence on reciprocity demands that women
on welfare do something in exchange for their financial assistance. Yet
if work is made a requirement, we should consider the work patterns
of other working mothers. That is, even though most mothers work,
few do so full time.21 For women such as Cora, whose children require
much of her attention and who also suffers from a chronic problem
with disorganization and indolence, a forty-hour workweek would be
impossible; indeed, most women with small children find it very diffi-
cult to maintain a forty-hour work schedule.22

Work requirements that are meant to punish women for their AFDC
use may help the American public come to terms with the welfare
problem but ultimately will be counterproductive for the women and
children who need public assistance. If work reforms take into account
the varying capabilities of persons on welfare and do not make
demands on women that they cannot meet, a number of significant
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goals may be achieved. Public fears about welfare dependency may
be assuaged as welfare comes to be associated with new expectations
and activities. Public misconceptions about the welfare population also
may be clarified when welfare mothers become more visible in the
public sphere through their work outside the home. If the work is
meaningful—to the women and to the neighborhoods in which they
work—the public will recognize that welfare recipients are making a
contribution to their communities. Most important, work opportuni-
ties for women on welfare may help them open doors to the market
economy that otherwise might be closed.

Reform 4: Welfare Cuts

Nine [states] reduced grants in 1991 more sharply than at any time in the past

10 years, according to a new report.23

In state after state across the country, welfare cuts have been intro-
duced as an important element of welfare reform. In some cases, the
cuts have represented a small but steady erosion in family benefits. In
others, the cuts have been more drastic.24 Behind these efforts to scale
back cash benefits has been the implicit assumption that women on
welfare receive enough to survive. But the case studies of the women
described in this book show that the money women receive from AFDC
rarely even covers all of their basic expenses. It requires a fair amount
of ingenuity to stretch welfare dollars, and not all women are as able
or resourceful as Ana is in multiplying the purchasing power of their
AFDC checks and food stamps. Moreover, efforts to reform welfare
by cutting welfare benefits harm children the most. They also impede
women's efforts to raise children in healthy, positive environments.
Research indicates that as women's incomes rise, the quality of the
home environment they provide for their children improves as well.25

Public policy that alleviates rather than perpetuates poverty for chil-
dren may be especially beneficial to their well-being.

Reform 5: The Family Cap

Governor William Donald Schaefer (D-Maryland) has asked the General

Assembly to abolish an $80 increase in aid to welfare recipients who have addi-

tional children.26
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Many states are experimenting with the notion of a "family cap," a
policy based on the myth discussed in Chapter 1, that once women
start collecting welfare, they continue to have children simply to in-
crease the amount of their check.27 The policy also bolsters common
misconceptions about the average size of the welfare family: Although
the public imagines it to be rather large, the evidence shows that the
size of AFDC families has grown smaller over time. According to one
government report, large families (women with four or more children)
are almost half as likely to be found among the welfare population than
they were fifteen years ago.28 Furthermore, women who receive wel-
fare are not only more careful about using contraception than are
women in the general public, but the receipt of AFDC actually has a
dampening effect on women's fertility.29 A study by Mark Rank shows
that the odds of conceiving a child decrease notably with each addi-
tional year that a woman receives welfare.30

Rather than designing policy based on fact, a "family cap" policy
would only exacerbate public fears regarding welfare recipients and
confirm an already exaggerated image. Furthermore, such a policy
would not affect most welfare families. The unlucky women who did
become pregnant, however, would become even more marginalized
economically and so would have to work even harder at stretching
their dollars. Consequently, these women and their children would
fall even deeper into poverty.

Reform 6: Interstate Disincentives

Newcomers to the state [Iowa]... would be limited to welfare payments equal
to what they received in their home state for one year.31

One of the more prominent misconceptions regarding welfare, as de-
scribed in Chapter 1, is the extent to which states with higher welfare
benefits act as "magnets" for welfare recipients. Even though policies
now being enacted across the country prey on people's fears about this
magnet effect, they are not based on sound research regarding the
actual mobility patterns of AFDC families. Poor families, like other
families, usually move in search of opportunity. Rather than portray-
ing welfare recipients as ordinary people, policymakers vilify AFDC
families through policies such as these, categorizing them as "other"
in their rhetoric.

The unfortunate families who cannot find employment when they
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move will be penalized by these measures for their well-meaning ef-
forts to provide a better life for their children. Although the majority
of welfare recipients—those who do not move—will not be affected
financially by these reforms, their impact on welfare families more
generally will be significant. Policies that capitalize on public fears play
a symbolic role in shaping the policy debate and the public's under-
standing of family poverty.

Reform 7: Economic Inducements to Regulate Behavior

The measure [Nevada] ... would fine welfare parents who don't work with

school counselors to make sure their children go to school regularly.32

Welfare charges the American psyche. It does so in part because there
is great disagreement about the extent to which women create their
own misfortune or whether they are merely victims of a poorly
designed system. This book has tried to lay out both sides of the con-
troversy. No one can win this debate because everyone is right—some-
times. But reforms that provide economic incentives within the wel-
fare system play into the assumption that women must be constantly
cajoled into behaving responsibly. Absent from the discussion is the
notion that the typical welfare recipient indeed lives by common
American standards.

Several initiatives have emerged that threaten to cut women's
income unless they abide by certain practices. "LearnFare" is an excel-
lent example of such an approach. Several states now penalize AFDC
families whose children do not attend school regularly. The reasoning
is that low-income children are less likely to complete high school and
to have worse attendance rates than do children from higher-income
families.

Completing school is indeed a problem in low-income communi-
ties. Children from families with an annual income of less than $ 10,000
are twice as likely to drop out of school than are those from families
whose annual income is between $10,000 and $20,000.33 But is the
problem of not attending school worse among welfare children? A
study conducted in Wisconsin showed that attendance records for
AFDC and non-AFDC children were very similar.34 In this study, AFDC
children lost about three more days of school during an elementary
school year than non-AFDC children did, a difference that is not sta-
tistically significant.
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One of the only evaluations of the effects of economic sanctions for
LearnFare families indicates that the program does not improve school
attendance among targeted adolescents.35 More important, the study
shows that penalized children had the highest dropout rates. That is,
rather than encouraging children to finish high school, the program
may unintentionally drive children away from school.

Similar to the economic penalties associated with attending school,
"ImmunoFare" efforts are aimed at encouraging women on welfare
to obtain immunizations for their young children. The effort is based
on the assumption that low-income women are not aware of the impor-
tance of vaccinations and that they are not concerned about the health
of their children.

Immunization rates have declined considerably in recent years. A
study by the Centers for Disease Control indicates that vaccination rates
among poor, inner-city preschoolers have plummeted.36 A study by
George also suggests that less than half of all two-year-old children in
the United States are fully immunized and that poor children are the
least likely to receive immunizations.37 Yet further evidence shows that
the reasons for these problems may be found as much in the health-
care system as in individual failings. That is, although many parents
understand the importance of immunizations, problems with trans-
portation, clinic hours, shortages of vaccines, and too few Medicaid
providers may be exacerbating the problem.38 Moreover, even though
the problem is particularly serious in poor communities, there is no
evidence that women on welfare are more likely than are other poor
or near-poor families to fail to have their children vaccinated.39

Policies such as ImmunoFare illustrate the one-sided approach to
welfare reform-—fixating on the problem of parental behavior and
ignoring the related problems in the larger environment. The unin-
tended consequences of these policies are also ironic and painful. Al-
though legislators may be trying to ensure the health and safety of
young children by having them vaccinated, instead their health may
be compromised further if their basic needs cannot be met by the most
meager family income. Any efforts to penalize families by reducing
their monthly income may unwittingly push children further into
poverty, thus exacerbating already untenable living conditions.

Economic disincentives for irresponsible behavior are usually coupled
with positive financial incentives to reward socially acceptable conduct.
For example, students who complete high school while receiving AFDC
may receive a "bonus" check for their responsible behavior. In addition,
through the use of economic incentives, many states now encourage
women to control their fertility. For example, as early as 1991, Wis-
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consin's governor, Tommy Thompson, was advocating a $500 bonus
for recipients who agreed to receive a Norplant implantation. (Norplant
is a relatively new form of birth control in which small, hormone -
releasing rods are surgically implanted into a woman's upper arm, pre-
venting pregnancy for five years.)40 Other states have followed suit in
introducing Norplant legislation as well.41 Norplant implants have not
found much favor with the public, however, in part because they
restrict women to only one form of birth control. Norplant incentives
are also seen as a form of coercive bribery in which states should not
be involved.

