CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN WELFARE AND WORK

Low-wage work apparently must be mandated, just as a draft has
sometimes been necessary to staff the military.

LAWRENCE MEAD, BEYOND ENTITLEMENT!

If I were President . . . I'd start paying women a living wage for doing
the work we are already doing—child raising and housekeeping,
And the welfare crisis would be over. Just like that.

JOHNNIE TILLMON, NATIONAL WELFARE RIGHYS ORGANIZATION?

PUTTING WELFARE REFORM _Z. ITS CONTEXT

Walking from Walnut Street to Capitol Avenue on Milwaukee’s near north
side on a weekday afternoon, one is struck by the absence of adults in the
neighborhood. Teenage boys work on cars and talk on cell phones, and teen-
age girls walk their little brothers and sisters home from school. An occa-
sional grandmother supervises kids at yard work. But there are no working-
age adults in sight. Brightly painted day care centers tucked between grocery
shops and storefront churches provide a clue to their whereabouts. “First and
second shift,” the signs announce. “Six a.m.-to midnight. Four weeks to 12

Early Childhood Academy, and Imagination Station, the centers offer upbeat
slogans: “Where young minds possess a bright future” or “Where faith and
lcarning come together to build strong families.” They also speak to the end
of welfare and the widespread movement of the neighborhood’s mothers into
work. :

The year 1996 marked a sea change in our nation’s system of welfare pro-
vision.? In that year, the U.S, Congress passed the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)—a law that ended the
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2 CHAPTER ONE

statutory entitlement to welfare for people in need and tied benefits, for those
who continued to rely on them, to work. A year later, state officials in Wiscon-
sin implemented their own vehicle for the new policies, known as Wisconsin
Works, or W-2. Many who promoted thesc reforms held them to be a step

toward fiscal responsibility; others considered them 503:% necessary tore-

store selfreliance mn& mnamonmm mnnomnﬁm_u_r&n values that they wﬂ,nn:ﬁ& to
have eroded among the poor. .+ But welfare reform was intimately connected
to gendered changes in labor force participation and to _umomoanm underlying
mr,_mﬂm in the responsibilities of family, firms, and the state. ﬂrm reforms were
tied to the movement of women out of the home and into the workforce in
unprecedented numbers, the growth of a racially and gender-segregated ser-
vice sector that depended heavily on women’s labor, and the withdrawal of
corporations and government from the business of providing a safety net for
Solﬂﬁ%ﬁmnmn trends have generated new forms of economic insecurity that
are felt uow most wage-dependent American households. This book documents
how welfare reform has intersected with such changes for ,mw.oon single-parent
families, eroding their-social rights'in ways that affect their ability to care for
ning their civil rights and labor protections.

their membets and undeérn

The chapters that follow recount the experiences of a number of women liv-
ing and working in Milwaukee and Racine, Wisconsin, in 2004. These women
had all relied on welfare at some point in 2003, but most had also worked a
great deal over the past few years, All were mothers of young children. Qur
book tells the story of their struggle to balance child care wd.a émm?nmn:Em n
poorly paid jobs with inflexible schedules, and the Eoﬁnuﬁw when these jobs
miaa nraE mna nraw turned to the state for aid. We write about these experi-
ences not _cmm to provide a window into the harsh reality of conditions at the
low end of the labor market. There are numerous books by journalists and
social scientists that document these conditions eloquently and effectively.’
Rather, we place these women’s accounts in the context of two profound in-
stitutional shifts: first, the growth of the low-wage service sector and its par-
ticular productivity mnm @Homﬁmwqu owm:aum% and second, the erosion of

the, Uﬁ.mmSm Unﬂﬁwnu o%na and employers, on.ong ESQ and-citizens msa
mﬁ&u_.rmmm.in.mrﬁm«n_mmm lifein'the mén:ﬂnﬁr nazncar én mrci roé new politi-
cal rationalities based on free market principles enabled these shifts. Perhaps
most importantly, we document how changes in the institutions of welfare
and work came together to produce patterned challenges for the women we

interviewed.
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Even a casual conversation with women working in low-wage jobs reveals
how tightly work and welfare are interwoven, As forty-three-year-old Ebony
Walker told us:

My very first job—1I was sixteen. And I worked for Burger King. I can
sing the Burger King song—that's what got me hired. After that it was
school bus, modeling, factory .. . not counting factory, I'd say I've had
about twenty-five different jobs over the years. (N i

9]
ow:xio/ g

Between many of Ebony's jobs were episodes on welfare, octasioned by illness,

EMEQ. and nvm&u;ﬂv As we shall see, the kinds of jobs in which she worked

did not 1 Hunoﬁmo So%oﬂm oogmgmmﬂom Eﬁﬂ:ﬁw leave, or even m_nw ﬂnmdo,

as. mwm 309&3@ una Wmnocmnm m.ou, women Emo m_uomw_ it was a source of
support that, while punitive and {insufficient, allowed them to deal with the
inadequacies of jobs in the low-wage labor market and the absence of other,
less stigmatized forms of assistance.

Consider the case of Natasha Castinelli, a twenty-three-year-old mother

‘of two from Racine. She had turned to welfare twice between 1999 and 2004,

once while Hnnoﬁﬂ:m from a back injury.sustained-in. her nursing home job
and again at the time of our interview, just after the _HH_”W om wan - youngest
child. Because she was not covered by a workers' compensation program when
she injured her back, Natasha applied for welfare. After three months of physi-
cal therapy, her doctor said that she could return to work and her welfare case
manager assigned her to a workfare job sorting clothing at Goodwill Indus-
tries. When a job opened up with her former employer, she returned to work
as a certified nursing dssistant. Natasha turned to welfare a second time two
years later, receiving nén?n weeks of nmmoﬂmw.w?oménéwog Unsnmﬁm mmnn.m the

on welfare was WQWEEQ Qé?nr relied on wﬂ, work cleaning and feeding
patients in its Alzheimer's unit, but did not give her steady enough employ-
ment to be covered by workers’ compensation and did not offer maternity or
sick leave, Without savings or a partner who could support her, when Natasha
faced a health crisis or childbirth, she turned to welfare. As she struggled to
summarize her experience at the end of her interview, she articulated what

was wrong with this situation:

So how are you supposed to get ahead? You're gonna stay in one spot
’cause you get to a certain spot and you fall right back on your face, you
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4 CHAPTER ONE

drop Hmmwﬁ.gn_m down. As soon as an emergency pops up, you're gonna
be right back in the system again. And they’re not giving you what you
need.

