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       DODSON

 Wage-poor mothers and moral economy 

        “You have to choose… and what mother’s choosing this job over her child?”

Abstract: This paper explores the subaltern work and family care practices of 300 low-wage women. While US welfare reform enforced the labor market as the sole route for family support many (often single) mother families remain wage-impoverished. Their work habits orbit around keeping children safe and defy market norms. Furthermore, in wage-poor America and beyond, this defiance is understood as morally legitimate, representing a hidden challenge to an economic ideology that subordinates humanity to the market.
 “They pushed and pushed (me) to get a job. Yeah, like all of us here. But I don’t see how it’s going to work. I have this job, OK, but at the end of the month, there’s no way I can do it (cover all bills) it doesn’t go that far.”

“That’s not their problem, that there is your problem.”

“Ya, well I got a big problem because this don’t work out and I can’t feed my kids on this.”  

(From a transcript of a discussion with employed mothers who had previously relied on public assistance, 1998, in Boston.)


In the US, following welfare reform, there has been considerable study of the economic and employment status of families that were formally welfare reliant (Moffit and Winder 2004; Hamilton 2002; Corcoran et al 2000). Concurrently, there has also been various investigation of the service sector job market, poverty wages, rigid work schedules, and the lack of employment benefits that currently circumscribe the lives of low-wage workers and their families (Lambert et al 2003; Bromer and Henly 2004; Dodson and Bravo 2005; Munger 2002). With variation in foci and findings, much of this research points out that most of the employment available to millions of parents – particularly women – does not support a family, far be it provide a way out of poverty (Mishel, Bernstein & Allegretto 2005). However, there has been much less exploration about how parents actually manage this fundamental dilemma in their everyday lives. 


For decades low-income families in the US used public assistance programs as an economic fallback to attend to family needs because they did not have access to the resources that higher-income families use, such as savings from previous employment, spousal income adequate to support a family or access to family wealth. After welfare reform, low-wage mothers lost the choice to withdraw from the labor market regardless of the needs of their children and family; welfare reform was a “revoking parental discretion in matters of care…” (page 176, Oliker 2000). Even a lack of childcare no longer justified absence from work, despite the fact that publicly funded childcare served only a fraction of all eligible families (Mezey et al 2002). 


This article argues that wage-poor mothers are guided by a version of  “moral economy” (see a full discussion in Thompson 1971: Oliker 2000) the idea that their jobs should provide a livelihood that, above all, allows them to take care of the people they love.  When work does not meet this lowest bar, mothers choose children over jobs and by doing so they challenge contemporary US economic norms of proper work behavior. 

The article shares the critique of social and work policy that insists women will adhere to the “rational economic man” model, if only pushed or punished sufficiently, and demonstrate a proper cost-benefit analysis that treats children as employment constraints (see a full discussion of “gendered moral rationalities” in Duncan and Edwards 1997; and a related discussion of the “ideal worker” Williams 2000). 


In this research however, across low-wage job types, geography and demographic diversity, similar problems and some common strategies emerged that reflect a critical view of society driven by “rational” economic customs. Working in retail, fast foods, hospitality, cleaning, office, and carework services, mothers described ongoing conflicts between children’s care and safety and jobs that “don’t give rat’s butt about family” as Anne a home health aide in Denver put it. I argue that in wage-poor America many parents reject a dominant ideology that demands primary devotion to work but they do so quietly, developing alternative work norms that reflect the imperative of motherwork (Collins 1994), or valuing care and protection of children above all else.

Livelihood strategies under welfare 


Over the decades mothers raising families relying on welfare were constantly seeking ways to supplement an income that did not cover basic bills, even when combined with other public programs such as food stamps, housing subsidies and Medicaid. Given the nationally varied but consistently low monthly payment that welfare provided, the majority of parents had to rely on supplemental resources from partners, kith and kin and from informal work, trading goods and services and maximizing public benefits, in some cases bending rules of eligibility to do so (Edin and Lein 1997). 


Survival strategies that rely on kin support or reciprocity were generally treated as a socially acceptable way for poor mothers to supplement welfare or wages (Stack 1974; Burton and Stack 1993; Dodson and Dickert 2004). These kin practices conform to a dominant ideology that calls for private solutions (often in the form of women’s “free” care) for the problems associated with insufficient income and divests the public of responsibility for human damage associated with family poverty. In fact, low-income parents always worked hard to build safe social environments for their children often in economically and socially pressed neighborhoods (Stack 1974; Rosier and Corsaro 1993; Jarrett and Jefferson 2003). But kin or social networks as solutions to welfare poverty were just one part of the constellation of survival strategies; other approaches were more likely to bend or break welfare regulations.  


Many mothers increased their insufficient welfare income through combining it with wages or working “off the books” to avoid the loss of benefits that came with working in the formal labor market (Edin and Lein 1997). Cash gifts from family members, former partners and children’s fathers were also used as income supplementation (Edin and Lein 1997; Dodson 1998). In some cases shared resources came in the form of access to public benefits are shared with kith and kin support. For example, in ethnographic research in a Latino neighborhood in Boston, several mothers spoke of using their family Medicaid cards for sick children in undocumented families who, as “illegals,” had no access to health care (Dodson 2000).  In the same research two other women spoke of distributing food from food pantries to which they gained access to through a school-based program. The program coordinated large deliveries to a local grammar school but the two women would stop on the way to the school to “share the harvest” with hungry but ineligible families (Dodson 2000). In what could be viewed as “cheating” or from another angle, an entrepreneurial spirit to build family security, millions of parents patched, squeezed and bartered for economic survival. 