A closer examination of policies such as the Norplant reforms sug-
gests that policymakers may themselves be hiding behind the myth of
the welfare problem rather than trying to find effective solutions to
poverty. (As shown in Chapter 1 and earlier in this chapter, women
on welfare take significant measures to control the size of their fami-
lies.) Policies that offer positive and negative incentives for women's
behavior only increase the public's misgivings about welfare and can be
dangerous to the women and children identified as welfare recipients.

Reform 8: Increased Asset Allowances

The governor's plan [New Jersey] will allow welfare parents to save up to
$5,000 to buy a home or pay for college. They may also own a car worth less
than $15,000 without it counting against their benefits.42

Under current law, women are allowed $ 1,500 in assets and a car worth
$1,500 in order to qualify for welfare. There is some logic to this
approach. It would be unfair for women with large sums of money in
savings to turn to welfare. But the current policy allows such meager
assets that its negative effects are beginning to be revealed. That is,
accumulating assets is the only means by which women can move out
of poverty. Because of the ceiling on assets, Rebecca was forced to use
an old and very unreliable car for her transportation. On some days
she missed her college classes, not because she was irresponsible and
needed encouragement to attend, but because her car had broken
down on the way. Sandy, who refused the precarious and unsafe con-
ditions of owning an old car, made special arrangements for her mother
to buy a used car, for which she paid her monthly. Although the wel-
fare office never knew about it, the decision was a wise one for Sandy
and her daughter.
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Although it might have been better to adjust the asset ceiling for
Sandy and Rebecca, not all women should have unrestricted asset
ceilings. Some women might benefit from a savings account, with their
accessibility to it determined by a case manager.

In some cases, a savings account is all that poor people have to rely
on during financial crises. Reforms that allow women the flexibility
to create a nest egg that will tide them over difficult times or that can
be used to invest in their future would be a significant step toward
positive reform.

Reform 9: Revised Income Disregards

A new four year demonstration program [Illinois] will allow welfare workers
to disregard two-thirds of the income earned by working welfare recipients when,
figuring monthly benefits.43

There is no question that Americans subscribe to the Protestant work
ethic. As early as the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville commented on
Americans' intense drive for work. Based on his observations of Ameri-
can life he wrote, "To work is the necessary, natural, and honest con-
dition. . . . Not only is no dishonor associated with work, but among
such peoples it is regarded as positively honorable; the prejudice is
for, not against, it."44 One of the defining characteristics of American
society, which makes it unique among other Western societies is the
emphasis on—indeed, the reverence for—work.

Work is considered valuable because it is generally believed that
people prosper when they work. The more people work, the more
money they will make. Like most Americans, Sandy subscribes to these
values, but because she got caught in a web of welfare receipt, she
quickly found that different rules applied to her and her daughter.

Under current welfare policy, women's AFDC grants are quickly
reduced once they move into the taxed economy. The effect is unfor-
tunate. Some women, like Cora, are discouraged from working because
even if they find a full-time job, they will not improve their financial
situation. They also know that working takes more effort than remain-
ing on AFDC. That is, transportation and child care must be arranged;
meals require greater preparation and care; and time with children is
markedly reduced.45 Women like Rebecca who want to get ahead
financially are forced to lie to the government if they work. Further-
more, if they work in the underground economy, although their wages
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are not taxed, they become welfare cheats, both an unsavory and a
financially precarious predicament.

In order to encourage working in the taxed economy, policymakers
are looking at changes in income disregards so that women will find it
easier to combine work with welfare. The current law disregards the
first $30 of income for four months, in addition to one-third of earned
income for an additional eight months.46 A higher initial disregard and/
or a slowly increasing marginal tax on earnings might allow more fami-
lies to gradually move off the AFDC rolls instead of suffering the sharp
cut in benefits that occurs under prevailing regulations.47

Changes in earnings disregards will do little for women such as Ana
who move into well-paying jobs after welfare. But for many women,
the transition to work is slow. Many jobs do not pay well and many
women are unable to work full time, so they often try to combine work
with a partial welfare grant, at least initially. As with the other reforms
noted, changes in the equation for earnings disregards will affect only
some women. The diversity of the welfare population dictates that
changes in welfare policy must be multidimensional and flexible to
meet the needs of all AFDC recipients.

Reform 10: Requirements for Adolescent Parents

The law [Georgia] also requires unwed teens who receive welfare and who are
either pregnant or parents of a dependent child to live with a parent or guard-
ian in order to collect benefits.48

Services and standards that are targeted to the special needs of wel-
fare recipients will move the welfare policy debate considerably fur-
ther toward an equitable and rational system. New policy consider-
ations that are aimed at adolescent parents may be a first step toward
recognizing this group's specific interests and the obstacles to their self-
sufficiency.

There is ample evidence that the United States leads all other coun-
tries in the number of unplanned (and often unwanted) pregnancies
and births to teenagers. In this country, it is not simply a matter of
access to birth control. Many teenagers are aware that they could
become pregnant and they know about the birth control devices avail-
able to them. But ensuring that they are used—correctly—continues
to be a problem for family-planning workers and policymakers. Some
evidence suggests that income and education play a role in the likeli-
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hood of becoming pregnant as a teen. Whereas a college-educated
woman has about an 8 percent chance of unintentionally becoming
pregnant, a woman without a high school diploma stands a 33 per-
cent chance.49

Once an unmarried teenage girl has a child, the likelihood of bring-
ing years of poverty to her children is almost inevitable. Teenage preg-
nancy is one of the fastest avenues to poverty for children, and so efforts
to discourage teenage pregnancy should be pursued wherever pos-
sible.50 But as long as children are growing up in pockets of extreme
poverty, where they are reminded each day that they have little to
look forward to, some girls will continue to choose early pregnancy
and parenthood. In a world that regularly denies these girls participa-
tion in the mainstream and in which the system itself is not concerned
about how they turn out, a baby is regarded as an opportunity for self-
expression.

Some efforts toward reform emphasize preventing teenage preg-
nancy.51 Other policies are less focused on prevention and are more
concerned with intervening once the baby has been born. Reforms that
require adolescent mothers to live with their parents and guardians,
for example, may reflect more the helplessness that policymakers feel
about the problem of preventing teenage pregnancy than a solution
to the problem of welfare use among adolescents. Such reforms may
have some effect on girls who are close to their caregivers and who
are open to advice and assistance from their parents. But girls who have
less congenial relationships with their parents or who have been abused
will likely use desperate measures to flee their parents' influence.
Furthermore, the evidence concerning the role of grandmothers in
improving the parenting skills of teenage parents is mixed.52 There-
fore it is unlikely that requirements regarding teenagers' living arrange-
ments will do much to resolve the issues associated with teenage
childbearing and welfare use.

Although we demand that children reach a certain age before they
can legally drive a car, drink alcoholic beverages, or elect our national
leaders, we set no age at which they can become a parent. Once a young
girl has selected this option, our most common response is to give her
a monthly check to pay for her expenses. Now some states are also
experimenting with requirements regarding teenage parents' living
arrangements. But these solutions address only a short-term problem.
A more constructive approach to working with the target population
of teenage parents might include substantial prevention efforts in addi-
tion to an array of services once a newborn arrives. Efforts to target
teenage parents on AFDC are commendable, but restricted programs
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that ignore the multiple needs and problems associated with teenage
childbearing may fall short of their goals.

Beyond Welfare: Affirming Children and Families

The reforms just cited may be helpful for some families in poverty, but
other women and children will not be affected or may even be harmed.
Welfare reform should not impose new standards and obligations on
all women, nor should it offer the same collection of services to all.
Real reform will tackle the individual needs of women, offering them
opportunities to raise their children well.

It is easy to conclude that welfare is the crux of the poverty prob-
lem, but this is only a ruse that the public should ignore. Welfare is
only part of the dilemma. If we change only its rules, we will not end
"welfare as we know it." Welfare reform will do little to reduce the
absolute size of the AFDC caseload unless a series of complementary
measures are instituted that support families in general and poor fami-
lies in particular. Because the problem of welfare is only one rather
limited obstacle to creating lasting support for poor families, the fol-
lowing several reforms are suggested to provide context and breadth
to the issue:

• Expanding health coverage for all families.53

• Providing child care that is safe and affordable.54

• Encouraging fathers to participate in the care and upbringing of their
children.55

• Further expanding the Earned Income Tax Credit.56

• Raising the minimum wage.57

• Making more concerted efforts to prevent teenage pregnancy.