In >Boznm we tend to think of welfare as the o_,um.omnn of work mum to asso-

ﬁaﬁ:n we st nTOmn who receive welfare at one end of a continuum and “hard-
working taxpayers” at the other. Yet history tells us that welfare and work
often intertwine. Welfare rolls have expanded and contracted in inverse rela-
tion to employment—swelling in times when jobs were scarce and dwindling
when they were readily available. And policymakers have often shaped welfare
programs to sexve the needs of employers. When Congress passed legislation
authorizing Aid to Dependent Children in 1935, it allowed states to establish
“employable mothers” clauses, insuring that localities could cut off mothers’
payments during months when southern planters needed hands. Federal law
allowed states to set benefit Ievels that would not undercut the local labor
market—insuring that work would always be more Iucrative than welfare,
even for women raising children alone in very low-wage regions of the country
(a principle known as “less eligibility”). But today, the connections between
welfare and work may be tighter than ever before. Since Congress enacted the
latest round of reform in 1996, welfare has literally become workfare. Its new
rules compel all who are able to work to do so as a condition of receiving aid.
Under these circumstances, welfare programs bump up against the lowest tiers
of the labor market with mutually constitutive effects.

The crafters of the twentieth-century welfare state in the United States
and Europe saw themselves as producing institutions that would compen-
sate for the failure of labor markets. During the 1930s and 1940s, when many
U.S. social programs were developed, Keynesianism—the concept that gov-
crnment should play a strong role in stabilizing employment and managing
demand—offered a powerful vision of how the state and the economy could

work together. Roosevelt’s famous “Four Freedoms” provided a rationale for .

the redistribution of some national wealth. Acting in response to the Great
Depression and following these principles, lawmakers developed pensions
and compensation for the injured and unemployed. Provision of welfare kept
domestic markets functioning even as it responded to unrest among the un-
employed.® This welfare regime was linked to institutionalized compromises

between capital and labor ?.nnrnwﬁnn_ on rising profitability, FUOn .?omcn-
tivity, and nnmm inéomes. ..E.ﬁmn compromises were premised on the notion
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that productivity gains should be shared between employers’ profits and
workers’ wages and on assumptions of relatively full employment, monopoly
regulation, and the family wage. And it was assumed that the state could and
should provide for those who could not participate in the workforce.

By the 1g70s, however, the economy faced new challenges, which led some
policymakers and legislators to rethink welfare state commitments. Beginning
in 1973, for a variety of reasons, productivity gains fell short of what was
required to finance the arrangements that had been worked out among capital,
labor, and the state, and a series of cconomic shocks ensued. Oil price increases
led o inflation, compounding the dilemma. In the face of these crises, employ-
ers began to look for ways to roll back their commitments to workers. Once
Ronald Reagan took office in 1980, the state led the way by weakening the
National Labor Relations Board and using the Taft-Hartley Act to fire strik-
ing air traffic controllers, setting an example that inspired employers to chal-
lenge labor in new ways that struck fear into the heart of workers. Meanwhile,
capital flowed outward from the United States in search of new, more profit-
able investment opportunities. In transferring their capital, firms also escaped
many of the regulatory arrangements that had been established at the level of
the national state. By the 1980s proponents of 2 new brand of free market or-
thodoxy, promoting ever-expanding deregulatory projects and antiunionism,
had gained the upper hand. Under the influence of these new idcas, state ac-
tors began to construct and construe their own projects in market terms.” New
market rationalities became an increasingly important part of welfare policy
as the reform project progressed from the passage of the Family Support Act
i 1988 to its culmination in 1996.

One of the most serious attempts to specify how welfare intersects with
labor markets in this new context is found in the work of geographer Jamie
Peck. Peck argues that welfare is a “boundary institution of the labor market,”

Eamuﬁm thatithelps to regulare the flow of workers inand « oﬁ om work as well

asto’ prepare them moa the WE% of Homm thatare mﬁ.imﬂumn. He says that welfare

mance of mandatory work mwm_mnanmmm|ﬁo? esented the state’s response to
late-twenticth-century fabor market dilefomas.
Peck mnmcom that free market wo:nwnm mwm:& to the mwwﬂd of é&mﬁ,n,

adjust the flows of workers into and out of wage. Fwﬁ vsn m_mo no EE&S

the workers themselves, their attitudes toward work and wages, their ex-
pectations about employment continuity and promotion prospects, their
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economic identities” With regard to the first of these effects, welfare systems
have historically established a floor below which wages could not fall, and
have provided a temporary or permanent alternative to Jabor market partici-
pation for those who were willing to subsist at this level. Their specific rules
and practices determined who could and could not have access to support
outside the market. Eliminating an “escape” option for those at the bottom of
the labor market drives workers, even those who might have been considered
unemployable in other periods due to disabilities or family responsibilities,
into whatever jobs they can find. This makes life difficult for the workers who
are directly affected by having state m..aoﬁm_o: withdrawn, but its effects also
reverberate throughout the labor market. Frances Fox Piven puts it bluntly:
“As hundreds of thousands of women lose welfare benefits ... they will stream
into the labor market to compete with other women (and men) for less skilled
and low-paying jobs.” o
The second way that welfare can reshape the low-wage labor market,
according to Peck, is by remaking expectations about hours and wages, sta-
bility of employment, the responsibilities of employers, and other aspects
of work. Workfare programs, he argues, “define and enforce norms of labor
market participation in ways that are inscribed into the very identities of con-
tingent workers.” They are a training ground for contingency, low wages,
the loss of protective rules, and the absence of opportunity. Like the removal
of a wage floor, this training reverberates beyond the lives of the workers
directly involved. It demonstrates to others that these conditions are pos-
mializing, workplace practices that had

sible, dramatizing, and ultimately.;
been unthinkable since the early twentieth century.™ Peck’s account gener-
ates provocative questions for our analysis, as we explore the ways in which
welfare reform has reshaped the institutions and practices of the low-wage
labor market, changing networks of supportand accountability and altering
women’s work histories,

In the pages that follow, we suggest that the effects of welfare reform can-
-not be understood apart from the forces constituting demand for labor at the
bottom of the labor market. The primary development in this domain is the
growth of the service sector. Low-wage retail and service sector jobs—jobs
serving burgers at McDonald’s and TGI Fridays, emptying bedpans and bath-
ing patients in nursing homes, and stocking the shelves at Walmart and Tar-
get—accounted for 7o percent of all new job growth between 1989 and 2000.™

And the majority of these new jobs were mznm w% women.
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What was paradoxical about this period was the fact that the growing
demand for workers in low-end service jobs coincided with stagnant or declin-
ing wages. The entry of vast numbers of women into the labor market, and the
increase in the number of hours they worked, was both a cause of the paradox
and its consequence. Women’s entry into the labor market created more
competition fo forjobsat the bottom and thus played a rolein keeping wage rates

n_osﬁ  These lowwages, in combination with a broader decline in working-class
men’s wages over the same period, reduced family incomes and made it necessary
for more women to work." This was the context in which welfare reform took
place, and yet it rarely enters national discussions.

