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STRATIFIED REPRODUCTION AND
POOR WOMEN’S RESISTANCE
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The welfare mother is a powerful symbol of the supposed irresponsible, sexually promiscuous, and
immoral behavior of the poor. Resting on dominant ideologies of race, class, and gender, the welfare
mother suggests not a poor mother but a bad mother. Based on interviews with 34 mothers receiving pub-
lic assistance, this article explores how women receiving assistance claim for themselves an identity as
good mothers by defining the appropriate responsibilities of mothers to prioritize, protect, discipline,
provide for, and spend time with their children. The material realities of poverty combined with work
requirements now attached to public assistance exacerbate contradictions between these roles and cre-
ate difficulties for these mothers. This article explores these contradictions and examines the
possibilities for and limits of their use as resistance strategies.
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The phrase “welfare mother” is one in which the adjective, “welfare,” modifies the
noun in such a way that it turns its meaning upside down. It is different from “work-
ing mother,” “stay-at-home mother,” or “soccer mom,” all phrases that specify
ways of doing motherhood and that suggest certain lifestyles, challenges, and bene-
fits but do not fundamentally alter the meaning of the term “mother.” “Welfare
mother,” as the term is currently used, obscures the mothering work involved. The
stereotypical welfare mother is a symbol of the supposed irresponsible, sexually
promiscuous, and immoral behavior of the poor. Embedded in the notion of the
welfare mother are powerful ideologies of race, class, and gender that blame the
poor for their own poverty; portray women, particularly Black and Hispanic
women, as inadequate mothers; and view nontraditional family forms as pathologi-
cal (Collins 2001; Fraser and Gordon 1994; Mullings 2001). Taken together, these
ideological threads construct the notion of the welfare mother as a nonproductive
citizen and a bad mother. My purpose in this article is to examine how poor mothers
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receiving welfare resist these dominant constructions through the appropriation of
alternative discourses of motherhood and to examine the limits of this resistance.

The mid-1990s marked the apogee of recent antiwelfare rhetoric, culminating
with the passage of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act (PRA). While the passage of the PRA has lessened the salience of
the term “welfare mother,” it has not weakened the system of stratified reproduc-
tion, an idea that “describe[s] the power relations by which some categories of peo-
ple are empowered to nurture and reproduce, while others are disempowered”
(Ginsberg and Rapp 1995, 3). Motherhood continues to be venerated when the
mothers are middle and upper class, married, and white; the mothering done by
poor, nonwhite women, however, is systematically devalued.

Stratified reproduction is created and reinforced through representation and
public policy. Political debate in the 1990s increasingly characterized single moth-
ers not only as a serious social problem but also as a threat to domestic stability
(Hancock 2004; Sidel 1996). The 1994 Republican Contract with America claimed
that “sky-rocketing out-of-wedlock births . . . [were] ripping apart our nation’s
social fabric” (Gingrich and Shelhas 1994, 65), and then-senator John Ashcroft
called illegitimacy “a threat to the survival of our nation and our culture” (cited in
Sidel 1996, 34). The welfare mother or “welfare queen” was the public face of poor
women’s mothering. While virtually equal numbers of white and Black women,
and growing numbers of Hispanic women, were receiving welfare in the 1990s, the
public face of the welfare mother was Black (Mink 1998; Neubeck and Cazenave
2001; Roberts 1999).

Racialized images of motherhood are central to the salience of the image of the
welfare mother in the contemporary United States. “Dominant images have long
depicted Black mothers as unfit, uncaring, and immoral. . . . Mammy, the sexually
licentious Jezebel, the home-wrecking matriarch, the cheating welfare queen—
were incredibly bad mothers” (Roberts 1999, 160). This racialization of welfare
draws on myths of the pathology of the Black family as a single-parent family, a
pathology capable of “infecting white women and causing a so-called epidemic of
illegitimacy” (Thornton Dill, Baca Zinn, and Patton 1999, 266). Many attempts by
white liberals to understand the persistence of Black poverty have seen the Black
family, particularly Black families living in poverty with single mothers, as a cul-
tural deficit that causes poverty and community decline (Collins 1989). These
myths allow for the figure of the public identity of the “welfare mother” to permeate
political dialogue and consciousness (Hancock 2004; Sidel 1996). Bell Kaplan
(1997) suggests that this view has become common within the Black community as
well, targeting teenage parents as responsible for ongoing problems of crime and
unemployment.