• Making housing more affordable.58

• Providing jobs to raise people's standard of living.59

The details of the programs in each of these areas are beyond the scope
of this book. But welfare reform without attention to family and eco-
nomic policy reform will merely perpetuate the "welfare problem" into
the twenty-first century.

The lessons we learned from previous administrations may be
instructive. Shortly after the Family Support Act was passed in 1988,
President Ronald Reagan noted that the bill would "lead to lasting
emancipation [for those on the public benefit rolls]."60 More than once,
efforts at welfare reform have been sold to the public as the answer to
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the welfare dilemma. Yet according to the primary evaluator for the
JOBS program in California, a more modest assessment of welfare
reform is probably in order. James Riccio noted:

The income gains [from JOBS] are not so dramatic as to think the
program is getting many people out of poverty. The fact that there are
positive effects on earnings and the trend is upward is very encourag-
ing, suggesting it has a role to play in reforming welfare, but it is not
a program to end poverty or welfare.61

As with other welfare-reform efforts, the costs of any new welfare
plan may demand that politicians initially oversell the outcomes of such
programs. In the ensuing media campaign, welfare recipients will be
admonished to take advantage of the generosity of these public offi-
cials' efforts. Yet when mothers on AFDC remain on the welfare rolls
because of structural barriers in the American economy and the ab-
sence of a family policy, they will be blamed for the program's only
modest success. Unless there are other supports offered to these women
and their children, the gains from welfare reform cannot be great.

The welfare dilemma can be approached from several angles, but
any attempt at reform that does not markedly improve the economic
well-being of children will be inadequate at best and intentionally cruel
at worst. The economic plight of children has steadily worsened in
recent years so that today one-fifth of all children live in poverty—
double the rate for adults. For African American children, the statistics
are startling: One in two are poor.62 More and more children in the
United States are living in poverty, and the effects are tragic.

For children such as Kim, James, Tanya, or Raymond, there must
be a better answer than the legacy of poverty that their parents and
our social institutions have willed to them. We are a country rich in
economic, intellectual, and creative resources, and we are humane and
compassionate in our collective social will. Now we face a choice, one
that will have a great impact on not only these children but all chil-
dren in America.
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APPENDIX

Study Methods

The study reported here began several years ago. The School of Social
Welfare at the University of California at Berkeley was granted fund-
ing from the Smith Richardson Foundation and the Walter S. Johnson
Foundation to examine the social implications of welfare reform for
families. Neil Gilbert, Marcia Meyers, and I looked at the experiences
of more than four hundred women and and their children in the GAIN
program in California and also at child-care patterns and changes in
family life.1

Our study consisted of three structured telephone interviews with
AFDC mothers. We spoke with them before they began the GAIN
program, three months into the program, and a full year after our
original interview. Each interview lasted between forty-five minutes
and an hour. We probed for information about the women's experi-
ence in the GAIN program, and in the process, they told us about their
poverty and their experience with AFDC. One of the challenges in
conducting this quantitative study was in finding patterns of similar
responses, because these women's experiences with poverty were very
different.

The later study undertaken for this book analyzed these women's
different experiences of living on AFDC. Unlike the earlier study, this
project relied solely on qualitative data. I used secondary data frorn
large-scale national studies to clarify the aggregate experience of wel-
fare.

Sample Selection

Unlike quantitative studies whose sample of participants is statistically
representative of the population at large, the samples for qualitative
studies are selected somewhat differently. The sample of participants
that I selected for this book was fairly limited in scope and size. I looked
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for AFDC recipients that were typical of the various types of women
on welfare. Some of the characteristics that I looked for were differ-
ences in education, race, marital status, and work history.2

Other factors may be, of course, relevant to selecting the participants
in a qualitative study. Some researchers look for respondents who are
somewhat "trustworthy, observant, reflective, articulate, and good
storytellers."3 Bernard observed that the selection of a sample is based
on "luck, intuition, and hard work by both parties to achieve a work-
ing relationship based on trust."4 The respondents in my study con-
tained some or all of these qualities.

Four of the five women selected for this project had participated in
the earlier GAIN study. In accordance with the design of the earlier
study, I excluded short-term AFDC recipients. (Women who use AFDC
for a short period of time are not likely to enter the GAIN program.)
Therefore, Ana had not participated in the original study. In order to
find an appropriate respondent to illustrate the experience of the short-
term user, I interviewed fifty-four women by telephone or in person,
and I asked the staff at local AFDC offices to identify short-term users.
In addition, I placed ads for study candidates in newspapers. I inter-
viewed eleven women in depth at least twice before I finally selected
Ana.

Besides the other four study participants, additional respondents
initially participated in the study. But because of family crises, some
of the women dropped out of the study for a time and then reentered
later. Three women who participated at the beginning of the study had
to drop out entirely; one, for example, moved several hundred miles
away when her son was seriously injured in an accident, and she
understandably found time and distance to be insurmountable ob-
stacles to continuing to participate.

All the names and identifying information of the women have been
changed, but all of the women are real; none is a composite. Women
on welfare live in constant fear of being "found out" by welfare offi-
cials, and therefore I felt obligated to hide their identities.

Methods

I conducted this study using qualitative field strategies including in-
depth interviews, informal participant observation, and key infor-
mants.5 By means of these methods, a researcher can obtain direct
knowledge of experiences, events, and the emotions they elicit in real-
life settings.6
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These women welcomed me into their homes and allowed me to sit
back and unobtrusively observe their family life. At other times I ac-
tively participated in family activities. In addition to these informal
gatherings, some of our meetings were unstructured interviews, usu-
ally focusing on a specific theme.7 Central to the interviewing process
was the development of an oral history for each woman as she reex-
amined and told her life story. Wiener and Rosenwald noted that indi-
vidual life stories often take place as a series of episodes, some of which
the respondents remember more clearly than others.8 Therefore, part
of my analysis of the notes I took when eliciting these life stories was
find their meaning to their teller.9 Accordingly, I hope that I have been
true to these women's understanding of their lives as I tried to cap-
ture their perspective in each chapter.

Each meeting with the women and their families lasted between two
and six hours. I collected data for between three and eighteen months,
intending to approximate an informal conversation between friends
whenever possible.10 In some cases, our relationship developed into a
friendship, making it difficult for me to make a completely unbiased
analysis.11 Other factors also were relevant to my data. My own per-
sonal characteristics, such as my race, class, and age, were influential
at first in gaining my respondents' trust. In some cases, we needed to
talk through their perceptions of who I was or, more important, the
institutions I represented.12 For example, some of Cora's family mem-
bers initially responded to me with some skepticism, if not hostility,
as a "researcher." Their responses are not unusual.13 But one way to
overcome fear or hostility is to become a familiar person in the family
landscape. When I brought birthday gifts for the children or helped
run errands with Cora, her children began to see me as a friendly visi-
tor and eventually welcomed me into their home.

Analyzing the Data

I audiotaped all my meetings with the women and their families, and
at the end of each meeting I also took notes about any tone or man-
ner that might not be discernible on the tape. I then had each tape
fully transcribed.

My data analysis included identifying and labeling those themes that
were consistently repeated in each meeting.14 I also found patterns in
the women's oral histories that related back to the initial themes, and
I was able to tie some of my initial analyses to my interviews.15 Those
issues and themes that needed further exploration I often discussed
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with the respondents at a later meeting, either informally or in an
unstructured interview. Before beginning my final analysis and writ-
ing, I had to put some distance between myself and the families, in
order to regain my objectivity.16 1 communicated the data by means
of two methods: narrations and augmentations.17 The narrations are those
portions of each chapter provided directly by the respondents, and the
augmentations are my descriptions of or notations regarding striking
events or experiences. Throughout the book I attempted to tie the
women's and children's individual life experiences to aggregate expe-
riences of welfare use, gleaned from large-scale national studies.

All the women discussed in this book reside in California, a state
with relatively high welfare benefits, an extremely high cost of living,
and a recession that has lasted far longer than have those in other states.
These women's experiences should not be seen as "average." Indeed,
a sample of five women cannot be generalized to the larger popula-
tion; they and their experiences are offered only as a complement to
existing quantitative studies and are meant as an illustration of the
effects on women and children of living in poverty.
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Introduction

1. Andrea is one of the women who took part in our study, although that
is not her real name. All the names of all the women and children discussed
in this book have been changed, and any information that might indicate any
of their identities was changed to protect them. All these people, however,
are real, and none is a composite. For more details about my study methods,
please see the Appendix.