1t was not completely absent, however. It was there in the congressional tes-
timony that preceded passage of the Family Support Act in 1988, when then-
senator Russell Long noted that “in practically every city in America thereare
jobs available as waitresses and dishwashers.™ It was there when a committee
of influential “experts” who came together to offer recommendations on wel-
fare reform wrote: “Among other kinds of work for which such mothers canbe
trained . . . arc child care and pre-school education. In most cities ... hotels and
service estzblishments have many needs for entry-level employees.™ It was
there when Lawrence Mead, one of the intellectual fathers of welfare reform,
wrote in Beyond Entitlement, “low-wage work apparently must be mandated,
just as a draft has sometimes been necessary to staff the military”® But broader
public discussions have rarely recognized that the need for labor in the expan-
sion of the low-wage service sector has formed the context for welfare reform,
focusing instead on welfare “dependency,” “babies having babies,” or the need
for fiscal conservatism.

The term ..mnn&nn.wanmoﬂa covers a broad range of jobs, from the performance
of sophisticated computer operations to mopping floors. While many ways of
mapping the complexity of the sector have been suggested, Appelbaum and
Albin have offered one of the most incisive. They suggest making a distinction
berween “knowledge and information intensive” and “labor intensive” subsec-
tors.”” Despite media hype suggesting otherwise, growth in labor-intensive
service sector jobs has been far greater than that in knowledge-intensive posi-
tions. As Katz points out, projections of the need for skilled service workers
have confused numbers with percentages: “Employment in computer science
and engineering will grow by 100 percent compared to 1t percent in food ser-
vice. But food services is a vastly larger industry than computer science, which
means that the smaller percentage yiclds a great many more _o_om "8 The fact
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that most new job growth has been in the labor-intensive branch of the service
sector is key to our story,

The women in our study changed bedding and bedpans in nursing homes,
pushed the elderly in wheelchairs, fed them, and changed their clothes, They
supervised the daily activities of disabled persons in sheltered workshops and
in group homes. They cared for infants and toddlers in day care centers, fed
children in school cafeterias, and cleancd empty apartments, schools, govern-
ment offices, and hotel rooms. They sorted clothing to be resold in thrift stores
and packaged items distributed by food pantries. They worked in fast food:
burger joints, pizza parlors, chicken shacks, and taco stands. They counted
items in warchouses and grocery stores, stocked shelves, and processed re-
turns. They drove school buses, assembled cookbaooks in printing warchouses,
and made nn_@EwHwﬁmmm calls, They were receptionists, ﬁnn_mm“ and waitresses.
They processed parking tickets and worked as security guards. Sometimes
repetitious and boring, often physically strenuous, usually face-to-face with
customers or individuals needing care, their jobs kept key sectors of the econo-
mies of Milwaukee and Racine running,

In the pages that follow, we will argue that U. m Eo_mmnn reform Eﬁmamnnﬁnm
with the growth of the _oé-émmn service sector in mﬁmznﬂ of ways. ‘In the
tight labor markets of the late 1990s, when réform was enacted in a stepwise
process, it provided new workers for the growing number of low-wage service
jobs. Nationally, between 1994 and 2004, the number of individuals receiving
welfare fell by twelve million.'? In Wisconsin, where reforms began earlier,
caseloads declined by 270,000 recipients between 1986 and 2000.*° Not all of
these individuals went directly to work, but studies show that more than half
did so.* By any standard, this represented a large infusion of workers into the
labor market.*

Those women who remained on welfare after 1996, or turned to the sys-
tem after the reforms were implemented, were confronted with strict work
requirements. The reforms that were passed did not allow much room for
training, and the few training opportunities that were provided were pri-
marily for child care workers and certified nursing assistants—the kinds of
jobs for which demand was high in the low-wage service sector. More often,
however, the programs placed women directly in low-wage service obs, where
they worked in return for benefits. Peck’s argument that workfare serves to
remake workers' “attitudes toward work and wages, their expectations about
employment continuity and promotion prospects, their economic identities,”
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was not far from the stated goals of welfare reform’s framers, who argued that
n23

“one purpose of social policy can be to discipline the poor.

THE SOLITARY WAGE BARGAIN AND
DILEMMAS OF SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

The frec market advocates who designed welfare reform proposed programs
grounded in a new vision of work and of workers. Their views stood in stark
contrast to the union and civil service models of employment that had struc-
tured working arrangements for much of the twentieth century, both of which
promised stable work, a living wage, and benefits.* Instead, they imagined a
labor market in which each worker was “frec” to pursue his or her best inter-
est, and was on his or her own in doing so. They imagined this individual to
be unencumbered by family nnmwo:&_uaﬁnm or disabilities; While conservative
political thinkers did not give a name to this new paradigm, we have chosen
to call it the “solitary wage bargain” to distinguish it from the “family wage
bargain” that had been the goal and achievement of labor struggles over the
past century and a half.

The family wage concept emerged during the 1820s and 1830s. As house-
holds became more separated from the livelihood supports of farms, trade
unionists began to press the idea that employers should pay male workers
cnough to fully support both themselves and their familics. By the turn of
the twentieth century, this concept extended far beyond union rhetoric, as
historian Martha May argues, to become a key standard that Progressive Era
reformers used to assess poverty and standards of living.” Government sup-

port became an important part of the equation. New programs carved out

a role for the state and employers in insuring the male Uanmnmﬁmmunn against

injury n_.qocmr workers compensation and offered § pensions to widows caring

moH children, With the advent of the New Deal in the 1930s, the federal govern-

ment protected workers against loss of work through unemployment insur-

ance. Through Social Securi
mw:_@..ﬁo..mwww forhis. mnm:@ after. his. annr or i_._nb Wa Uoﬁ:ﬁa too.old ﬂo work,

And it offered limited and means-tested aid to women who, due to mE,:G
failures, did not have access to a male wage through Aid to Dependent Chil-
dren. This arrangement was not a feminist’s dream, but it acknowledged that
society had an intetest in the reproduction of its members and that the state,

employers, and families all had a role in insuring it. While only a privileged
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group of Eoﬂ.@ white, unionized workers ever received a family wage, the
arrangement provided an ideal vision of how responsibilities for the well-
being of citizens should be divided among social actors.

This complex set of relationships structured what we mighe call a system of
social reproduction. The concept of social reproduction has its roots in Marx-
ist social science, where it refers to the renewal of classes and class relationships
over time. Feminist scholars have reworked the term, using it to refer to the
labor necessary to keep households and communities functioning and to allow
them to send productive members outinto the world to work. In this sense, it
entails the activities involved in reproducing and supporting family members
from day to day, as well as from generation to generation. While we often gloss
social reproduction as child care, it also includes care for the ill and the elderly,
the work of consumption, cooking, cleaning, paying bills, talking to teachers
and doctors, taking children to activities, organizing transportation, and deal-
ing with landlords, utility companies, and banks. In the words of Claudia von
Werlhof, itis “the healing-all-wounds.. . the putting everything againin order ...
the helping out in all matters . .. the pulling the cart out of the mud.”* Or as

Delia Carter, one of the women in our study, put it:

It's all the stresses in the world. You know what I'm saying? You have to
do all these things and then you have to worry about child care, making
it home in time to feed them, put them in the tub, clean up the house. .
You're trying to do all this on your own, with no help. What's the word
for it? I don’t even know the word for it.