Beyond various ruses and hidden habits to make ends meet, an outstanding resource that these families did have was parental presence. Welfare allowed mothers and other mothers to be there to coordinate resource-creating activities and most important to monitor, interact with and care for children (Troester 1984; Naples 1992). While largely ignored in policy debates, losing daily motherwork was the overwhelming loss with welfare reform (Oliker 2000; Roberts 1999).

A mandate to choose the market over children


Qualitative researchers have found that parents, trying to manage the loss of welfare support, dwell on children’s safety and daily care (Hayes 2003; Dodson and Bravo 2005; White 1999; Scott, et al 2001).  Many women regarded motherhood and efforts to raise children as their mission and the mainstay of their identity. “My kids are my life” (page 207: Hayes 2003) is a common expression among poor mothers and “my children come first”  (Scott et al 2001). But by the mid 1990s, hundreds of thousands of parents realized that they were going to have to give up their role as daily caregiver to their children and join the millions of other working poor parents facing the complicated juggle to provide safe care for children without the resources to buy it. At a time when social conservatives criticized the fulltime employment of middle-class mothers, welfare reform represented a “ban on poor motherhood” and was enjoying bipartisan support (Roberts 1999).  


Mothers using welfare faced a complicated set of tasks to meet the new social mandate and go “from welfare to work” or from performing daily motherwork to performing in the low-wage labor market. Beyond changing most of the activities of daily life and trying to find care for children, this transition demanded an adherence to policy that was tantamount to “forswearing caregiving practices” (page 177: Oliker 2000). Economically cornered, mothers were supposed to leave their children even in a context of inadequate and low quality childcare or with other hard-pressed kin (Boushey 2003; Dodson 1999; Mezey et al 2002; Bromer and Henly 2005). Obedience to the terms of welfare reform demanded the repudiation of the motherwork that has upheld low-income communities for centuries, particularly communities of color (Jones 1995; Collins 2000). But, as this paper reveals, many parents refuse to collude with a market-driven society that does not ensure the safety of their children. 

Research Methods and Respondents

The qualitative data used in this paper come from research undertaken between 1998 and 2003 and included three studies called the Welfare in Transition study, the Across the Boundaries study and the Lower-Income Work and Family Initiative.  All three of these studies focused on the daily lives of low-wage parents and used mixed (quantitative and qualitative) methods. While the studies varied in other ways (and included other groups of informants) each included open-ended interviews with more than three hundred low-wage mothers (pooling the three samples).  In this article I confine my discussion to the qualitative findings from individual interviews and interpretive focus groups with low-wage mothers. I note that the methodological approach that I use is collaborative and participatory and thus seeks “narrative authority” from those who were speaking from life experience (Beverly 2005; Bishop 2005)

Recruitment

Respondents in all three studies were enlisted to participate in the study through contacting local networks in low-income communities in Boston and surrounding towns and in the cities of Milwaukee, and Denver. The recruitment methods included posting signs and making fliers available, word of mouth, and through announcements made by numerous staff people, teachers, childcare workers, etc. in community-based organizations. Access to community networks was derived largely from investigators’ volunteer activities in local agencies, welfare-to-work programs, schools, churches and other social networks. The interviewees were paid for their time ($20 - $40) and when possible, meals and childcare were provided for focus group gatherings. 

Composition of respondent samples

Respondents included mothers who were making less than 200 percent of the national poverty threshold (but most were making less than 150%) and were currently working. The large majority had used various kinds of public assistance over the previous five years.  The combined sample was composed of African American 48%, white 24%, and Latino 21% respondents with 7% who identified themselves as Asian, African, Caribbean, Native American and biracial/cultural. Respondents ranged in age from 18 to 48 years; most mothers reported having two or three children in their care.

Fieldwork: Interviews and focus groups 
Interviews and focus groups took place in community locations such as schools, community centers, workplaces, labor organizations, and in respondents’ homes, largely based on respondent preference. In each case, questionnaires were developed and testing and then revised. The interview and focus group questions included specific queries and then an invitation for open-ended responses, discussions and reflections. Overall the approach to the qualitative data gathering was a constructivist, cooperative inquiry, seeking respondent collaboration in the fieldwork and refining the inquiry through continuously seeking respondents’ meanings, and posing new questions, through insight gained (Charmaz, 2000; Heron & Reason, 1997). The studies included observation, the gathering of descriptive statistics, interviews that included gathering life histories (Tierny, 1998). 

Data management and interpretive strategies
Methods used to manage qualitative data were largely similar across these three studies, with some variations. Interviews and focus groups (approximately two hours in length) were tape-recorded, transcribed using an inductive thematic in vivo coding approach and refining the coding through repeated analysis (Charmaz 2000). One study also included the use of qualitative computer software (ATLAS.ti). 

An analytical strategy was used at the interpretive stage of two of the three studies toward cooperative knowledge building with low-income women (Madriz, 2000). Called interpretive focus groups, this is an analytic approach that brings together groups of people whose daily lives are similar to those of the study respondents – in this case low-wage mothers -- to co-interpret the data already gathered, with researchers (Dodson and Schmalzbauer, 2005). 

Findings from interviews and interpretive focus groups

Care and protection of children: “I’m always afraid for my kids” (Elba, mother of two school-age children, working in a wholesale store in Boston)

 By far the topic that most respondents would dwell upon during the interviews was the care and protection of their children. Mothers spoke of poor and unavailable childcare, children who had intermittent and chronic health problems, their goals and fears for their children’s futures, children’s schooling needs, and the need to monitor older children’s activities to keep them from “running with the wrong crowd”. It is also noteworthy of all mothers interviewed, almost half mentioned that at times their children had been (or were currently) in poor care arrangements generally due to overcrowding, disturbing incidents that had occurred, questionable caregivers, or lack of control over their children’s care needs. 