2. Two authors developed this argument: Mickey Kaus contends that be-
cause of the increasing separation of the poor from the nonpoor, public sym-
pathies for the poor have waned. That is, whereas in the past the mixing of
classes had a moderating effect on the American culture—producing a main-
stream mentality that many, regardless of class, adopted—today, with their
separate facilities, activities, and entertainment, two distinctive classes of
people have been created that are ignorant and less tolerant of each other.
See M. Kaus, The End of Equality (New York: Basic Books, 1992). Other writers
supporting this view are T. D. Cook and T. R. Curtin, "The Mainstream and
the Underclass: Why Are the Differences So Salient and the Similarities So
Unobtrusive?" in J. C. Masters and W. P. Smith, eds., Social Comparison, Social
Justice, and Relative Deprivation (Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1987), pp. 217-64.

3. Fox Butterfield, "Record Number in U.S. Relying on Food Stamps," New
York Times, October 31, 1991, p. 9; Gina Boubion, "More Children Than Ever
Are Poor, State Study Says," San Jose Mercury News, June 21, 1991, p. 16;
E. McCormick, "Welfare Rolls Rise 6% in a Year; Wilson Wants System
Changed," San Francisco Examiner, June 19, 1993, p. A-8.

What Is Welfare?

1. See H. Heclo, "The Political Foundations of Anti-poverty Policy," in
S. Danziger and D. Weinberg, eds.. Fighting Poverty: What Works and What
Doesn't (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 312-40; I. A.
Lewis and W. Schneider, "Hard Times: The Public on Poverty," Public Opinion
8 (1985): 2-8, 60; A. Lewis and W. Schneider, "Opinion Roundup: Poverty
in America," Public Opinion 7 (1985): 27; "Poverty in America," Public Opinion
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8 (1985): 25-31. One poll indicated that Americans ranked the welfare sys-
tem below the educational, tax, and health-care systems. Their criticisms were
broad based: No socioeconomic, spatial, or ethnic group accepted the current
system. See G. G. Molyneux, and L. DiVall, "Public Attitudes Toward Welfare
Reform: A Summary of Key Research Findings," unpublished manuscript
(Washington, DC: Peter D. Hart Research Associates, 1994).

2. James Leiby asserts that at the height of the WPA (1938), more than
3.3 million people were served, at a cost of $ 11.4 billion. See J. Leiby, A His-
tory of Social Welfare and Social Work in the United States (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1978).

3. The original program was actually called ADC (Aid to Dependent Chil-
dren), reflecting the program's emphasis on children's needs. Payments were
made directly to mothers for their children, but the mothers were not included
in the calculation of monthly grants. In 1962, the program's name was changed
to AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children), reflecting a renewed focus
on the program's "family" aspects.

4. The precursor to the ADC program was the "mother's pension." These
state-operated programs were not available in all states, and the standards for
eligibility varied considerably. ADC was initiated in part to provide federal
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Rebecca: Motivation and a Fighting Spirit

1. Like about 30 percent of the AFDC population, both Sandy and Rebecca
are Caucasian.

2. National Center for Health Statistics, quoted in Children's Defense Fund,
The State of America's Children, 1992 (Washington, DC: Children's Defense Fund,
1992).

3. R. A. Weatherley, "Teenage Parenthood and Poverty," in H. R. Rodgers
Jr., ed.. Beyond Welfare (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1988), pp. 114-34.

4. J. B. Hardy, A. K. Duggan, K. Masnyk, and C. Pearson, "Fathers of Chil-
dren Born to Young Urban Mothers," Family Planning Perspectives 21 (1989):
159-63, 187; W. Marsiglio, "Adolescent Fathers in the United States: Their
Initial Living Arrangements, Marital Experience, and Educational Outcomes,"
Family Planning Perspectives 19(1987): 240-51.
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5. A. Hacker, Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile, Unequal (New
York: Ballantine Books, 1992).

6. Barbara Ehrenreich postulates that the United States is experiencing a
cultural phenomenon in which men are fleeing from their responsibilities to
their families. Ruth Sidel also indicates that the problem is not only cultural
but economic as well. As men realize their limited ability to contribute to their
families, their shame draws them away from active involvement. Other re-
searchers show that fathers' involvement is greater when the child is very
young but wanes with age and that their involvement is enhanced if they are
well employed. See S. K. Danziger and N. Radin, "Absent Does Not Equal
Uninvolved: Predictors of Fathering in Teen Mother Families," Journal of
Marriage and the Family 52 (1990): 636-42; B. Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men:
American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1983); R. Sidel, Women and Children Last: The Plight of Poor Women in Affluent
America (New York: Penguin Books, 1986).

7. Ozawa and Wang note that the more children a woman bears (particularly
Caucasian women), the less she will earn during her lifetime. See M. Ozawa
and Y. Wang, "The Effects of Children and Education on Women's Earnings
History," Social Work Research and Abstracts 29 (1993): 17-27. This theory is
also postulated by Victor Fuchs, in "Sex Differences in Economic Well-being,"
Science 232 (1986): 459-64.

8. There also are differences by race: 85 percent of African American teen
mothers receive AFDC at some time during their lives, and 40 percent of white
teen mothers do. See N. Rudd, P. McKenty, and M. Nah, "Welfare Receipt
Among Black and White Adolescent Mothers: A Longitudinal Perspective,"
Journal of Family Issues 11 (1990): 334-52.

9. Many of these statistics are taken from L. B. Schorr and D. Schorr, Within
Our Reach: Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1989).
They get their numbers from the following sources: U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, The Condition of Education (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1986); F. L. Mott and W. Marsiglio, "Early Childbearing and Comple-
tion of High School," Family Planning Perspectives 17 (1985): 234-37; K. A.
Moore and M. R. Burt, Private Crises, Public Cost: Policy Perspectives on Teenage
Childbearing (Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press, 1982); M. J. Bane and
D. T. Ellwood, Slipping into and out of Poverty: The Dynamics of Spells (Cambridge,
MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 1983).

10. Like Rebecca, increasing numbers of women are coming to the welfare
rolls better educated than the women who preceded them on welfare twenty
years ago. A GAO report shows that the educational levels of women receiv-
ing AFDC have increased over time. "In 1976, 38 percent had at least a high
school diploma. By 1992, 55 percent of women receiving AFDC had at least
a high school diploma." Similarly, the percentage of women with some col-
lege rose as well, from about 6 to about 17 percent. These figures are much
lower, however, than the rates of high school completion and college educa-
tion for all single mothers. General Accounting Office, Families on Welfare: Sharp
Rise in Never-Married Women Reflects Societal Trend (Washington, DC: General
Accounting Office, 1994).
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11. For example, J. P. Robinson, How Americans Use Time (New York: Praeger,
1977), found that working women have about sixty-six fewer minutes of lei-
sure activities per day than do nonworking women. D. R. Hill and R. Stafford,
"Parental Care of Children: Time Diary Estimates of Quantity, Predictability,
and Variety, Journal of Human Resources 15 (1980): 217-39, also found that
women give up about a half hour of sleep each night when they move into
the workforce. In my own study of welfare recipients, I found that when AFDC
mothers began a work or training program such as GAIN, they got about
twenty minutes less sleep each night. See N. Gilbert, J. D. Berrick, and
M. Meyers, GAIN Family Life and Child Care Study (Berkeley, CA: Family Wel-
fare Research Group, 1992).

12. One researcher found that professional or managerial mothers give a
higher priority to work than to family. These women may have the flexibility
to attend to family matters when they arise because of the type of work they
are engaged in. In contrast, working-class women (married or single) give their
families the highest priority and find that family issues often intrude on their
role as a worker. Because their jobs are the most structurally inflexible, they
have fewer opportunities to negotiate and balance the divergent roles of
mother and worker. See B. H. Burris, "Employed Mothers: The Impact of Class
and Marital Status on the Prioritizing of Family and Work," Social Science Quar-
terly 72 (1991): 50-66.

13. Background material and data on programs under the jurisdiction of the
House Committee on Ways and Means, 1989. Quoted in C. Jencks, Rethink-
ing Social Policy: Race, Poverty and the Underclass (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1992), p. 564.

14. California ranks fiftieth among all the states in the percentage of subsi-
dized housing available to its families. See House Committee on Ways and
Means, Data and Materials Related to Welfare Programs for Families and Children
(also known as the Green Book) (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1992).