Accomplishing the work of social reproduction requires a societal division of
Jabor. Political sociologist Claus Offe has written that there is no past or pres-
ent society where, at any one time, more than half the members participate
in the labor market. In his view, 2 socicty that does not permit children to be
socialized and educated, the elderly to retire, the ill and infirm to refrain from
work, and some individuals to care for others “would soon bring the institu-
tion of the labor market to an end. The reproduction of the capacity for work
would be prevented.” The concept of social reproduction underscores the
fact that care is central to the continuing ability to labor—to society’s produc-
tivity over the long term—and suggests that the responsibilities for that care
should be socially distributed. It is a concept that reminds us of something we
are prone to forget.

Feminist theorists have exposed the sleight of hand through which, histori-
cally, we have come to construe the labor of care as separate from the world

LT
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wage work. Joan Tronto argues that this blindness has very deep roots.
\e traces it to the Aristotelian model of the citizen as an individual who
rticipates in public life but whose public activity presupposes a separate
téalm of existence in which economic chores and the work of care take place.
[he Aristotelian citizen,” she says, “floats his citizenship on previously ac-
ymplished work that is beneath the observance of political institutions, but
nonctheless is essential for his life” While we see the citizen as someone who
wﬁ_:ﬂavﬁmm to socicty through waged work, the reproduction of citizens
jepends on the existence of family labor that can convert the wage into the
re that humans need to survive. We thus need to redefine our conception of
gitizenship, Tronto argues, “and with it the boundaries between public and

private life, to include caring. »“Let us think of citizens as engaged in a citizen-
n28

ship act when they are engaged in processes of care.
Enlightenment-cra paradigms that give pride of place to the individual
contribute to the invisibility of social-reproductive labor. In The Autononty
Mpyth, tegal theorist Martha Fineman writes about our national obsession with

nounnwmm‘ w@mm@mmmﬁ wmmmmoa&nbnn,mnmwnwm;wﬁmmnauaw ﬁmméﬁ.mémﬁma.
these terms, she argues, reveal the value we place on not being influenced by or
" reliant on others, on providing for our own needs without external assistance.
" But this disconnectedness is a myth, a myth built-on unwaged labor. As chil-
" drenwe all require protection and care, as we do when we arcill, disabled, and
clderly. Historically, the long working days and relentless schedule of indus-
trial work were enabled by the presence of someonein the home whose efforts
restored the laborer on a daily basis. We have long understood the family as
a separate, private space where these tasks are performed without pay. Given
this arrangement, caring for others creates what Fineman calls a “derivative de-

pendency”” Because caregivers forego waged work tc ,monmohagémma@ care,

T s e e e st £ e s i ot e

they become mamnumnﬁ on others for their sustenance. and support.*?

In their moénnm:_ treatise on the concept of dependency, Nancy Fraser
and Linda Gordon argue, like Fineman and Tronto, that independence in the
public sphere relics on care provided in private to restore and reproduce citi~
zens and workers. They remind us that in earlier eras, people considered wage
earners dependent because they did not own property and relied on their em-
ployers for their livelihood. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, workers
had begun to forge new claims of independence based on their adherence to
values of hard work. Fraser and Gordon point out that as workers transformed
the meaning of independence, our understanding of dependence shifted also.
As wage labor became the norm, those excluded from it came to personify
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dependence; in particular, this stigma fell upon the pauper, the slave, and the
housewife,
ers depended on their employers, on government insurance programs such

?*In the twentieth century, despite the fact that male wage earn-

as Soctal Security and workers’ compensation, on union-negotiated benefits
like sick leave and pensions, and on the unpaid labor of their wives, the public
construed them as “free laborers” and focused on poor single mothers who
received state support as the emblem of dependency. By the 1960s and 1970s, it
was common for racialized discourse—at odds with the actual demographics
of those receiving support—to demonize and belittle African American moth-
ers receiving welfarc in H.g..\m.ﬁ that gave little attention'to the social reproduc-
tive work they were performing.

As Fraser and Gordon point out, critics of welfare have frequently made
their case by reviling poor, single mothers in the language of Qn@ﬁw&n:n%.
shifting the meaning of the term from a description of a relationship to a char-
acterization of a personality flaw. From Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 1973 procla-
mation that “the issue of welfare is the issue of dependency. It is different from
poverty, ™ critics of welfare have argued that it stunts citizenship by prevent-
ing individuals from developing self-reliance. “For such persons,” the drafters
of the 1987 New Consensus on Family and Welfare proclaimed, “low income isin a
sense the least of their problems; a failure to take responsibility for themselves
and for their actions is at the core.”* The point here is not that welfare critics
misapprehend the reality of mothers on welfare—although that is undoubt-
edly true. The point is that, by translating their critique of dependency into
policy, welfare reformers created the situations that women described in our
interviews, They. crafeed: a'sct of policies that in radical, and mﬂ.rmwm histoxi-

cally :nwnnn&mnmn& é&a have cut - poor women off fiom societal mcwmoﬁ
Welfare reform put into ‘place a relationship among &Qwim families,
employers, and government that was intrinsically different from the family
wage system. Despite the fact that its policies were applied for the most part
to single mothers of young children, the reform  highlighted the individualas

who was able to Smwosm mnm&_w to the needs of employers, without requiring
training, benefits, or even sick leave, in order to gain a foothold in the Iabor

anactorin thelabor marketand asa RmﬁObm&_n citizen, It envisioned a worker

market. It emphasized a citizen who would not rely.on government programs

and therefore could oécw autonomy and self-respect, while ignoring the

A e, et e

H&UQH she m_..oﬁmnm to care for nroma s&o n_nmanann_ on het. Ttis this new set of
arrangements, in which both government and private employers have rolled
back their contributions to social reproduction, that constitutes the solitary

s
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wage bargain. As mothers of young children, the women in our study were not
only required to work but were cut off from earlier forms of support for their
family responsibilities. This is the first hand tied behind the back of women

who turn to welfare.

: CONTRACTUAL CITIZENSHIP AND THE EROSION
-QF CIVIL AND LABOR RIGHTS IN WORKFARE JOBS

~-#s 2 “boundary institution,” welfare abuts the labor market, but the relation-

ships it manages and structures are between individuals and the state. Thus,
changes in the meaning and structure of welfare imply changes in the meaning
and structure of citizenship. Citizenship is a complex concept that can refer
narrowly to membership in a polity—that is, to "nationality and the legal rec-

. omu;_ou that a person is a member of a state.”® But it can also refer to various

RS

forms of inclusion in the polity, what political scientist Suzanne Mettler has
called “it ion” and "participation.™* Laws govern each of these forms
of citizenship, but so mo public policies and institutions. As we shall see, welfare
institutions mediate between individuals and the state in ways that powerfully
shape the manner and extent of incorporation into political community.