Stories of confusion due to overcrowding were common. A grandmother, Earline, who was interviewed reported that, “I picked my grandson up at the center. They didn’t even know (where he was). I had to go find him in the corner of the playground. There was fifty kids out there and one teacher who couldn’t even see most of it. Anyone could have taken any of them.”    Across the research four mothers and two grandmothers reported experiencing a situation in which their child had not arrived at the childcare center from school, or had left unnoticed or had been picked up without anyone seeing. 

In some cases the childcare available simply did not match the child’s needs. Lisa, a Denver mother reported in an interview that at the only childcare center that would take her publicly funded voucher, “they didn’t speak English there. I tried to explain to them my daughter was completely potty trained but they just didn’t get it so they wouldn’t take her to the bathroom so she had accidents…” To her family’s dismay and the child’s shame she had to start using diapers again.  

Difficulty negotiating special care needs in understaffed childcare arrangements was also common. In an interview in Boston a mother described trying to manage her underweight son’s diet with the childcare center workers but the staff said they were just too busy to feed him differently from the other children. Christine said, “His doctor is telling me I have to get his weight up …like it’s my fault or I’m not feeding him right…but he just won’t eat that junk they have.” Another mother, Corinne, spoke of her son’s allergies. “My son has special needs as well.  He has severe allergies to all milk and dairy and everything, and so that's part of the reason why I work these night shifts, because I don't want anybody else...(inaudible).  I mean, his throat closes up and everything.  And so now when I ask for help (from state children’s agencies) finding special needs daycare, they send me three numbers and two of them is already disconnected… I need to know that my son is going to make it through the day.” While pediatricians, school nurses and teachers were pressuring mothers to attend “responsibly” to children’s special needs, overburdened and low-paid childcare workers might treat extra demands as nuisances.  

Some mothers talked about realizing that their children suffered in bad childcare. In an interview, Tayisha, a mother of a ten-year old in Boston reported, “I found all these notes in the bottom of her backpack. She hated it (the after school program). These kids were picking on her and the teacher told her she had to work it out (by herself). So she would write me notes about being shoved around, spat at, …” In discussing this experience Tayisha wiped tears away and spoke angrily as she explained the decision to quit her job, “I don’t care what …I am not going to have (her daughter) be in a situation like that.” 

 
Another concern was the behavior of older children in mixed age settings.  Erika, a Denver mother of three, said, “I seen a little incident in that daycare center in the bathroom with one of older boys. I decided in that moment she was not going back there and whatever else happens…she was not going back.” In the two weeks it took her to find another childcare arrangement, she lost her job.


Many respondents expressed a pervasive sense that their children were in risky care arrangements and, as their mothers, they were responsible for ensuring children’s safety, setting their motherhood obligations in opposition with job demands. While the studies did not specifically explore the emotional impact of this chronic sense of worry, many mothers spontaneously referred to being depressed and angry at their care dilemmas.

 “I’m afraid of the law” (Ronetta, mother of Tyrone and Chiara –8 and 6 – Boston)

It eventually became clear that fears about children included fear of what would happen if negligent or risky childcare arrangements were uncovered. It is important to note however that these data were not readily given. When discussing childcare mothers often posited their childcare arrangements as “OK” but then, when discussing their key anxieties, poor childcare and thus problems “with the state” emerged. Fear of state child protection agencies may keep people quiet as the following excerpt from a focus group discussion suggests.

The following data are from a Boston 1999 interpretive focus group with the author, Lisa, and three respondents: Danielle, Marie, and Margarita

Lisa: “… when we asked the question (about what people use for childcare) directly, parents often didn't want to answer it.  Can you tell me why? 

Danielle:  Because it's against the law to leave them how they do. 

Lisa:  So what would happen? 

Marie:  They would try to take your kids away.

Margarita: They say its’ child (abuse) is what happens.

Danielle:  I drive a school bus, I know. 

Lisa:  So can you tell me a little bit more about that, just examples, not names or anything? 

Danielle:  Well, our district are going from junior high starting an hour later (and parents use the junior high kids to watch the younger ones).  Well, what are they going to do now?  Because those elementary kids get out before the junior high kids.  So you know darn good and well that them elementary kids are going to go home alone for a good hour, maybe more.  You know that. 

Marie:  My biggest thing is I'm afraid of the law knocking on my door, taking my daughter.

Danielle:  I hear a lot kids say, don't tell anybody but we're going home alone. A lot of kids say that.

Lisa:  You hear that on the bus? 

Danielle:  Oh yeah.  You won't believe the stuff you hear on buses.  [laughter] 

Marie:  It's pretty scary, isn't it?  

Margarita:  I probably could tell you a lot of horror stories. But no one wants to see what’s going on.”


Over the course of the research it became clear that mothers were describing a double fear; on the one hand children were thought to be unsafe but on the other, hiding risks to children was regarded as critical to avoid child welfare intervention and thus to keeping families intact. In the view of some respondents, given that, “no one wants to see what’s going on” hiding risky childcare conditions may motivate parents to collude with what they view as a general disinterest in their children.

Many parents reported that they resorted to children’s self-care; children left alone or with siblings and acknowledged accidents happened. Neighbors or relatives who were supposed to be checking up on children sometimes did not or turned out to be unsafe people. Children sometimes made poor decisions and didn’t come home when they were supposed to or brought home other youngsters who mothers considered unsafe companions. Fear about risks that children faced without adult supervision and the risk of police and child protective services were mingled. As one mother put it, “it is shaming” to be unable to care properly for children but it is more than that, because “the law could come knocking on the door and take (the children)”.