15. California may actually be tied for first place with Massachusetts. See
E. Lazere, The Costs of Decent Housing for Low Income Families in California (Wash-
ington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 1992).

16. The average rent for a two-bedroom apartment in California is a little
less at $750, about $220 more than the national average. See M. K. Meyers
and S. Brown, Beyond Rhetoric: The Facts About Poverty and Welfare in California
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1992).

17. The Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) is calculated by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture and is used to determine food stamp benefits. For more details,
see D. M. DiNitto, Social Welfare Politics and Public Policy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1991).

18. Brown and Pizer studied hunger in the United States and concluded
that a 25 percent increase in food stamp benefits was modest in comparison
with the real need but was a necessary first step in food stamp reform. See
J. L. Brown and H. F. Pizer, Living Hungry in America (New York: Mentor Books,
1987). A 25 percent increase would result in an allowance of approximately
$213 per month for a mother with one child.
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19. Oakland Unified School District, School District Information Summary
(Oakland, CA: Department of Research and Evaluation, Oakland Unified
School District, 1991/92).

20. Rebecca has a twenty-year-old car that has terrible gas mileage. Bach
day she drives about sixty miles to get to Tanya's school, her classes at the
community college, back to Tanya's school, and then home. She estimates that
gas costs between $8 and $10 per weekday.

21. Irwin Garfinkel and Sara McLanahan estimate that about 40 percent of
absent Anglo fathers and 19 percent of absent African American fathers pay
child support. And when they do pay, the amount is small. They calculate that
Anglo mothers receive about $3,129 per year and that African American
mothers receive about $1,698.1. Garfinkel and S. S. McLanahan, Single Mothers
and Their Children (Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press, 1986). For women
living below the poverty level, Rodgers estimates that in 1985 about 40 per-
cent had been awarded child support but that only about 21 percent received
payments from the absent father. H. R. Rodgers, Poor Women, Poor Families
(Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1990).

22. Recent political events have revealed the extent to which the wealthy
also rely on child care and cleaning help. Zoe Baird withdrew her nomina-
tion for Attorney General during the Clinton administration because she had
failed to pay the "nanny taxes" required for her employment of a child-care
worker in her home.

23. For a discussion of the Social Security system, see C. P. Chelf, Contro-
versial Issues in Social Welfare Policy (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1992).

24. K. Edin and C. Jencks, "Reforming Welfare," in C. Jencks, ed., Rethink-
ing Social Policy: Race, Poverty, and the Underclass (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992), pp. 204-36.

25. This is commonly called the 30 and a third rule.
26. The 8 percent estimates are from 1990. In 1979, official estimates were

closer to 13 percent of women working while collecting aid. See S. A. Levitan,
F. Gallo, and I. Shapiro, Working but Poor: America's Contradiction (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993). Some suggest that this downward trend
may reflect changes in policy in the 1980s that have altered the incentives
associated with work, so that women are now less inclined to work while
receiving AFDC. This may be the case, although other alternatives are also
possible. Common knowledge about the acceptability of committing welfare
fraud may have expanded in the ensuing years, with women more likely to
take the chance of working without reporting income to welfare authorities.
The.economic circumstances may have also grown more precarious as women
spend larger portions of their AFDC checks on housing; therefore the need
for outside work may have become greater. When women compare the eco-
nomic benefits of disclosing their work to the welfare office with the possible
risk of being found out, they may decide that the economic advantage to them
and their children is worth the associated dangers.

27. See, for example, C. Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy 1950-
1980 (New York: Basic Books, 1984).

28. Rebecca got caught in the JOBS program before funding cuts severely

190



Notes

limited the number of women who could participate. Currently, AFDC recipi-
ents with children over age sixteen, and teenage recipients, are the primary
targets for the JOBS program.

29. Personal communication, Maria Hernandez, GAIN Bureau, California
Department of Social Services. This figure is based on data from fiscal year
1991/92. Average wages in other states can be expected to be much lower, as
California's minimum wage is higher than that in most other states.

30. In other words, women exiting the GAIN program generally make pov-
erty wages (for a family of three).

Darlene: Complex People, Complex Problems

1. In 1991, the median age of female welfare recipients in the United States
was 28.9 years. For details regarding the AFDC population, see U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, Characteristics and Financial Circumstances
of AFDC Recipients (Washington, DC: Administration for Children and Fami-
lies, 1991).

2. About 30.4 percent of the welfare population is drawn to AFDC when
they become a female head of household with a child.

3. One survey, conducted by the Roper Organization, found that an as-
tounding 93 percent of women under age thirty believed that marriage would
give them satisfaction and pleasure and was the preferred lifestyle. See S. A.
Levitan, R. S. Belous, and F. Gallo, What's Happening to the American Family?
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988) p. 79.

4. Estimates vary, depending on the socioeconomic status of the parents,
the region of the country in which a family raises a child, and the goods and
services that an individual family deems "necessary" to care for a child. T. J.
Espenshade, Investing in Children (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 1984)
estimates costs ranging from about $70,000 to $170,000 from birth to age
eighteen (not including college expenses). Lino also estimates a cost of about
$100,110 in constant 1989 dollars. M. Lino, "Expenditures on a Child by
Husband-Wife Families," Family Economics Review 3 (1990): 2-18. The U.S.
Department of Agriculture estimates that the typical middle-class family spends
between $12,000 and $15,000 annually.

We can make our own calculations as well. Assume that a mother raising
two children on AFDC receives ah average payment of $349 per month. (This
rate is an average based on the maximum AFDC benefit in all fifty states, minus
the District of Columbia, for 1992, provided by the American Public Welfare
Association). Assuming (liberally) that two-thirds of this income goes directly
to the care and feeding of one child, this adds up to $49,753 over eighteen
years. (This amount also suggests the relative poverty of children living on
AFDC.)

5. H. Hayghe, "Rise in Mothers' Labor Force Activity Includes Those with
Infants," Monthly Labor Review 109 (1986): 43-45; L. W. Hoffman, "Effects of
Maternal Employment in the Two-Parent Family," American Psychologist 44
(1989): 283-92.
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6. According to two studies, the adult children of alcoholics (ACOAs) have
a tendency to marry alcoholics. They also have a number of recognizable
characteristics that may define them as "different" from other adults. For
example, some studies suggest that ACOs have difficulty separating emo-
tionally from family members, deny their inner feelings, have poor com-
munication skills, avoid intimacy, and lack trust in others. One study also
found a higher rate of physical and sexual abuse in alcoholic families. See
C. Black, S. F. Bucky, and S. Wilder-Padilla, "The Interpersonal and Emo-
tional Consequences of Being an Adult Child of an Alcoholic," International
Journal of the Addictions 21 (1986): 213-31; J. E. James and M. Goldman,
"Behavior Trends of Wives of Alcoholics," Quarterly Journal of the Study of
Alcohol 32 (1971): 373-81; J. Nici, "Wives of Alcoholics as 'Repeaters'," Jour-
nal of the Study of Alcohol 40 (1979): 677-82.

7. D. Finkelhor, A Sourcebook on Child Sexual Abuse (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage,
1986); J. J. Haugaard and N. D. Reppucci, The Sexual Abuse of Children (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1988).

8. C. Jencks, Rethinking Social policy: Race, Poverty, and the Underclass (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992).

9. M. B. Katz, "The Urban Underclass as a Metaphor of Social Transfor-
mation," in M. B. Katz, ed.. The Underclass Debate: Views from History (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).

10. Michael Katz frames the issues succinctly in the introduction to his edited
volume, The Underclass Debate. For a more detailed description of the histori-
cal roots of the term underclass and a further understanding of the usefulness
of this term, see Katz, ed., The Underclass Debate, pp. 4-5.

11. W. J. Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and
Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).

12. J. T. Gibbs, Young, Black and Male in America: An Endangered Species (New
York: Auburn House, 1986) p. 5.

13. After much discussion, I never found out the name of the program
Darlene was referring to. Although she later participated in the GAIN pro-
gram, the program she refers to here was specifically sponsored by HUD.

14. N. Gilbert, J. D. Berrick, and M. Meyers, "GAIN Family Life and Child
Care Study: Final Report," unpublished manuscript (Berkeley: Family Wel-
fare Research Group, University of California at Berkeley, 1992).

15. The CA-7 is the monthly reporting form for welfare recipients to ex-
plain their income and expenditures. It is due on the eighth of every month
and guarantees continued welfare payments based on eligibility. If the form
is late or completed incorrectly, the recipient may have her welfare benefits
terminated until the problem can be cleared.