The first evidence that citizenship was going to be a terrain of struggle in
welfare reform came from the elaboration, in the 1980s, of theories of “welfare
contractualism,” or “new paternalism.” These theories drew on long-standing
and widely held notions that citizenship involved both rights and responsi-
bilities, and reformulated them to argue that rights should be contingent on
the performance of responsibilities. As political philosopher Stuart White
has argued, there is 2 general presumption in most Western societies against

restrictions on individual freedom—unless the 5&2&9& can be shown to

lack the capacity to govern him- or herself.? Many of those involved in the

i 1996 U.S. Welfare reform premised ihigir advocacy of welfare contractualism

on exactly this argument. Lawrence Mead, in Beyond Entitlement, offered the
clearest and most influential articulation of this approach to welfare. “One of
the things a2 government must do to improve social order,” he wrote, “is to use
these programs to require better functioning of recipients who have difficulty
coping.® He saw this “difficulty coping,” in the post—Civil Rights era, as the
main barrier to acceptance and success for the poor. Thus,

the role of public authority is precisely to make obligatory the norms
that people commonly affirm but do not reliably obey, a gap that is
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especially wide for the underclass. . . . Such standards require govern-
ment to decide, not only who is needy, but who is-ableto.function »mm

who is not.¥

Jegal theorist Patricia Williams, in “On Being the Object of Property,’ pro-
vides an alternative vocabulary for discussing the premises of nou.:nmoncmw. n.:u-
zenship. She uses the term will to refer to the nwmmnw.mnm ﬂ:m.m Western morﬁo.&
theory has traditionally held to be required for citizenship; she labels their
absence anti-will. Williams demonstrates how these concepts grew out of the
history of slaveholding—slave owners claimed their nwﬁ.m.nm were ﬂom@mﬂn of
rationality ot willful decision making. She showst ow notions of Mﬁw .anjwmuﬁ..isn
= 7, toinform legal judgments about such issues as the involuntary sterilization of
i “poor women, who are presumed not to know their own interests, These same

vty U S LR A .. . . moﬁﬁmz-
arguments underiie reformed welfare’s behavioral requirements an

ment of rights. .
Williams points to another stratcgy by which rights may be constrained:
when individuals are asked to enter into contracts in which they surrender
basic liberties in return for something else. She raises the question of whether
there are valuable items or rights that lie outside the marketplace ﬁmwﬂ nmw_-
tracts regulate, thus rendering agreements to trade them “spurious” or “il-
jusory”; “Traditionally, the Mona Lisa and human life w.:Zn Uonw the sorts of
i subjects removed from the fungibility of commodification, as priceless. Thus,
| when black people were boughtor sold as slaves, they were placed beyond the

bounds of humanity. 38 A s we shall see in the chapters that follow, new theories

of welfare contractualism are premised on the trading of civil rights for aid.

By mnnnﬁ%m&mmmﬁnn.mnoa‘ﬁrd,m@np.mmwoﬂ womern are asked to relinquish a

range of rights and liberties, from the freedom to decide whether to stay home

[

ildren and to maintain tiesto the fathers of their children, to the

H,Mmfmﬂ to choose when and where towork and at éﬁmm wE& of job, nw\@m&n labor

" _swith their ch

rights and protections while working at that job.
Welfare contractualism did not arrive on the political scene fully formed

in the 1980s. Its historical antecedents emetged in debates over the mrmmn and
scope of welfare in the New Deal and post--World War I eras. 1.;5 was the

period when the British sociologist T. H. Marshall published his renowned

essay “Citizenship and Social Class” in which he distinguished three types of

citizenship—civil, political, and social—which he argued r»n.w meHm& succes-

sively as Western society pro gressed. Marshall argued that civil Smrnm‘ ﬂ.pn_a as

freedom of speech, association, and self-determination, were achieved in the
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jghteenth century and political rights (voting and political participation) in
he nineteenth. He portrayed social rights as the crowning achievement of
1e twentieth century. The premise of these new social rights, according to
Marshall, was that the state should insure the minimum levels of economic

security needed “to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of
a civilized being according to the standards prevailing in society.®

As Stuart White points out, Marshall's essay celebrated the new commit-
ment of Western states to full employment and to protection during unem-
ployment, ill health, and old age. It described these accomplishments within
a narrative that White calls “a social democratic teleology’—that is, as the
seemingly inevitable product of a progressive expansion and elaboration of
rights that had been at work for centuries.® But, as White argues, this was
' notto be the case. At the very moment of the articulation of new social rights,
there were forces afoot that would struggle against their expansion. These

forces gained traction beginning in the 1970s and by the 1990s, they could be

said to have definitively reversed the tide.

The elements of a critique of social rights arose alongside new institutions

of social provision even as they were being built during the New Deal era. De-

fenders of free market ideologies argued that regulation and state assistance

to the poor stifled capitalism and infringed on human freedom (particulatly
the freedom not to be burdened by the cost of the resource claims of oth-

ers). Friedrich Hayek took this view in The Road to Serfdom, published in 1944,

touting the superiority of the free market to the forms of collective planning

emerging in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Beginning in the 1950s,

Milton Friedman became a key spokesperson for a society built around market

principles. In Capitalism and Freedom and other works, he emphasized the need

for free individuals to pursue their preferences and to producewealth. 4 With

the econormic dislocations of the 1970s, these perspectives gained a broader set

of adherents among economists and policymakers, who began to argue that

attaining economic stability and preductivity growth would require rolling
back many elements of the New Deal, including the favorable environment
that had been created for labor unions and many social programs and entitle-
ments.® Welfare was a key target for such rollback.