Political and cultural representations of motherhood form one component of
stratified reproduction, but public policies buttressed these ideological positions by
structuring the economic and political benefits of motherhood along class lines. For
poor women, elements of the PRA create considerable difficulty. Work require-
ments in the PRA push poor mothers out of the home and into low-wage service
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work or community service, work that often involves caring for the children of oth-
ers. The work requirements, however, apply only to single mothers; “the PRA’s
work provisions permit full-time care-giving where there are two parents, but
forbid it when there is only one” (Mink 1998, 106).

Conversely, policies for middle-class families offer no such incentives for
women to leave their children and work outside of the home. On the contrary, while
welfare reform was being debated in the legislature, a new conservative family con-
sensus was forming to suggest that the ideal arrangement for children was to have
their mothers at home as primary caregivers. Mink (1998) contrasts the work
requirements of welfare reform with proposals made during the 1997 White House
Conference on Early Child Development to allow tax incentives for parents to stay
at home to spend more time with their children. Mothers lacking economic
resources and male support were not the targets of the proposed incentives, and
“some experts buttressed this view with studies showing welfare mothers are least
likely to positively effect their children’s development” (Mink 1998, 121). With
cutbacks in child care subsidies and increasing work requirements, the assumption
behind the PRA appeared to be that children of welfare recipients did not deserve
the care of their mothers or of trained caregivers yet that these same mothers were
productive only when ministering to the needs of someone else’s child (Roberts
1999).

While conservative critics lament women’s move out of the home, suggesting a
decreasing commitment to children, several recent empirical studies suggest that
American mothers may actually spend more time with their children than they have
in the past, even when they work outside of the home (Sandberg and Hofferth
unpublished paper and Bianchi 2000, both cited in Crittenden 2001). An ideology
of “intensive mothering” has become dominant, defined as a belief that (1) children
require large investments of time and money, (2) the mother should be the central
caregiver, and (3) motherhood is incomparable to paid work (Hays 1996). In her
examination of mothers, Hays (1996) found a fairly consistent adoption of this ide-
ology of “intensive mothering” across class lines and between working and
nonworking mothers. Poor women are faced with a belief system that posits inten-
sive mothering as central to their child’s well-being yet marks them as inadequate to
the task; at once they are told that they must work to be productive citizens and that
motherhood is a full-time job.

In this article, I examine the discourse on mothering that is employed by poor
women on welfare. Through in-depth interviews, I explore their commitment to the
ideology of intensive mothering. I also discuss the contradictions and complica-
tions involved in promoting this set of beliefs. While adherence to the intensive
mothering ideology protects them against the stereotype of the welfare mother,
poverty and welfare policies limit their ability to conform to the strenuous expecta-
tions placed on mothers. While promoting this ideology is a form of resistance to
the stereotype, it simultaneously and ironically constrains their practices and labels
them bad mothers.
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DISCURSIVE CATEGORIES AND EVERYDAY LIFE

The discursive categories of the welfare mother and of classed motherhood
shape the way we think about and act in the world. Drawing from Foucault and
ethnomethodology, I am using the term “discourse” to refer to a set of material and
symbolic practices, a forceful field of restrictive communication rituals that posi-
tions both subjects and objects that operate within it. The welfare mother is a pow-
erful material and symbolic category: material in that public policies and everyday
treatment of poor women both reflect and construct the notion of the welfare
mother (Hancock 2004; Mink 1998) and symbolic in the way that these categories
shape our imaginings of the world and of ourselves. The discursive field that pro-
duces welfare mothers is restrictive: it marks boundaries that define what is accept-
able and normative. The boundaries of the field of discourse are marked by power-
ful, taken-for-granted assumptions about the characteristics of moral citizens (as
hardworking, independent, self-controlled, sexually monogamous) and about the
economic and political structure (democratic, meritocratic). These assumptions
shape the field of discourse in such a way that welfare recipients, along with a host
of others who are unable to compete successfully in the economy, are located
outside of the boundaries and are positioned as deviant others.

The welfare mother construct erects boundaries around poor women’s mother-
hood, defining a contradictory set of expectations. On one hand, as poor women,
welfare recipients are supposed to dedicate themselves to hard work to overcome
their impoverishment. On the other hand, as mothers, the ideology of intensive
mothering suggests that they ought to dedicate their lives to the well-being of their
children, necessitating full-time mothering. The presumptive race of the welfare
mother further complicates mothering as Black women face additional barriers to
attaining the label of the good mother given the effects of centuries of oppression
and discrimination.