16. See M. Harrington, The Other America: Poverty in the United States (New
York: Penguin Books, 1962); M. Harrington, The New American Poverty (New
York: Penguin Books, 1984).

17. This is the applicant checklist given to all applicants in one California
county.

18. See A. Hochschild, The Second Shift: Working Parents and the Revolution at
Home (New York: Viking, 1989).
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Cora: A Portrait of Dependency

1. Cora's family size is not representative of the average welfare recipient's.
With six children, she represents only 1.4 percent of the AFDC population,
and as an African American woman, she represents 38.8 percent of all AFDC
recipients.

2. This is the term that Greg Duncan uses in his book Years of Poverty, Years
of Plenty (Ann Arbor, MI: Survey Research Center, 1984).

3. In regard to these data, Tom Joe and Cheryl Rogers commented that
the percentage of ever-poor American families was probably much higher
during the economically turbulent 1980s. For a discussion, see T. Joe and
C. Rogers, By the Few, for the Few: The Reagan Welfare Legacy (Lexington, MA:
Lexington Books, 1985).

4. Duncan, Years of Poverty, p. 42.
5. J. Garbarino, "The Meaning of Poverty in the World of Children," Ameri-

can Behavioral Scientist 35 (1992): 220-37.
6. Duncan, Years of Poverty, p. 48.
7. Lawrence Mead and Charles Murray have been the greatest proponents

of the term and have used it to refer not only to long-term AFDC recipients
but also to any recipient of public aid. See L. Mead, Beyond Entitlement: The
Social Obligations of Citizenship (New York: Free Press, 1986); C. Murray, Los-
ing Ground: American Social Policy 1950-1980 (New York: Basic Books, 1984).

8. Ken Auletta wrote a book entitled The Underclass (New York: Vintage
Books, 1982). Although in the introduction, he distinguishes among welfare
recipients, hostile street criminals, hustlers, and traumatized drunks, these
distinctions are lost when one turns to the first chapter and beyond.

9. E. C. Banfield, The Unheavenly City: The Nature and Future of Our Urban
Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown, 1968).

10. About 50 percent move off the welfare roles within two years, and
another 25 percent receive AFDC for eight years or less. For more details, see
D. T. Ellwood and L. H. Summers, "Poverty in America: Is Welfare the Answer
or the Problem?" in S. H. Danziger and D. H. Weinberg, eds.. Fighting Poverty:
What Works and What Doesn't? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1986), pp. 78-105.

11. D. T. Ellwood, Poor Support: Poverty in the American Family (New York:
Basic Books, 1988).

12. Michael Kaus provides a second look at the Ellwood and Bane data,
cautioning the reader that among young women (women who begin collect-
ing AFDC before the age of twenty-five), the vast majority (over 90 percent)
receive AFDC for eight years or longer. M. Kaus, The End of Equality (New York:
Basic Books, 1992).

13. Douglas Besharov points out that marital status may be the single most
powerful predictor of long-term welfare recipiency. He examined data from
several welfare scholars and found that differences by race all but disappear
in regard to the marital status of the mother at the time of the first child's
birth. And as Adams writes: "Being unmarried at the time of the first birth is
most consistently associated with both an increased likelihood of entering the
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Welfare system within a few years of giving birth, and a decreased probability
of leaving it within the first few years of welfare receipt." See D. J. Besharov,
"Targeting Long-Term Recipients," in P. H. Cottingham and D. T. Ellwood,
eds., Welfare Policy for the 1990s (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1989), pp. 146—64; G. Adams, The Dynamics of Welfare Recipiency Among Ado-
lescent Mothers (Washington, DC: Congressional Budget Office, 1987).

14. Cora is talking about ADC-UP, otherwise known as Aid to Dependent
Children-Unemployed Parent. The original AFDC program's name reflected
its focus on aid to children (rather than aid to families). When it was first
established, families could collect aid only if they were headed by a single
parent. In 1961, Congress allowed the states the option of establishing pro-
grams for two-parent families. These UP options were exercised by twenty-
two states, including California. Then, in the late 1970s and 1980s, cries were
heard from across the political spectrum to expand AFDC-UP coverage to all
states, as the program's original focus on single parents encouraged women
to break up their marriages. Eligibility for the program was strictly limited,
and in most states, coverage was for the short term until the unemployed father
found work. (The expectation that the father would be the primary bread-
winner in the family was still strong in the 1960s and 1970s.)

Although AFDC-UP was required in all fifty states with the enactment of
the Family Support Act, its use is still quite limited. In all, about 5 percent of
the national caseload is represented by two-parent families using AFDC-UP.
See Ellwood and Summers, "Poverty in America."

15. As of 1991, about 7 percent of the total AFDC caseload consisted of two-
parent families under AFDC-UP. U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, Characteristics and Financial Circumstances of AFDC Recipients (Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1991).

16. Straus and Gelles show a rate of 116 per 1,000 couples experiencing
husband-to-wife violence. The rates are especially high for lower socioeco-
nomic couples, with assaults by husbands on wives 368 percent higher when
the annual family income is below $9,000 (1985 data). In addition, abuse
appears to escalate significantly when alcohol is involved. Although the data
are disturbing, the reader should also bear in mind that women are also re-
sponsible for much spousal abuse in the family. M. A. Straus and R. J. Gelles,
eds., Physical Violence in American Families: Risk Factors and Adaptations to Vio-
lence in 8,145 Families (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1990).
K. Dunn, "Truth Abuse," New Republic, August 1, 1994, pp. 16-18.

17. O. Lewis, The Children of Sanchez (New York: Vintage Books, 1963). The
concept of a culture of poverty was also made famous in the so-called
Moynihan Report of the mid-1960s. Moynihan's study of the black Ameri-
can family focused on the disintegration of family structure and values, which
brought fierce criticism and debate by liberals of the time. The report, how-
ever, brought the concept of the culture of poverty out of the Mexican ghetto
into the American inner city, and the term was widely used throughout the
remainder of the 1960s and 1970s. See D. P. Moynihan, The Negro Family: The
Case for National Action (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Office of
Policy Planning and Research, 1965).
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18. In the 1960s, much of the debate on poverty focused on the notion of
a culture of poverty. In recent years, this terminology has been replaced with
the term underclass. Noted writers on the topic of the underclass include
Auletta, The Underclass; C. Jencks and P. E. Peterson, eds., The Urban Underclass
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1991); Kaus, The End of Equality;
Murray, Losing Ground; W. J. Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City,
the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).

19. Kaus, The End of Equality, p. 105.
20. See M. Corcoran et al., "Myth and Reality: The Causes and Persistence

of Poverty," Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 4 (1985): 516-37.
21. Estimates vary, but these figures are taken from Kaus, The End of Equal-

ity. Duncan notes, however, that the "persistently poor" are more likely to
reside outside major urban areas and also to include a sizable elderly popula-
tion. This may mean that the 2.6 percent rate is inflated and that the real
underclass is represented by an even smaller percentage of the American
population. See G. J. Duncan and S. D. Hoffman, "Welfare Dynamics and the
Nature of Need," Cato Journal 6 (1986): 31-54.

22. Urban Strategies Council, A Chance for Every Child (Oakland, CA: Urban
Strategies Council, 1988). The infant mortality rate for her neighborhood is
estimated at eighteen per one thousand live births, double the rate for the
rest of the county in which she lives. See Chauncey Bailey, "Program Helps
Pregnant Teens Bear Healthy Babies," Oakland Tribune, July 16, 1993, p. A13.

23. The city of Oakland has 9,247 individual public housing residents (or
3,214 families). Of these, the vast majority (79 percent) are African American.
Of the more than 3,000 families, about half live in this one area of town.
Several more apartment units and houses in the area accept Section 8 vouchers.
A large housing project is included in the estimates of the families given here.
This housing project is not administered by the Oakland Housing Authority
but is managed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD). Several years ago, the project was developed and managed by a pri-
vate developer. However, after years of mismanagement and bad press, the
federal government took it over. Today, after an estimated $9 million face-
lift, the project is regularly patrolled by security guards, at a cost of more than
$3 million per year. Security has indeed improved, although not so much that
these projects could be considered a desirable place to live. (Information re-
garding public housing comes from Bob-Williams, Oakland district coordinator
of neighborhood planning, and Tom Woo, management analyst, at the Oak-
land Housing Authority office.)