Conservatives began laying the groundwork for welfare reform in the
1960s, in direct response to the expanded social programs of Lyndon fohnson’s
War on Poverty, but their views attained greatest prominence during the Rea-
gan administration in the 1980s. George Gilder, whose 1981 book Wealth and
Poverty was onc of the key texts opposing the expansion of the welfare state,
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argued that woéﬂ.. privilege, and property should be distributed according
to morally meaningful criteria, me:mmmuﬂ, he argued,requires disciplined
and-creative actors.and should evoke and reward these characteristics. But

racial integration disrupted the transmission of cultural traits required for
success by denying white families the freedom to choose the moral influences
that would surround their children. With reference to welfare, he drew on a
rhetoric of “moral perversity,” which suggested that aid harms the poor, writ-
ing that redistributive social programs break the link between reward and
effort, and thus exclude the poor from the path to success. Amo also suggested

that such programs harm the middie class because the taxes s required to fund
them reduce income and thus push mothers i into ﬁma nEmmcu:dnnn )#* Three

%nmnm later, in Lasing Ground, Charles Muirray ommocm& many similar themes,
casting black Americans as cultural outsiders who flouted moral principles by
avoiding work and having children out of wedlock, and argued that transfer
programs such as welfare should be eliminated because they fostered poor
moral choices and forced middle-class Americans to “subsidize a lifestyle” that
deviated from their own. ¥

While Gilder advocated reducing aid to the poor, and Murray suggested
abolishing it, Michael Novak was the first to suggest that welfare programs
could be used to instill the self-reliance that he too believed was essential to a
well-functioning capitalist society:

It is a problem of human potential. . . . Many of the poor, especially
among the young, need help in learning skills and attitudes: how to
read, how to apply for and hold a job, how to govern themselves and
conduct themselves. Self-reliance is a virtue of many parts .. .. and it can
be taught.*

This.was an early articulation of welfare as a program of behavioral change—

-enforced ﬁrnc:mr a contract with a paternalist state.

The notion that welfare could become a tutelary institution designed to

instill proper values about work and family reached its fullest expressioninthe .

writing of Lawrence Mead. As we have seen, Mead’s paternalist theory of wel-
fare contractualism held that the state was responsible for disciplining poor
parents and that, by conditioning benefits on proper behavior, it could make
them self-reliant citizens. In Beyond Entitlement, published in 1986, he referred
to the need for an “authoritative” social policy that would “enforce social obli-
gations, at least for the dependent,” by setting standards for their behavior and
persuading them to “blame themselves” for their failures.” Most dictionaries,
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¢ might note, define the word authoritative to mean “of acknowledged ac-
racy.” Mead here appears to be substituting it for authoritarian—"favoring
bedicnce or subjection to authority”—which is closer to the sense of his ar-
rument. Ilis sensitivity to potential negative reaction to his endorsement of
pthoritarian social policy emerges in the text:

The idea of programs inculcating values may nevertheless seem foreign
to American political mores. It conjures up a brutal, Hobbesian image of
government deciding what is good for people and then imposing it on
them by force. For policy to involve itself in the personal competences
of individuals is inherently sensitive.®®

ut he resolves this dilemma by arguing that the competences in question
r¢ prerequisite to freedom and citizenship: “American political culture gives

.wamo of place to the value of freedom. But a “frec’ society is possible only when

the conditions for order have been substantially realized.” Welfare recipients,

‘then, are not entitled to equal citizenship until they acquire these values:

For how can the dependent be equal, except in the most metaphysical
sense, with those who support them?. .. Those who only make claims
can never be equal, in the nature of things, with those on whom the
claims are made.®

Mead later came to call his vision of government’s tutelary function * mmnﬁ,:m_-

Ldsm,” &amEmm it as a situation in which the state makes demands on En_mﬁn

recipients and “supervises them closely to make sure that they fulfill those
expectations.”” Reading Mead makes it clear that when critics of welfare re-
form argue that its measures treat parricipants as less than m% citizens and

deny them equality, they are not observing a set of unintended nosunﬁﬁ.omnnm.

Indeed, these were the basic premises on which the new program's reforms
were constructed. Both in the nation as a whole and in the state of Wisconsin,
reforms embodied Mead’s paternalist ethic, rewarding both marketlike work
and efforts at family formation. This shift to welfare contractualism repre-
sented, in the view of many, “a fundamental reorientation of the welfare state
away from broadly emancipatory purposes” and its reinvention “as an institu-
tion for the maintenance of social order in the context of a highly unequal
society.s*

Principles of contractual citizenship were the foundation for workfare
programs like those the state of Wisconsin implemented. These programs

tied cash assistance to mandatory work assignments for all who were able to
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perform them, Policymakers, based on the erroneous premise that welfare
participants had never worked, designed these programs to socialize women
to the norms of the workforce. The assignments were meant to emulate the
real world of employment but, in fact, they placed women in a never-never
land of uncertainty. Quoting anthropologist Victor Turner, Chad Goldberg
has writtemn:

Because workfare participants are perceived to be in a process of transi-
tion, they are “neither here nor there; nrow are betwixt mnm between the
positions assigned and arrayed by law, osmnoﬁ convention and ceremo-

. [They] are anomalous mm:ﬂom who seem to be situated on both

.nial” ..
sides of the worker/relief distinction. At the same time {they] are fiminal
figures who seem to be situated on neither side.

Workfare programs put women to work while labeling the wages they re-
ceive as aid. When a woman holds this type of job, she is considered to be
receiving welfare. The “time clock” that limits her lifetime benefits under
PRWORA is ticking. Agents of the stare monitor her work attendance and
dock her pay if she misses hours, Thisambiguous status, eerily reminiscent of
workhouses in the nineteenth century, denies women both the respect and
many of the protections and prerogatives associated with wage earning since
the Jacksonian period.

In Milwaukee and Racine, women who participate in workfare plant flow-
ers and water shrubs on the islands of highways, and cut brush along the shoul-
ders of roads. They clean public housing and the offices of private agencies
administering welfare programs. They sort clothing for Goodwill and work
alongside the disabled in sheltered workshops. These community service moﬁu
placements—the centerpiece of Wisconsin’s welfare program—send women
to work for both public and private nﬁmwownﬁ These jobs pay only $6732

month, and ﬁrnw court toward what is now a lifetime limit of sixty months

of state assistance. But the worst thing; many participants say, i _m s the lack of
freedom to choose when, where, and-under what no:mmﬂopﬁﬂb work. As one

woman put it, “You can’t decide where you want to go. You have no opinion
on any of this, It's like you're a child and your parents are running your life for
you, because you don't have no choice.”* This loss of freedom of contract and
ambiguous status in relation to labor laws is the second hand tied behind the
back of the women in our study.

Here is an example from Milwaukee, In 2003 Aurelia Knotts showed up at
a welfare office there in a dejected state. When her caseworker asked her what
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vas wrong, she said she was working on her brother’s funeral arrangements.
{¢ had been in a nursing home for the past three years, and she had power of
trorney over his affairs. Moreover, she was destitute. She had broken up with
er partner, who had been her main source of income. She had an eviction
otice in her pocket. With all of this going on, she had started drinking again.
“he caseworker took all this in and methodically started working through the
inds of help that were available. She quickly established that Aurelia had a
range of problems that made her eligible for the state’s W-2 Transitions pro-
ram, which provided aid to poor individuals who were unable to work due
1o illness or disability. She was suffering from depression, which had troubled
er since her daughter was murdered twelve years earlier; she also had prob-
Jems with the circulation in her legs, chronic obstructive pulmonary disorder,
diabetes, and alcohol addiction. But there was a catch—Aurelia already had
used up her twenty-four months of eligibility for Transitions. She had applied
* for federal Supplemental Security Income but was denied, and she had not
known that she could appeal. Because the caseworker clected not to offer her
I “an nxnosmwos on her W-2 Transitions n:mwwm:g all that was left was a commu-