Foucault (1978, 101) suggests that while discourse can be an “instrument of
power,” it can also be “a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point
for an opposing strategy.” By naming the “welfare mother,” might some form of
resistance to these powerful ideologies of race, gender, and social class be made
possible? For poor mothers to make sense of their own mothering, to avoid “being
reduced to a shadow of themselves,” they must actively challenge the dominant dis-
cursive practices (de Certeau 1984, xiv).

Resistance in everyday life is often “informal, often covert, and concerned
largely with immediate, de facto gains” (Scott 1985, 33). For example, Bell Kaplan
(1997) finds that Black teenage mothers in her sample “dressed up” to avoid some
of the stigma associated with welfare receipt. Dressing up was a way of hiding wel-
fare receipt and, while resisting the stigma of welfare, submitting to the construc-
tion of welfare itself as deviant. Impression management strategies functioned to
protect an identity that would be tarnished by welfare receipt. Hondagneu-Sotelo
and Avila (1997) found that Latina transnational mothers, women who live away
from their children often for long periods of time, redefined motherhood as quality
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of time and emotional energy expended. Pelissier Kingfisher (1996) and Bell
Kaplan (1997) both found that many welfare recipients adopt attitudes toward other
welfare recipients that are consistent with the welfare mother ideology but make
distinctions between good and bad welfare mothers. Transnational mothers applied
this good mother/bad mother distinction to compare their own mothering with the
practices of the white, middle- and upper-class mothers for whom they worked
(Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997).

The mothers in this study employ some of the strategies described above to pro-
tect their identity as good mothers. Taken as a whole, the women express a great
deal of agreement about the requirements of being a good mother, discussed at
length below. This study extends earlier work in examining the contradictions poor
women face as they attempt to enact the ideology of intensive mothering and the
contradictions between various elements of this ideology as it plays out in the lives
of women with few resources. Through an examination of the pieces of the good
mother puzzle, I will also explore the irony of the situation wherein resistance to the
welfare mother is constituted through partial adherence to the ideology of intensive
mothering. In other words, it is through conformity with middle-class notions of
motherhood that the women in this sample resist the dominant imagery of the
welfare mother.

The tactics that disadvantaged mothers employ to negotiate dominant categories
and meanings are often ignored; they do not produce immediate challenges to the
organization of power and dominance. These tactics are critically important in
forming identity and in foreshadowing the cracks within which future strategy may
be devised. And yet Foucault also turns our attention to the limits of these tactics, to
the limits of resistance. These alternative understandings always operate in relation
to power and domination; “resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation
to power” (Foucault 1978, 95). Empirically, we must examine these discursive tac-
tics employed by welfare mothers not only for the possibility of resistance but also
with attention to the limits of such resistance.

METHOD

The data presented here are based on intensive interviews conducted with 34
women in Maryland in 1997, half of whom lived in the city of Baltimore and half in
Frederick County, Maryland. To locate participants, I distributed fliers to educa-
tional and community centers in both locations asking for single women raising
children and receiving aid who would be willing to share their experiences with
welfare. I offered to compensate participants $15 for their time in participating in
the interviews. After locating several volunteers from these sites, all other respon-
dents were located using an informal snowball sample. I stratified the sample on the
basis of location after finding that women living in the inner city experienced far
less shame and stigma than the literature had led me to expect. Half of the women in
the sample lived in very poor inner-city neighborhoods in Baltimore; the other half
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lived in a more rural county about 60 miles to the west of the city, an area where the
poor, working, and middle classes lived in close proximity.

All of the women were receiving public assistance at the time of the interview
and ranged in age from 16 to 43. Sixteen of the 34 women were receiving some
form of formal education, most in the form of GED preparation. Furthermore, 23
respondents were involved in parenting classes offered either through educational
or drug treatment programs. One cluster of women was also in a drug treatment pro-
gram. None of the women in the sample were employed at the time of the
interviews.

Twenty-eight of the 34 respondents were Black, and the remaining 6 were white,
1 of whom self-identified as Hispanic. Despite posting fliers in white, working-
class neighborhoods, I was unable to locate a larger number of white recipients, as I
will discuss below. While the imaginary welfare mother is Black, white recipients
represented 39 percent of Aid to Families with Dependent Children recipients in
1993; Black recipients made up 37 percent, and Latinos (of any race) 18 percent
(Albelda, Folbre, and Center for Popular Economics 1996).

For this article, I draw on tape-recorded and transcribed interviews with these 34
women. I talked with them about the daily problems that they faced as they inter-
acted with other members of their communities and the representatives of the
Department of Social Services. My questions to the respondents about mothering
were largely focused on the material difficulties of raising children in poverty. I
asked very few questions about the respondents’ feelings or ideas about mother-
hood as I was primarily concerned with the management of stigma among welfare
recipients. Despite my orientation to questions of stigma and welfare, the majority
of women in the sample emphasized motherhood in describing themselves and
their lives.