24. Bartelt provides an interesting analysis of the segregation of the poor
in the inner city, first with the flight of heavy industry to the suburbs and then
with the intentional development of public housing in central-city areas. See
D. Bartelt, "Housing the 'Underclass,'" in M. Katz, ed.. The Underclass Debate
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), pp. 118-60.

25. Living in neighborhoods such as these pose "environmental risks" to
children. The combination of poverty, isolation, poor education, and few job
opportunities have led to concentrated areas of poverty that research has
shown to be unhealthy for children. See C. J. Coulton and S. Pandey, "Geo-
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graphic Concentration of Poverty and Risk to Children in Urban Neighbor-
hoods," American Behavioral Scientist 35 (1992): 238-57.

26. From January 1993 through May 1993, the city of Oakland had 67
homicides. In 1992, the total was 176.

27. For a review of the effects of chronic violence on children, see J. D.
Osofsky, S. Wewers, D. M. Hann, and A. C. Fick, "Chronic Community Vio-
lence: What Is Happening to Our Children?" Psychiatry (February 1993),
pp. 36-45.

28. In May 1992, the unemployment rate for the entire city of Oakland was
10.1 percent, but a year later, that rate had dropped somewhat, to 9.9 per-
cent (California State Employment Development Department, Labor Market
Information, Guides and Economic Research, Sacramento). Other studies
examining pockets of poverty suggest that unemployment rates in the more
depressed sections of the city are often double the average for a whole com-
munity. William J. Wilson provides an excellent account of unemployment
and poverty rates in the ghetto, in The Truly Disadvantaged.

29. These figures are taken from B. Riske, "Special Initiatives for Hemo-
philia: Pediatric AIDS and Title V: Notes from Maternal and Child Health
Bureau, Health Resources and Services Administration, U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services," Children with AIDS 5(1993): 4-5. Robert Searles
Walker also provides an excellent account of the development of AIDS. He
notes that in 1982, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) issued recom-
mendations to clean up the U.S. blood supply but that blood screening was
not made mandatory until 1985, In 1990, Congress passed the Ryan White
Comprehensive AIDS Act which requires states to develop public informa-
tion campaigns. Those persons who received blood transfusions between Janu-
ary 1, 1978, and April I, 1985, are targeted for special information about the
risks of infection. See R. S. Walker, AIDS, Today, Tomorrow: An Introduction to
the HIV Epidemic in America (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press. 1992).

30. In addition to her exposure to drugs, Sharon was born at low birth
weight. Although there is some evidence that low birth weight by itself may
not lead to cognitive deficits or other adverse developmental outcomes for
children (Escalona, 1982; Sameroff, 1983), new studies indicate that the com-
bination of low birth weight with poverty may result in serious negative out-
comes. Furthermore, when poor parents are able to provide a protective
environment for their child (defined in one study as having a male parent fig-
ure, living in stable and low-density housing, having a safe environment for
play, having available a variety of learning materials for the child, and having
an accepting and responsive mother figure) (Bradley et al., 1994), they may
be able to ameliorate some of the otherwise negative effects, but the vast ma-
jority of poor, low birth-weight children may suffer from cognitive, behav-
ioral, and physical problems. See R. H. Bradley, L. Whiteside, D. H. Mundfrom,
P. H. Casey, K. J. Kelleher, and S. K. Pope, "Early Indications of Resilience
and Their Relation to Experiences in the Home Environments of Low Birth-
weight, Premature Children Living in Poverty," Child Development 65 (1994):
346-60; S. K. Escalona, "Babies at Double Hazard: Early Development of In-
fants at Biologic and Social Risk," Pediatrics 70 (1982): 670-76; A. Sameroff,

196



Notes

"Developmental Systems: Context and Evolution," in W. Kessen, ed., Hand-
book of Child Psychology, vol. 1 (New York: Wiley, 1983), pp. 237-94.

31. Cora's income fluctuates every month, because the contribution from
the older children and from Wesley and Janice is never the same. Her income
is also complicated. She does not get the basic AFDC rate for a family of five
because Darryl gets Social Security—for his late father—and Cora receives SSI
for Raymond's disability. When the income from these sources is taken into
account, the welfare office gives Cora $624 for herself, Sharon, and Joe.
Darryl's Social Security is available as long as he is a minor and he is enrolled
in school. The following is an account of her regular income: $624, AFDC;
$232, Social Security for Darryl; $400, SSI for Raymond's disability; and $115,
food stamps, fora total of $1,371. Cora's expenses are hard to measure. Some
weeks she pays for all of her children's food, and other weeks she feel resent-
ful of the older children and adults in her home who do not contribute, so
she forces them to pay her something toward household expenses. The rent
is extremely cheap ($91 a month), since she lives in public housing, and the
gas and electric and telephone are fairly reasonable (about $ 100 each), since
they support eight family members.

Although Cora discussed her drug use with me at length, she never dis-
closed how much money she regularly spent on it, partly because she simply
did not keep track. She paid her bills at the beginning of the month and then
used the rest of her money to buy things as she needed them, in some months
borrowing and giving her surplus to others when she could.

Note that Social Security is a relatively large amount in comparison with
AFDC. This disparity reflects the difference between those populations deemed
"deserving" of aid and those less "deserving." See M. Katz, The Undeserving
Poor (New York: Pantheon Books, 1989).
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33. Sociologists and psychologists have debated the etiology of higher rates
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to poor parenting and suggest that the poor parenting skills are partly a result
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Patterson, 1990). Other researchers indicate that poor parents have less abil-
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See R. Larzelere and G. Patterson, "Parental Management: Mediator of the
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301-23. V. C. McLoyd, "The Impact of Economic Hardship on Black Families
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opment," Child Development 61 (1990): 311-46.

For a review of factors associated with the development of delinquency
patterns among children in poverty, see R. J. Sampson and J. H. Laub, "Urban
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ment ladder and that women's orientation to relationship is not only cultur-
ally defined and guided but also represents a very highly developed sense of
morality.

Cora's morality is most notable for its orientation toward relationships, al-
though it might also be argued that the rules that have been designed sys-
tematically leave out the poor, and therefore, her behavior is based on a quest
for justice beyond externally defined rules and regulations.
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source of income for women such as Darlene, but the eligibility criteria are very
tight. SSI is currently available to the aged, the blind, and the disabled and has
always been somewhat more generous than AFDC. Most agree that the dis-
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practicing psychiatrist, the verification procedures are more onerous than they
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employer-sponsored support. But the working poor are often left out, and it
is this group that is in most desperate need of health-care reform.

I do not pretend to be an expert on health-care reform and will leave the
details to those better informed, but it seems clear that many of our policies
for the poor provide all-or-nothing options. If families fall below a set income
level, they qualify for assistance, but once their income exceeds a certain
amount, their support is immediately cut. A more rational approach that rec-
ognized the slow progression in workers' income over time might provide a
sliding fee scale for Medicaid coverage. Any working family in the United States
whose employer did not provide health-care insurance would be allowed to
buy Medicaid. Low-income families would qualify for full coverage. As their
family income rose, families would be required to pay a share of the cost. This
option would not have a time limit. The current regulations for transitional
Medicaid coverage under the JOBS program allow for twelve months of medi-
cal support. But after a year of work, employees rarely receive a guarantee
that they will get health insurance or a raise. The time-limited approach is
arbitrary, forcing women to choose between going back on AFDC or taking a
chance with their child's health. The latter alternative is untenable; all Ameri-
cans, regardless of their income, should have access to health care for their
children.

54. JOBS-Supported Child Care. If women are to participate in programs such
as JOBS, we must find a way to lessen their child-care burden. Breaks in child
care, such as those Sandy describes, are common and may have negative
developmental consequences for children (Gilbert, Berrick, & Meyers, 1992).
From the time a woman begins her JOBS program, she should be given
a seamless child-care system so that her child can benefit from continuous
care.

Transitional Child Care. Offering twelve months of transitional child care
is a first step toward easing the burden that accompanies a change from
welfare receipt to full-time employment. But this approach does not offer
the security that many working families need during those first critical years
when they are trying to escape poverty. Some evidence suggests that low-
income families spend approximately 30 percent of their income for child
care (single parents spend 50 percent), whereas child-care costs for middle-
income families are far lower (10 percent) (Hofferth, Brayfield, Deich, &
Holdomb, 1991). A study conducted some time ago also indicated that two
years of child-care benefits were essential to creating a lasting benefit for
women who had recently left the welfare rolls (Hosni, 1979). For some fami-
lies, it may take longer.