Aurelia said she cm&onmeooa. H ES to nmr.h care of old people,” she sug-
gested, “or working in a group home?” She and the caseworker quickly de-
termined, however, that because of a prior conviction for assault, she was not
cligible for nursing assistant positions. I like cooking,” Aurelia offered, “but
I can't take standing for long hours.” The caseworker told Aurelia she would
assign her to asewing position, which she would have to attend from 8 to 4 five
days a week. “I'm not a seamstress, 'm.a cook,” Aurelia protested. “You've been
here three years,” she said, referring to the caseworker’s own situation. “You
like what you're doing.” “We have food service, but you would have to stand,”
the caseworker replied. “I might as well live in Uncle Tom’s cabin,” Aurclia
replied, “but I'm going to do what I got to do”” Aurelia’s reference to slavery
reflects her understanding that a constitutional right to freely contract one’s
labor—to choose when and where to work—is at stake in such assignments,

~The solitary wage U&@mﬁ and contractual Qﬁxommw% were key concepts
structuring welfare reform. In the pages that follow, we will demonstrate how
each, in distinct ways, impaired the functioning of women raising families in
poverty. The solitary wage bargain rolled back social rights that had previ-
ously supported families, while contractual citizenship eroded the civil and
employment rights of women who labored within the workfare programs
that welfare reform established. Each of these losses represented a significant
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blow to poor women, but as we will demonstrate, there is also a powerful
connection between them. In a nutshell, the predicament is this: the ever-
present and unmet need for time to care for families while engaged in low-

wage ioaw ﬁ_ﬁoém women w»% into 2 w:EﬂEn and QOEmﬂN& welfare sys-
of éoﬁwmﬁn - impedes their m_u;_Q to defend nrn: interests-as- sdmwﬁm m:& to
gain the anw of jobs msa benefits ﬂrmn éocE allow them to weather these

_ crises. Our title, Both Hands Tied, refers to this double dilemma. Without a new
model of how social reproduction is to be accomplished——and without jobs
that adequately support women in their dual roles as workers and mothers—
this dynamic will solidify a caste of low-wage workers with attenuated rights
at the bottom of the labor market, and punish them for attending to their
families.

STUDYING WELFARE AND WORK IN PLACE:
NOTES ON RESEARCH METHODS

Isaac Martin has observed that evaluations of welfare programs too often “limit
their attention to the effects of the provisions on individuals rather than their
effects on American society.” Even studies that focus on individual behavior,
Martha Fineman notes, often deal with abstractions, recognizing neither “an
individual’s relevant history nor [his or ker] location in the context of the

greater society.’> In many cases they have imagined participants in the welfare
system as abstract actors who will respond correctly to the right mix of incen-

tives. In designing our research, we sought to replace abstract individuals with

real ones and to place them in the larger context of their local labor market -

and the economy as 2 whole,

Our study reconstructs the work and family histories of thirty-three women
who relied on social programs, showing how participation in the post-1996
welfare system affected their trajectories of work, their arrangements for their
children, and their ideas about what to expect from employment. It traces the
ups and downs of the labor markets of Milwaukee and Racine, Wisconsin,
showing how these women’s struggles to make a living intersected with that
region’s difficult transition from manufacturing to services; its deep-seated
racial segregation and, thus, racially segmented workforce; and its gendered
histories of craft unionism and service work. And it tracks the national, state,
and local policies that shaped the availability of aid and jobs. In the spirit of
Michael Burawoy’s “extended case method,” we have worked to draw links
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fiween micro and macro domains, constituting cach moﬁwm m:”zm_uon “in

a om va wwﬂﬁnﬁmwn ox.ﬁoas& moﬁnm ﬁrmn mrm_um mﬁ 57

pling frame that insured proportional coverage of differences in race and
erimportant factors. Nearly 7o percent of the women we contacted agreed
: o he interviewed, and we met with these women in the summer of 2004. Thus,
% gfecl confident in saying that what we report is representative of the situa-
‘ ,..: for southeastern Wisconsin in 2004.%
Two points about this representativeness need to be highlighted, The first
the racial composition of our sample, which was 58 percent African Ameri-
n, 22 @nnnnwm white, mmm No m_ cent hmmnm 59 The awmwﬂomoaoumnn nmm-
6t of African American women on welfare {African Americaps make up 37
ercent of the population of Milwaukee and 20 percent of the population of
Racine) reflects trends in participation that have arisen since the implementa-
on of reform in 1996. Despite widespread perceptions that welfare served
inainly African Americans, this was not the case prior to PRWORA. Nationally,
N 1994, just over 37 percent of families on welfare were non-Latino white,
round 36 percent were African American, and 20 percent were Latino.*
‘While even these numbers may suggest a disproportionate participation rate
among women of color, they are, as Mink has noted, commensurate with the
racial distribution of poverty.* That is, the percentage of women of different
ethnic groups who are on welfare closely tracks their percentage among those
in poverty. In Wisconsin, a series of welfare experiments that began in the late
1980s, and culminated in the W-2 program in 1996, pushed many women out
of welfare. As Cancian and her coauthors have suggested, women with the
muost education and skills and the fewest barriers to work (such as illness, sick
children, or addiction) left first.®* Because education, skills, and &Domm have

all been shown to be linked to poverty, and-to race; African American women

were more. Eﬂna\ ro remain.on-welfare-or-to return-to the rolls. This accounts

for their higher participation rates in southeastern Wisconsin in 2003 and con--

S

sequently their share of the interviews in our study.

A second issue of representativeness has to do with family size. There is
a common stereotype that women who turn to welfare have more children
than the average. Yet nationally, nearly three-quarters of welfare participants
in 1994 had two children or fewer (the average was 1.8).% {Since the welfare
benefits of Aid to Families with Dependent Children, and later Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families, were available only to parents, this figure is not
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directly comparable to the mean for all families, which includes many childless
households.) Among the women in our study, 62 percent had two children or
fewer, and only 3 percent had (our or more.54

Many studies have looked at women who left welfare and have asked how
they fared afterward.% Most have concluded that moving off the rolls did not
much improve their circumstances. Around half of the women found work,
but only a few worked steadily enough, at high enough wages, to rise above
the poverty line. Policymakers have not been able to account for a substantial
proportion of former welfare participants, who show up neither in unem-
ployment insurance data nor on social setvice rosters. In any case, scholars
conducted the majority of these “leavers” studies in the carly days of welfare
reform {1996-2000), when the economy was undergoing a spurt of unprec-
edented growth and unemployment was relatively low.