Asserting the right to parent and defying anti-child jobs

 “You have to choose and what mother’s choosing this job over her child?” (1999, Raymona, a mother of newborn, in a discussion about life after welfare reform in Boston)

“They think they got you. But I say, I will always get another job but I can’t get another son.” (2001, Chelsea, mother of a four-year old in an interview in Denver)

“I think that they made it just about impossible to be a good mom. You have to weigh everything, every move. This is going to cost you this and this is going to cost you that. You have to choose.” (2000, Linda, a mother of two school-age children in 

Milwaukee.)


As these and other excerpts reflect, many mothers viewed the culture of the low-wage labor market to be anti-child. In response, they discussed strategies to take care of children yet to also try to keep jobs. It is noteworthy that none of studies included a specific question about informal or underground child-protection strategies because this construction of the dilemma facing respondents came from the data, over time. Had the inquiries placed care and protection of children at the center of the studies, as most mothers did, rather than welfare reform, job efforts and economic strategies, arguably more would have been learned. 

Despite this shortcoming, hundreds of accounts and interpolations described a complex web of work designs rooted in trying to meet family obligations as the imperative of daily life. The practices varied greatly. Yet running through all of them was the assertion of the right as mothers to reject work rules that kept them from protecting children. Some of work designs were more successful than others; and some, not surprisingly, led to job termination. In some cases respondents suggested that a supervisor might be aware of what they were doing and “look the other way”, considered a key attribute of a good boss. The most common arrangements however were represented as half hidden or entirely underground, executed with the assumption that asserting the right to care for children would be regarded as a breach of the terms of work.  The following section outlines some of the tactics that were described to overcome an anti-child work culture.

  Blurring the lines between home and job: “He’s coming with me and that’s all there is to it.”  
(2000, Denise speaking about her five year old son, Boston)

Many mothers spoke of efforts that blurred the lines between caring for children and fulfilling job requirements. Often this meant overlapping family and job duties, often surreptitiously. One example was designing work in a way that allowed visual monitoring children while at the job. Two women (in Denver and a Boston suburb) described working in shopping malls specifically as a place where children can be brought into the job  “under the radar”. These mothers described using the mall as a kind of village common with their children camouflaged in swarms of young consumers. One of the two mothers worked in the “food court” and could easily watch her children from the station. The other worked in a large retail store that, while not open, is enclosed by floor-to-ceiling glass windows so she could observe them from most of the stations she worked. 

In some cases mothers went beyond visual access to children while working. A team of cleaners working for a cleaning company in Boston would “sneak” their children into office buildings, bringing in blankets and setting them up on the floor to sleep. They would move them around from floor to floor as they cleaned. As one mother put it, “it’s the best I can do…they’re tired because we keep waking them up and they go to school tired but I can’t leave them alone.” They suspected that the security guard knew about the arrangement but “he’s a father so I think he doesn’t bother with us” one mother suggested.

Some mothers described strategic tailoring of employment specifically to conform to childcare. Judy, the mother of a preschool child living in Boston became a home-healthcare worker specifically with the goal of having a job that conformed to her childcare needs. 

“I work as a home health …to the elderly. I like this work because I can work without someone over my shoulder.” She went on to say why this was of particular importance. Judy always asked for people who are bedridden. “I don’t mind having to wash and toilet and all of that which some people don’t like to do.” But she makes this request because, if the elderly person is bedridden, she can sneak her son into the home without anyone knowing “unless someone (in the elderly person’s family) comes and then I just say it was an emergency.”  Judy described how she had her son watch TV, eat, nap, and she teaches him “to stay quiet”. Does she think the family (of the elderly bedridden person) would mind? “Well I don’t know one way or the other. I have to take care of my family and so I just go about my business.”

A domestic worker in Boston, Bobbi, pursued a very similar arrangement and brought her baby to the houses she cleans. “I don’t do it the first week (of a new job) but by the second I do.” She preferred to clean houses that are empty so she didn’t have to negotiate her baby’s presence but when necessary Bobbi acted as though it is understood the child will be there with her. “Sometimes they say ‘no’ because they don’t’ want a baby around or they think ….one lady said if something happened (to her baby) they didn’t want trouble. I said nothing is going to happen but they said no so I don’t clean there.” With other families Bobbi simply ignored surprised faces when she arrived with the child and set him up. She went about her cleaning moving the baby from room to room or “if he is crying I put him in my bag (in a baby carrier on her back)” as she cleans. 

Sometimes the design of childcare reflected children’s health status. One Boston mother, Letitia, had a child with chronic health problems and made it an unacknowledged routine to bring her child back to her job after her daughter’s medical appointments.  “She has to get shots and she’s uncomfortable…because she always has to get blood drawn- and then she’s a little cranky. I want her with me not in school.” So, Letitia brought the child back to the retail store and had her sit in a corner, drawing. “I can keep an eye on what’s going on.” Her supervisor was not happy about how often this mother missed work or that when she returned she had a child with her but, “I’m a good employee so she acts all pissed off but she won’t do anything,” Letitia explained. “As along as the area manager is not around, she just doesn’t notice my daughter.”

Some mothers worked in jobs in which bringing children with them was not an option so they would resort to phone parenting, often on the sly. Mothers reported using their own cell phones while working despite this being against rules that required they be completely attentive to customers or clients. Other mothers who did not own mobile phones or preferred to use those available would use phones in offices, stores and in nursing facilities to monitor children’s activities throughout their shifts despite this being explicitly against company policies.  One mother in Boston explained that she would call her teenaged son every 30 to 40 minutes just to be sure he was staying home with the younger one. If the older boy left she wanted to be sure there was only a short gap before she was on her way home.                        