The data from these interviews suggest few clear differences between Black and
white respondents in their discussions of motherhood or welfare receipt, although
the difficulty of locating white women in the city points to the salience of racial
classifications. Two Black women in the city did suggest that their welfare status
was already assumed because of their skin color, which may mean that white
women are able more often to “pass” as middle class (Goffman 1974). For Black
women, race may be their master status, a designation far more powerful than wel-
fare receipt. While white women may share the shame and stigma of welfare receipt
that rest on racialized imagery, they are free from immediate identification by skin
color (Thornton Dill, Baca Zinn, and Patton 1999). White recipients may thus have
more at stake in protecting their identity and concealing their welfare status as they
are not already marked. As a white woman, my own skin color may have made it
more difficult for respondents to fully share the racism and discrimination that they
had faced in the welfare system, their communities, and the work force.

Despite differences in the experience of welfare stigma between women that I
have explored elsewhere (McCormack 2004), what remained consistent between
the urban and rural location, between Black and white women, teenagers through
middle-aged women, was the importance of motherhood in their lives. In fact,
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without access to other sources of positive identity, motherhood appeared to hold
the central place in identity formation for the women interviewed here. In the act of
constituting themselves as good mothers, the respondents were able to separate
themselves from the imagined welfare mother.

THE GOOD (WELFARE) MOTHER

To constitute themselves as good mothers, women relied on a variety of discur-
sive strategies that often simultaneously challenged the dominant discursive prac-
tices and accommodated them. In the interviews, five criteria emerged to define a
good mother; good mothers must (1) put children first, (2) spend time with chil-
dren, (3) provide for children, (4) keep children out of trouble, and (5) keep chil-
dren safe. Poverty makes each of these goals more difficult to accomplish. The
women in this study articulate values consistent with the dominant ideology of
mothering, with perhaps a greater emphasis on protecting and disciplining their
children, understandable given the precariousness of their social and geographic
locations. An examination of these five aspects of parenting highlights the ways
that, at each juncture, these mothers define themselves as good mothers but face dif-
ficult structural barriers, both materially and discursively, in doing so.

Putting Children First

The criterion most frequently cited by my respondents as the mark of a good
mother is that she puts her children first, a marker that seems consistent in the repre-
sentations of mothers in all classes (Hays 1996; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila
1997). In contemporary middle-class debates between mothers who work in the
home and those in the paid work force, for example, both sets of women must
emphasize the best interests of the children. Working mothers justify their choices
based on the best interests of their children, as they are acting as role models, ensur-
ing independence, and bringing in money that can be spent to make lives better for
children. On the other hand, mothers working in the home defend their choices
based on what is best for children, valuing time spent above material values. In both
cases, the language used to explain their situation suggests that children are at the
forefront of decision making (Hays 1996).

Poor women face the same dilemmas in defining themselves as good mothers,
yet they have markedly fewer choices to make regarding work and lifestyle, exacer-
bated by the imposition of work requirements on most welfare recipients as a com-
ponent of the PRA (Mink 1998). The choices that the respondents were able to
make were framed in terms of their children’s best interest. Shantrise, a young
Black mother whose parents’ divorce changed her situation drastically at age 14,
moved from a working-class town to a desperately poor inner-city neighborhood.
At the time of our interview, she had an intense desire to move her own children out-
side of the city, even though it would mean moving away from her extended family.
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She explained her decision this way: “I’m doing it for my kids. That’s what’s most
important to me.” Shantrise, like many of the other women whom I interviewed,
made it clear that she was willing for her life to be made more difficult to make a
better life for her children.

This better life was sometimes sought by sending children to live with relatives
outside of the city or in areas with better school systems and less violence. Tricia
Shephard, a Black woman in her 40s with two children and one grandson, sent her
eight-year-old daughter to live with her godmother during the week so that she
could go to school in a nearby suburb instead of in the city. While this meant seeing
her daughter only on the weekends, she was doing what she felt was best. “I’m
doing the best for my child. It ain’t like I don’t have her. . . . A lot of other people do
that too. ’Cause I feel like these schools ain’t good enough. If they’re not teaching
them nothing, I don’t want her to go there.” The painful decisions to relocate or send
a child away to school were made to produce the best outcome for the children.