In this study, we look at a different group of women and ask somewhat
different questions. We examine the work histories and social program use of
a group of women who cither entered, remained on, or returned o the rolls
in 2003—after seven years of policies designed to discourage them from doing
so. And we ask somewhat different questions than have most investigators:
Who are the women turning to welfare, well into a policy regime meant to
move them off the rolls? What are their reasons for seeking assistance from a
program that is, by design, punitive and stigmatized? What made it difficult
for them to work? How did their use of state programs affect their subsequent
path through the labor market? Building on the accounts of the women we
interviewed, we explore the ways in which Wisconsin’s reformed welfare prac-
tices both adjusted the flow of workers in and out of the labor market and
remade workers.

Arguably, the most memorable insights into how society functions have
come, not from detailed quantitative hypothesis testing, but from case stud-
ies, street-level ethnographic investigations like St. Clair Drake and Horace
Clayton’s Black Metropolis or Hortense Powdermaker's 4ffer Freedom. These
works provide incisive glimpses into social process—moments in which we
come to understand, to quote C. Wright Mills, “how an individual's troubles
rclate to the larger issues of the age.” It is their particularity that creates the
value of case studies, the detailed empirical evidence they provide about how
things happen in a given time and place.

Case studies of welfare reform allow us to explore the complex intersec-
tions of local labor market dynamics with particular state policy regimes and
to investigate the effects of both on participants’ lives. These results are never
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ot allow us to speak about how something we have observed is distributed
is .ﬁmoa and time. In mwnn it is more accurate to speak of ;Qmsmmna:ma

n&.ﬁmum whatis mmnn_& about our case, mng where it sitsin Hmumson to o%;

¢ can establish which. Emmmrﬁm are relevantto understanding wmmﬁo&mn

Jer contexts.
Wisconsin is a policy environment of special interest because its reformed

&
5

ﬁma ommm«.ﬁm in SOHW 9. iola Enn moESDnm or unless they have a child

less than 13 weeks old. ‘Moreover, cash benefits are only available after a
criod of Program participation; to mirror the world of work, Wiscon-
$in began work-based welfare reform in the 1980s, well ahead of the rest

of the nation.%?

Moreover, these authors argue, other states have looked to Wisconsin as a
model in crafting their own reforms, particularly to the state’s many and di-
yerse “welfare experiments” in the ten years prior to the federal reform bill.
As Republican congressional leader Newt Gingrich is reported to have said in
response to welfare reform’s early skeptics, “we're not ralking theory here. . ..
Go visit Wisconsin."®® Thus, Wisconsin is not a typical or “average” policy en-
“vironment; it does not provide an accurate picture of welfare reform in every
" other state. Rather, it reveals what workfare looks like in its starkest form, and
- it isimportant because it serves, and has served, as a model for reforms across
the nation.

In some respects, the labor market in southeastern Wisconsin resembles

T T

that in other deindustrialized regions struggling with problems of ccononiic

T transition. The area lost many good manufacturing Howm in the 1970s and 1980s.
gmsw service jobs have since emerged, but few offer comparable wages and
benefits, and most are in the suburbs surrounding Milwaukee and Racine, not
the urban core. But one feature is unusual: the 2000 census found Milwaukee
to be one of the most segregated urban areas in the country, and this feature
has deeply distorted the opportunities for poor black and Latina women to
find jobs.

The timing of our study is also specific. As we have seen, the nm&% mmua of
welfare reform coincided with an unprecedented period offeco: g

[ et ¢ -
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All analysts agree that this made it easier for wome Mnmﬁsm the rolls to find
work and that it kept wages in the lower ranks o.m.ﬁ.ro service sector from Q.omu,
ﬁ_am &Hmamﬂnm:% in response to the influx of new éo&ﬁ& But the recession
thatbeganin March 2001 and ended in September 2003, and the “jobless recov-
ery” that followed, changed the economic landscape for low-wage workers.
‘Wages stagnated or declined during this period, and even the least desirable
low-wage jobs became scarce, particularly in inner-city areas of Milwaukee
and Racine. The situation kad only begun to improve when the major eco-
nomic downturn that began in 2008 pulled the rug out again, both nationally
and in southeastern Wisconsin,

In addition to our interviews with welfare participants, our account is
based on fifty-four interviews with welfare policymakers, “front-line” case-
workers, and local activists, and on participation in open meetings with wel-
fare policymakers, Department of Workforce Development administrators,
and officials in agencies contracted to implement reformed welfare, Victoria
Mayer observed 109 appointments in welfare and child support offices and sat
in on four job-preparation training programs. We reviewed local newspapers
and scoured data collected by local think tanks and research institutions to
help build our understanding of the labor market context, and combed the
local business press to track employers’ responses to labor market changes and
welfare reform. Each of these sources helped us identify the forces and con-
tradictions in the low-wage labor market and in state policy that the women
in our study confronted.

Moving back and forth between the worlds of policymakers and workers
was sometimes disorienting. Advocates of reform had argued, for example,
that welfare recipients must be taught the vaiue of work. But with few excep-
tions, the women with whom we spoke had been working since their early
teenage years. They had lengthy and diverse work histories punctuated with
episodes of unemployment. They told vivid stories about work: quitting a
job cleaning hotel rooms after encountering one too many vomit-spattered
bathrooms, arguing with bosses who insisted they lift forty-pound bags of
water softener salt, getting their own desk for the first time. They grasped the
essentials of the new programs but had their own opinions as to what worked
and what didn’t. They were often eager to tell their stories. “The reason I met
with you,” Darla Tanner told us, “is because it’s gonna take people like me to
do these interviews, to make suggestions, and to participate in things in order
to make a difference.” Delia Carter echoed this motivation. “Going through
all of this is the baddest feeling,” she said, “but being able to talk about it, to
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peak up for people who might not be able to speak up for themselves, is good
nough for me.”

At the time we interviewed these women, society had spoken, and it had
‘said “only work shall pay”®® Pundits on the left and right lauded the returns
in income, independence, and sclf-respect that welfare reform was bringing
‘poor women. To hear many of those who advocated welfare reform talk, the
,,ﬁas_ policies had successfully initiated poor women into the pride, satisfaction,
sccurity, and self-esteem that come from rendering a day’s work for a day’s pay.
The women we spoke with had something to say in response. What they had
to say was not just about hard times and struggles, although they documented
those. It was an analysis of how the programs were out of sync with what was
needed to prepare them to work productively in the new economy. But be-

were bein m asked to do something that Embﬁnn munnn _&o norm.in .&_a Hm_uoﬂ
BE.,HR"|8 be the sole breadwinners and the sole caregivers for their families,
on wages that éventhe mnamnnnm of welfare reform had acknowledged were
: Smcmmoamm wmﬂm.._: some of the lcast flexible mzm most wcn_ﬁa&q structured
movm the economy has to offer. They also knew that, by entering (or reentering)
the low-wage labor market through the boundary institution of the welfare

system, they were losing rights that American workers had always cherished.

They were being asked to trade basic aspects of their citizenship for the mea-

ger help they received.