“I make my own (flex) time” (2001, Beatrice, mother of two in Milwaukee)

Flextime has become an important approach to managing job demands and family needs across income levels and job types. But mothers in retail, service sector, carework and other of the lowest-wage jobs face the least flexible work and frequently have schedules that interrupt or conflict with family care.  Common to working parents everywhere, in this research mothers often spoke of orchestrating their schedules based on children and family needs; working evenings so they could be home to take children to school, working “the grave yard shift” as one mother put it “my thing is to always be there when they are awake.”  Yet low-wage mothers admitted that being home when children were awake meant that those children might well be alone at night, while mothers did late-night shifts. Those who were juggling work and care with a spouse might alternate shifts with carework.  For example a taxicab driver in Milwaukee drove around with his son asleep in the car, unbeknownst to the cab company, and dropping him off at his wife’s workplace just as she completed her shift.  

Few mothers reported negotiating flexibility with employers other than, when permitted, exchanging work shifts with coworkers. Rather, some simply created their own “flextime” schedules rejecting conventions of job schedules or through obscuring accurate attendance. Self-styled flextime was often a bone of contention; supervisors were described as routinely interpreting mothers’ efforts to meet children’s health, school or childcare needs as tardiness, unexcused absenteeism and shifts cut short. 

Jenny, a mother working in an office in Denver had been battling taking time off with her supervisor. “I call them and let them know. I call into work and let them know that I can't be in; I have a sick child. They cannot go to day care because what if the stuff that she has an infectious (?). Look.... I don’t care about ‘do I have sick time…do I have vacation time’ I got a sick child because I'm not coming and I've got a sick child. If you can't understand that, fire me. My child comes first.”

This kind of open avowal of choosing immediate family needs over job regulations was a common frame for designing flexibility at work. 


Liliana, in Milwaukee said about a phone company, “They started to be a pain in the ass, you know? They’re talking about I got this time or that time (days she could take off). We don't have no sick days at all. Your vacation days, he'll find a way to manipulate it where since you didn't take your vacation days on this day, you can't use it for that time.” Liliana began to ignore the supervisor’s rules altogether, working as much as she considered safe for her child and then taking time off. She was eventually terminated – as she knew she would be -- but managed to hold onto the job for several weeks as she looked for another one. “Whatever their rules…whatever. I say ‘yeah, OK’ but I am going to do what I need to and get ready to move on”. 

A retail worker in Boston, Joanne, tried to rearrange her work schedule so she could get home within half an hour of her daughter’s arrival from the after school program. Working overtime was common in that store and often unplanned. Her supervisor claimed he couldn’t accommodate her need to leave but she simply left the store ignoring his threats. Eventually Joanne was suspended. “He wasn’t going to hear about my problems so I did what I had to do and just ignored him.”  She abruptly quit the job one day when she found another that had a better schedule. “I didn’t owe him no ‘notice’ no how, no way,” Joanne said. Defiance of what was described as anti-child work rules contributed to reports of considerable turnover among the mothers in this research. 
Sometimes mothers described their self-styled flextime as a kind of appropriation of “mother time” as they considered the job to be unreasonable in confiscating so much of their attention and energy when children needed it. Jobs, one mother explained, do not support you. Terri explained that “Any job nowadays is not enough to live regularly. You gotta always have a little hustle plan, or a little back-up or something, something to help you. You can’t just do it otherwise.” In discussion groups mothers exchanged their “little back up plans” assuming, correctly it seemed, that everyone was doing them; the trick was integrating them into the rules of the world.

A Denver mother, Jenna, working as a cleaner in private homes, explained that her interpretation of a responsible job was producing a clean house. She described this as a professional consultant might producing a “quality” service but on her own terms. Still some homeowners insisted that she should work a certain number of hours, they “would sit me down and say ‘now, you work here four hours… right?’ I say ‘is the house clean?’ I work fast to get home for an hour or two (to see her preschool child) before my next job …the house is clean so it’s up to me how I spend that time.” Jenna pointed out that one homeowner made time in her workday to “come watch me” and monitor the cleaning hours; Jenna argued that flexibility should apply to a cleaner as well as a lawyer.

Soleria, a mother in Milwaukee working the evening shift in an office complex near her house, would race home during her dinner break to see her three children. She always returned ten or fifteen minutes late but, unless caught “red handed”, would chalk it up to “their problem”. As Soleria saw it, “They get me more hours than my kids do and if I am a little late getting back so I can see them, too bad.”  

                         “Trying to keep my health” (2004, Brenda a nurse aide near Boston, Mother of two sons)


A few of the mothers in this research described designing work strategies to try to stay healthy and strong, anxious that overwork would lead to illness, job loss, and an inability to care for themselves and their families. Extracting rest from work hours was not easy. A nurse aide Brenda, near Boston described working two fulltime shifts every day (from 7AM to 3 PM and then 3:30 to 11:30) to support her two sons and mother, who had moved in to care for three-year old. She admitted that she would take naps at the second job whenever possible since there is no supervisor on the evening shift. “Once everyone’s settled down I try to get a nap”. While she reported that in her view no resident has suffered from her rests, she did not consider the arrangement ideal but chronic exhaustion was beginning erode her health. “I got to rest more and …get less stress. I support four people; everyone counts on me. I have to look out for myself and my children.”

                      Public shaming: “you want me to leave my babies all alone?” (2001, Sharon, mother of three in Boston)

Over the studies several mothers talked about using public displays and even lighthearted banter as a way to bend rules openly.  One respondent in Denver, Martha, reported she would say to her supervisor, “Oh I know you don’t mean that. I know you wouldn’t fire me just because my bus is late …” By avoiding overt confrontation and getting the chance to present the issue of lateness in her own terms, Martha thinks that she undermined his conviction that he had to punish her. 