Many women like Sandy would combine welfare with work if they were
given a chance, yet child-care costs are prohibitive. In addition, because the
eligibility rules for TCC are so limited, very few women qualify for assistance.
But if our goal is to help get women off welfare, then TCC must be offered to
any woman who works, regardless of whether she is completely free of AFDC.

Sandy's suggestions about easing the transition from welfare to work are
also very good. Essentially, she suggested a sliding-scale approach to child care.
Like my earlier recommendations for health-care insurance, child care should
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be provided to any low-income working family. As their income rose, work-
ing mothers would pay a share of cost.

Child-Care Tax Credit. For a single, simplified child-care system, the current
Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit could also be revised to assist low-
income working families with child-care expenses. Currently, parents who
earn at least $10,000 annually are eligible for a tax credit of up to 30 percent
on $2,400 in child-care expenditures. This credit is deducted from the family's
tax liability, assuming that the family pays taxes. Families who do not pay
taxes because of low-income status are not eligible for the credit. Because the
child-care tax credit cannot be refunded, it is of no use to many low-income
families. The primary beneficiaries of the policy are, instead, middle-class fami-
lies. In fact, spending under the child-care tax credit tripled during the 1980s,
totaling nearly $4 billion in assistance to middle-income families (Besharov
& Tramontozzi, 1989; Robins, 1989).

By making the tax credit refundable, low-income families would be given
substantial assistance with their child-care burden. The symbolic gesture of
helping the poor along with the middle class would also send a strong mes-
sage to the American public about the value we place on all families.

Streamlined Categorical Child-Care Programs. Currently, a number of targeted,
categorical programs are available for small groups of low-income families.
Separate eligibility criteria are often listed for these different programs, cre-
ating a bewildering array of very limited possibilities for families. These re-
sources and funding streams should be integrated and administered by a
single agency.

Under the integrated system, any low-income working mother would
qualify for a voucher allowing her to choose the center or family day care of
her choice. The voucher would be accepted as cash, ensuring a choice of child
care and avoiding some of the costs associated with government-funded child
care. With the government's increasing involvement in the child-care busi-
ness, however, federal child-care standards should be established to ensure
at least a minimal level of safety and security for these children.

See D. J. Besharov P. N. Tramontozzi, "Federal Child Care Assistance: A
Growing Middle Class Entitlement," Journal of Policy Analysis and Management
8 (1989): 313-18; Gilbert, Berrick, and Meyers, GAIN Child Care and Family
Life Study; S. L. Hofferth, A. Brayfield, S. Deich, and P. Holdomb, National Child
Care Survey, 1990 (Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press, 1991);D. Hosni, "An
Economic Analysis of Child Care Support to Low-Income Mothers," unpub-
lished manuscript (Orlando: University of Central Florida, 1979); P. K. Rob-
ins, "Federal Financing of Child Care: Alternative Approaches and Economic
Implications," paper presented at the Economic Implications and Benefits of
Child Care Conference, Racine, WI, January 1989.

55. In 1988, the federal government went a long way in improving the child-
support enforcement system in the United States. First, under the Family
Support Act, the states were required to develop routine income-withhold-
ing mechanisms so that all absent parents would have child-support payments
taken from their wages once a child-support order was handed down. Sec-
ond, the act required states to follow established guidelines for determining
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child-support payments based on income and assets. Third, it strengthened
paternity requirements, encouraging the states to establish paternity for chil-
dren born outside marriage, to obtain the Social Security numbers of both
parents at the time of the birth, and to offer federal financial incentives for
the states to provide blood tests to establish paternity in contested situations
(Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1990). Although these changes were helpful, we
are still a very long way from having a child-support system that works. See
I. Garfinkel and S. S. McLanahan, "The Effects of the Child Support Provi-
sions of the Family Support Act of 1988 on Child Well-being," Population
Research and Policy Review 9 (1990): 205-34.

56. Before the 1993 budget law was passed by the Clinton administration,
the phaseout for the EITC was set at $22,000. Under the new law, the EITC
will phase out at $23,760 for families with one child and $25,300 for families
with two children.

Further expansion might include increasing the base rate of the EITC and
adjusting it for family size. The EITC currently returns approximately 18.5
percent on the first $7,760, diminishing to zero percent as income increases.
Under the new law, the EITC will return about 26 percent on the first $7,750,
rising to 34 percent on the first $6,000 by 1995. Although this is a substantial
improvement from before, the new law will still leave a single parent with
two children, working full time at the minimum wage, right at the poverty
level.

Most Americans do not think that a family can survive at the poverty line;
they believe that the official poverty line is set too low. A study conducted in
1990 found that when asked. What amount of weekly income would you use
as a poverty line for a family of four (husband, wife, and two children) in this
community? the average figure reported by the American public was about
24 percent higher than the official poverty line. As good informants about the
cost of living in the United States, their responses should be taken seriously.
The combination of work with the EITC should move families as close as pos-
sible to the "new" poverty line created by the American public.

57. The minimum wage increased in 1991 (to $4.25 per hour), although a
full-time job at that rate still raises only one person out of poverty. A family
of two would remain about $600 below the poverty line, and a family of three
would be short by $2,300.

58. If women must rely on AFDC for a time, we must make the system fair
so that they are not forced to commit welfare fraud. Rebecca's housing choice
is not extravagant. She lives in a one-bedroom apartment in a marginal neigh-
borhood where rents are about $ 150 below the market rate. Even so, Rebecca's
rent consumes more than 90 percent of her monthly welfare grant. The re-
maining few dollars cannot cover regular expenses such as cleaning supplies,
clothing, or transportation. For most women, living on the amount of money
provided through AFDC and food stamps is unrealistic. Without additional
income or other supports, women are forced to find illegal means of caring
for their families.

One option to make living on welfare more realistic would be to give Sec-
tion 8 housing vouchers to any woman working, going to school, or in a train-
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ing program while on AFDC. Section 8 is preferable to public housing, as
women can use the voucher anywhere in their community. Landlords will-
ing to accept Section 8 vouchers are partially paid by the renter (who pays 30
percent of her income toward rent, and so when her income rises, so will her
copayment); the remainder of the rent is paid by the government. Section 8
vouchers help disburse low-income housing throughout the community so
that such women can choose a neighborhood where they feel comfortable
and relatively safe. Housing in better neighborhoods often means better schools
for children and offers a buffer against the negative consequences of a poor
education (Kaufman & Rosenbaum, 1992; Rosenbaum, 1991; Rosenbaum &
Popkin, 1991; Rosenbaum, Popkin, Kaufman, & Rusin, 1991). Finally, Sec-
tion 8 vouchers guard against the development of publicly supported ghet-
tos, offering low-income children the opportunity to play alongside middle-
income children in their yards and at school.

See J. E. Rosenbaum, "Black Pioneers—Do Their Moves to Suburbs Increase
Economic Opportunity?" Housing Policy Debate 2 (1991); 1179-1214; J. Kauf-
man and J. E. Rosenbaum, "The Education and Employment of Low-Income
Black Youth in White Suburbs," Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 14
(1992): 229-40; J. E. Rosenbaum and S. J. Popkin, "Employment and Earn-
ings of Low-Income Blacks Who Move to Middle-Class Suburbs," in C. Jencks
and P. Peterson, eds.. The Urban Underclass (Washington, DC: Brookings In-
stitution Press, 1991), pp. 342-56; J. E. Rosenbaum, S. Popkin, and J. Rusin,
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urbs," Social Problems 38 (1991): 448-62.

59. According to William Julius Wilson (1987), jobs would have an effect
on the culture, on people's standard of living, on women's choices about single
parenthood, and on men's criminal activity. Jobs are the only source of legiti-
mate income in the United States among low-income people. Our efforts to
legitimize and therefore legalize people's work effort might do more than
criticisms and declarations have about how people ought to behave.

But jobs may not be enough. Many Americans believe that poverty is the
result of laxity, that if people simply applied themselves to the task, they would
find a job and then everything would be fine. But finding a job does not pro-
vide an avenue out of poverty for millions of men and women. In 1986, about
3.5 million employed heads of families remained in poverty. One million of
them had full-time, year-round jobs. The statistics are much more depressing
for female-headed households. About one in five families headed by a single
working woman is caught in poverty (Levitan, Belous, & Gallo, 1988). This
suggests that jobs that pay a living wage will be a major part of real welfare
reform. See S. Levitan, R. S. Belous, and F. Gallo, What's Happening to the
American Family? (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988); W. J.
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