A respondent in a group discussion in Boston, Sharon, worked the day shift in a retail store that stayed open until 9PM. She reported that, she kept an eye on her supervisor as the day shift wore on knowing that someone might call in sick and she might be asked her to stay late. If approached Sharon would cut the supervisor off quickly saying, “now I know you aren’t going to ask me to leave my babies all alone (her emphasis)” reconfiguring the impending work request into her own terms, as an unfair request to make of a mother.  

Neela, working as a van driver reported she had established a reputation as a reliable and congenial driver. But as soon as she returned from her route she would immediately leave to arrive at her childcare center on time. This meant that she did not clean out the van, expected at the end of a shift. Neela explained that she would try to intimidate her supervisor, a man smaller than she, with “my big self” and the implication that she might lose her temper. “He’s scared of me…like maybe I have crazy temper, I think. So when he starts I right away say real loud, ‘oh no Mr. so and so, I gotta go get my baby’”. Alternatively she would say in loud public voice, “You go get him and bring him here but otherwise I gotta go.” Neela believes that between her merit as a driver, but also her reputation as potentially dangerous, “one of those crazy women,” saved both her job and her childcare. But “You really have to know how to be in their (supervisors) face, you can’t like look down (when talking with them).” 

“She‘s been there so she looks the other way” (2001, Loretta referring to her supervisor Karen, Milawaukee)


Across the years of research most mothers referred to a supervisor for whom they had worked who made an effort to be flexible and understanding. They were often prized. In some discussion groups their names and business addresses were passed around much like an “X” carved onto a welcome door. Sometimes these people were described as having personal insight in the hardships of being poor or they were identified as understanding due to their race, ethnic or single parent status. In some descriptions they were simply seen as decent people, as a working mother in Milwaukee put it, “He told me he was going to work with me as hard as he could…so I could keep (the job).” After many months she became a postal worker a job that created a dramatic change in her family’s status and she attributed that to her own effort and this supervisor who, based on rules alone, “should have fired me half a dozen times”. In examples such as this one, the choice that individual employers made was seen as discrete from the company rules. 

In some jobs individual employers could choose the “my way or the highway” supervision style that was so often referred to, they could choose to “look the other way” or they could actively “show a little decency” as the postal worker put it. Some mothers spoke of their effort to show their appreciation by trying hard to fulfill job demands as much as they could.

 Still, poverty wages, rigid job structure and little room for advancement frequently trumped individually tailored accommodations. Even with a “good boss” jobs often turned over or mothers were sanctioned at work losing pay and promotions for their attendance or tardiness.

A moral economy and motherwork

In 2001, in a focus group of six women, Barbara said, 

“ The thing you have to remember is that they don’t care … if your child is safe or out in the street alone…they don’t care if you are pregnant and the job is going to make you sick.” (Later in the discussion)  “Okay, I was five months pregnant last year work at a (fast food restaurant) doing cashier and cooking. So I cleaned bathrooms too but the point is they said I have to use bleach…to mop the floor… and the (toilet). So I need a brush…(but) he’s going to tell me to put my hands…to get my nigger hands and get a towel and wash out the inside of the commode…it was the men’s bathroom, it was filthy. I said ‘I can catch hepatitis… but he’s like ‘oh yes you are going to do that’ and, yeah, I quit. I walked out to his face. You’ve got to remember that they don’t (care)… if it isn’t their child…”

This woman spoke of a parental rebellion and in particular in the US, led by African American people, in the face of a society that demonstrates small regard for their children’s survival. But I argue she comes from a long history of poor parents who draw this line.

In early 18th century England in a developing market economy, local villagers or “colliers” found that the wages they earned no longer covered the basics; they could no longer afford to buy bread.  And, in the “spasmodic” episodes of rebellion that followed -- the food riots -- it was noted that mothers played an active role violently confronting bakers and grain sellers, sometimes with children in tow. But Thompson (1971) argues there is more here than the hungry rabble. He argues that ordinary people expect their society to function as a moral economy, to operate “within a popular consensus as to what were legitimate and what were illegitimate practices” (page 79); that selling bread for more than people earn is an outrage extending beyond immediate hunger pangs (also, see Scott 1990).  When the society fails to meet such essential moral obligations rebellion is not only inevitable, from the perspective of those rebelling, it is also legitimate. 

In contemporary American society too there has been a profound disruption of moral economy. There has been a transformation of a wage debate with the premise of “a fair day’s pay” to one about the new service economy and a global “race to the bottom” (Tonelson 2000; Mishel et al 2005). The gap between a federally approved minimum wage and a wage that actually covers basic human needs has continue to grow over the last decade, unabated (Poverty and Family Budgets, EPI 2005; Kuriansky& Brooks 2003). Simultaneously, the longstanding “motherhood exemption” from employment that poor mothers used (in lieu of spousal and private wealth) to raise their children was lost with welfare reform (Czapanskiy 2002; White 2001; Oliker 2002). Poor mothers, who long cultivated complex ways to spin a web of survival through intermittent employment, social welfare programs, othermother care and informal entrepreneurial ventures saw this house of cards collapse.

In a profoundly altered world the meaning of moral economy for poor parents had to evolve to incorporate carework – a nonmarket force that emerged as pivotal in this research. Throughout history, food, wage and labor riots battled the labor market along economic lines, seeking and then trying to maintain a family wage. But over the past seven years, poor mothers in post-welfare America have revised the meaning of moral economy. Similar to the longstanding practices of slave, immigrant, ethnic minority, undocumented and poor-single parents, they have designed daily habits that defy the fundamental norms of work (de Certeau 1984; Collins 1994; Ewick and Silby 1998) 

Much has been written about how poor mothers, particularly mothers of color, make use of social networks and underground capital for survival; mixing public assistance with wages, reciprocity in kin aid and informal as well as legal work (Stack 1974; Dill 1988; Edin & Lein 1997; Dodson 1998; Naples 1994: Rogers-Dillon & Haney 2005). These scholars have documented and theorized about poor mothers’ creative habits for communal survival. In this paper I extend this discussion to point out how employed yet still impoverished mothers have imported these creative habits – sometimes from across the globe -- into the workplace. They become adept at ducking “under the radar” as they come and go, they use theater to jolly supervisors and avoid sanctions, they take their children to work and hide them, and they develop their own version of flexible work schedules (Dodson and Bravo 2005). They try to repossess parts of their lives even as poor wages demand more of their time.

In this research, as in other studies, most of the respondents had a positive attitude toward having a job, to interacting and socializing with other adults and a desire to be earning their own way (Duncan et al 2003; Moss and Tilly 2001; Amott and Matthaei 1991). But, carework emerged as the guiding force whenever children (and sometimes other kin) are in jeopardy. And in American wage poverty, jeopardy is ubiquitous. In response, hundreds of accounts described ways that are reconfiguring parents’ relationship to the labor market placing people at the center.  And they do so reflecting histories of underlives, revealing  “a whole array of creative strategies including ‘slow-downs,’ theft and ‘pan-toting’ …” (18, Kelley 1994) as well as tactics imported from across the globe that, in an immediate sense, subsidized poverty wages. But they also came as small blows against an indecent wage system (Thompson 1971; Kelley 1994; Ewick and Silby 1998). Labor historians and scholars of inequality provide a critical discourse about poor people’s largely concealed responses to economic conditions that erode their humanity. While immediate need, the  “hunger in the belly” can spark explosive moments; ordinary people may begin to regard everyday acting up as legitimate, a righteous response to an immoral economy.  

I start these concluding comments with the scorching words of one of many women who explained that she lives in a society that does not value her life or the lives that she holds most dear. She explained her version of the society as one that treats the baby she would someday hold in her hands as valueless. Her hands, her black hands, are for cleaning out the toilets.  And even in the throes of this harsh, clearly racialized account, she was looking at all the wage-poor mothers in the room, Black, white and Mexican who nodded at the words and their shared meaning.  
She was not alone. In this research I found that many mothers acted on the expectation of moral economy, expected their wages to provide a living. But they demanded more than that because in their world moral economy must go beyond market terms, they asserted moral society. In this place working parents will contest unfair wages but even before that resistance starts, a parent will act on behalf of her child’s life. To many mothers this means that she has the right to refuse the terms of the labor market, the job schedule, the hours of work and employers’ work rules, if they threaten the safety of her children. Reaching down deeper, a few mothers argued that contemporary work and family policy for poor parents, particularly women of color, demands their collusion with the society’s demonstrable lack of concern for the survival of their children. Again and again, this was described as a profane contract and in low-wage America many parents are actively refusing such terms.

Of course there is a price to pay for refusal; working-poor mothers are often described, not as devoted parents but as a deficient workers; as people without a work ethic (Moss and Tilly 2002). Many of the participants in this research had been “disciplined” at work and many had lost jobs. In listening to employers I have heard that, “ [they] have don’t have any discipline…they don’t follow up, they’re not responsible” (also see Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991) Particularly low-wage mothers are known for tardiness, for absenteeism and their inability to stick to the job (Kennelley 1996; Moss and Tilly 2002; Dodson and Bravo 2005).  While this narrative of cultural deficiency and character flaws is well known, another social history is quietly underway. Low-wage parents recognize much of contemporary work structure as anti-child, as inhumane, and thus as immoral and so must be defied however possible. And so it is.

All pseudonyms used in this article were either chosen by participants or drawn from the list of hundreds of names of mothers who participated in the various studies.

REFERENCES 

Amott Teresa and Julie Matthaei. 1991. Race, Gender and Work: A Multicultural Economic History of Women in the United States. Boston: South End Press.

Beverly, John. 2005. “Testimonio, Subalternity, and Narrative Authority.” In The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research: Third Edition, ed. Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln, 547-558. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bishop, Russell. 2005. “ Freeing Ourselves from Neocolonial Domination in Research: A Kaupapa Maori Approach to Creating Knowledge. In The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research: Third Edition, ed. Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln, 109-138. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Boushey, Heather. 2003. Who Cares? The Childcare Choices of Working Mothers. Washington DC: Center for Economic and Policy Research.   
Boushey, Heather and Bethney Gunderson. 2001. When Work Just isn’t Enough: Measuring Hardships Faced by Families After Moving from Welfare to Work.  (Briefing Paper#107) Washington DC: Economic Policy Institute. 

Burton, Linda M. and Carol Stack. 1993. “Conscripting Kin; Reflections on Family, Generation, and Culture.” In The Politics of Pregnancy: Adolescent Sexuality and Public Policy, ed. Ann Lawson and Deborah. L. Rhode, 174-185.  New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Burtless, Gary. 1998. “Can the Labor Market Absorb Three Million Welfare Recipients?” Focus, 19(3): 1-6

Charmaz, Kathy. 2000. “Grounded Theory: Objectivist and Constructivist Methods.” In Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, 509 –535. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Collins, Patricia Hill. 1994. “Shifting the Center: Race, Class, and Feminist Theorizing about Motherhood.” In Mothering Ideology, Experience, Agency, eds. Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Grace Chang and Linda Rennie Forcey, 45-66. New York: Routledge. 

Dill, Bonnie Thorton. 1988. “Our Mothers’ Grief: Racial Ethnic Women and the Maintenance of Family.”  Journal of Family History 13(4): 415-431.

Dodson, Lisa and Ellen Bravo. 2005. “When There Is No Time or Money: Work, Family, and Community Lives of Low-Income Families.” In Unfinished Work: Building Democracy and Equality in an Era of Working Families, eds. Christopher Beem and Jody Heymann, 122-154. New York: The New Press.

Dodson, Lisa and Leah Schmalzbauer. 2005. “Poor Mothers and Habits of Hiding: Participatory Methods in Poverty Research.” Journal of Marriage and Family 67: 949-959.

Dodson, Lisa and Jillian Dickert. 2004. “Girls’ Family Labor in Low-Income Households: A Decade of Qualitative Research. Journal of Marriage and Family 66: 318-332.

Dodson, Lisa. 1998. Don’t Call Us Out of Name: The Untold Lives of Women and Girls in Poor America. Boston: Beacon Press.
Dodson, Lisa. 2000. “Getting by when there’s no making it.” Unpublished paper presented at the Radcliffe Public Policy Center, Fellows’ Talks. Harvard University

Duncan, Simon and Rosalind Edwards. 1997. “Lone Mothers and Paid Work: Rational Economic Man or Gendered Moral Rationalities.” Feminist Economics 3(2) 29-61.

Duncan, Simon, Rosalind Edwards, Tracey Reynolds and Pam Alldred. 2003. “Motherhood, Paid Work and Partnering: Values and Theories.” Work, Employment and Society 17(2) 309-330.

Edin, Kathryn and Laura Lein. 1997.  Making Ends Meet: How Single Mothers Survive Welfare and Low-Wage Work. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Ewick, Patricia and Susan S. Silby.1998. The Common Place of Law: Stories from Everyday Life. Chicago: Chicago Press.

Fraser, Nancy and Linda Gordon. 1994.  “A Genealogy of Dependency: Tracing a Keyword of the U.S. Welfare State.”  Signs 19:309-36. 

Hays, Sharon. 2003. Flat Broke with Children. New York: Oxford.

Heron, John and Peter Reason. 2001. “The Practice of Co-operative Inquiry: Research ‘With’ Rather Than ‘On’ People.” In Handbook of Action Research, eds. Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury, 179-188. London: Sage.  
Jones, Jacqueline. 1985. Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and the Family from Slavery to the Present. New York: Basic Books.

Kelley, Robin D. G. 1994. Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class. New York: The Free Press. 

Kennelley, Ivy. 1996. “You've Got that Single Mother Element: How Atlanta Employers View African-American Women as Employees.” Master's Thesis, University of Georgia.

Kirschenman, Joleen and Kathryn Neckerman. 1991. "'We'd Love to Hire Them But...’:The Meaning of Race for Employers." In The Urban Underclass, eds. Christopher Jencks and Paul Peterson, 203-233.  Washington, DC: Brookings Institute.

Lambert, Susan, Elaine Waxman, and Anna Haley-Lock. 2003. “Against the Odds: A Study of Instability in Lower-Skilled Jobs.” Working paper of the Project on Public Economy of Work presented at 2003 annual Work/Life Conference: Orlando, FLA.

Loprest, Pamela. 2001. How Families That Left Welfare Are Doing? A Comparison of Early and Recent Leavers.  Series B, No. B-36. Washington DC: US Department of Health and Human Services.

Madriz, Esther. 2000. “Focus Groups in Feminist Research.”  In Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. Norma Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln, 835-850. Thousand Oaks CA: Sage Publications.

Mead, Lawrence. 1992.  New Politics of Poverty: The Nonworking Poor in America.  New York: Basic Books.  

Mezey, Jennifer, Rachel Schumacher, Mark Greenberg, Joan Lombardi and John Hutchins. 2002. “Unfinished Agenda: Child Care for Low-Income Families Since 1996” (Policy Brief).  Washington, DC: Center for Law and Social Policy. 

Mishel, Lawrence, Jared Bernstein and Sylvia Allegretto. 2005. The State of Working America. Economic Policy Institute Ithica, NY: Cornell University Press

Moss, Philip and Chris Tilly. 2001. Stories Employers Tell. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Munger, Frank. 2002. Laboring Below the Line. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Oliker, Stacy J. 2000. “Examining Care at Welfare’s End.” In Care Work: Gender, Labor and the Welfare State, eds. M. H. Meyer, 167-185. New York: Routledge. 

Roberts, Dorothy. 1999. “Welfare’s Ban on Poor Motherhood.” In Whose Welfare?, ed. Gwendolyn Mink, 152-167. New York: Cornell University Press.

Rosier, Katherine B. and William Corsaro. 1993. “Competent Parent; Complex Lives: Managing Parenthood in Poverty.”  Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 22: 171-204.

Scott, James C. (1990). Domination and the arts of resistance: Hidden transcripts. New Haven,   CT: Yale University Press.

Scott, Ellen, Katherine Edin, Andrew S. London, and Jennifer Mazelis. 2001.  “My Children Come First: Welfare-Reliant Women’s Post-TANF Views of Work-Family Trade-Offs and Marriage.”  In For Better and for Worse: Welfare Reform and the Well-Being of Children and Families, ed. Greg Duncan and Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, 132-53. New York: Russell Sage Foundation

Tierny, William G. 1998. “Life History’s History: Subjects Foretold.” Qualitative Inquiry 4:49-70.

Thompson, Edward P. 1971. “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century.” Past and Present 50: 76-136.

White, Lucie. 1999. “Quality Child Care for Low-Income Families: Despair, Impasse, Improvisation.” In Hard Labor: Women and Work in the Post-Welfare Era, eds. Handler, Joel and Lucie White, 116-142. New York: M.E. Sharpe

Williams, Joan. 2000. Unbending Gender: Why Family and Work Conflict and What to do About It. New York: Oxford.

PAGE  
34