Keeping children within the context of extended family, or even keeping them
within the immediate family setting, sometimes conflicted with mothers’ views of
their long-term best interest. In the case of Tricia’s younger daughter, separation
during the week was made easier by the promise of better educational opportunities
outside of the city but required her to spend most nights away from home. Tricia
compensated for her daughter’s absence by attending her chorus recitals and main-
taining phone contact during the week. Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997) find
that transnational mothers working in the United States with children in Mexico or
Central America understood their absence as a sacrifice for their children and com-
pensated with frequent calls and, if possible, visits home. Other conflicts arise
between mothering and conformity to the demands of the new welfare regulations,
nowhere more so than in the area of work requirements.

Spending Time with Children

All but the very youngest of the women whom I interviewed had worked during
some part of their adult lives and identified more closely with working people than
with welfare recipients. All recipients older than 17 had either worked until the
birth of children or cycled from welfare to work, a phenomenon described clearly
by Edin and Lein (1997). Most had held some type of job after having children,
thereby experiencing the conflicting expectations of working and parenting. The
ideology of intensive mothering suggests that good mothers spend large amounts of
time with children and are primary caregivers for those children. Public assistance
allowed some poor women the opportunity to do just that, but the conditions of the
PRA now require that women work outside of the home to qualify for assistance. In
1997, at the time of the interviews, these new regulations were going into effect,
and while the respondents were aware of the new rules, they had not yet been
affected by them.

The jobs that welfare mothers were most frequently offered included factory
work, warehouse positions, telemarketing, and janitorial/cleaning positions
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(Ehrenreich 2002; Riemer 2001). These jobs sometimes require shift work, often-
times late at night or very early in the morning. Shifts can also rotate, changing
hours with little notice, making it very difficult for single mothers to stay in these
jobs. Donna Oakley, a 33-year-old Black mother of two boys who had managed to
move out of the inner city and into an apartment building in a working-class com-
munity, describes this transition in this way: “First of all, I was on the 8 to 4 shift,
they put me on the 12 to 8 shift, which really kind of put a damper on my lifestyle,
’cause I was a single parent. . . . It’s like I’m not raising my kids. Somebody else is
raising my kids.” To be a good mother, Donna expresses her need to be with her
children. While most mothers in this sample desired work, they were not willing to
sacrifice being the primary caregivers for their children. They could not fulfill their
role as good mothers, as they had defined it, if they left their children vulnerable to
others. Hays (1996) finds that these dilemmas are shared by women of all social
classes yet may be resolved more successfully for women for whom high-quality
child care is available.

The desire to be involved in their children’s activities and with schooling was
also difficult to fulfill with the expectations of a low-skilled job. Annette Johnson, a
young Black mother of two living in the housing projects of a small city, was faced
with this decision the day before our interview: “I got offered a warehouse position
yesterday, from 3 to 11. Now, I wanted to work, but what happens when my daugh-
ter starts school? . . . When I go to school in the morning, my daughter ain’t gonna
see me, and then when she get home from school she still not gonna see me. By the
time I get home, she gonna be asleep.” According to the dominant discourse, wel-
fare mothers who turn down jobs do so because they are lazy, lack willpower, and
would prefer to be on the dole (Fox Piven 1999). Yet the motivations expressed in
these interviews are far different. Rather than shun work, these women subscribe to
the belief in “intensive mothering” and want to fulfill the role of the good mother
(Hays 1996).

While some recipients refused these jobs outright, others tried to fulfill both
obligations. Carolyn Barnes, a 24-year-old Black mother of two living in the city,
began receiving public assistance when her grandmother passed away before her
18th birthday. Before becoming pregnant with her now four-year-old child, Caro-
lyn was homeless and received some governmental aid. With her children now two
and four, Carolyn was trying to get back into the work force: “When I had a job, I
had called [social services] and they like cut me off for a couple of months until I
quit the job . . . because I felt I had to take care of my kids. . . . I didn’t have daycare,
so it was like certain people was watchin’ my kids, different people. . . . I had to let
my kids know that I had time for them, too.” Carolyn took the job offered to her, but
without daycare she was forced to leave her young children with a variety of friends
and family, offering no consistent caregivers from day to day. The “cultural contra-
dictions of motherhood” (Hays 1996) left these women unable to fulfill the roles of
both good mother and self-sufficient worker. The women whom I interviewed saw
the role of mother as more fundamental than the role of worker to their purpose and
sense of self.
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This difficulty is exacerbated by the lack of social support available for the
respondents. Most had occasionally relied on family members for assistance with
child care and in economic crisis, but beyond immediate family members, there
were few supports in place. Similarly, Jarrett (1994) finds that single African
American mothers living in poverty extended domestic responsibilities by sharing
child care with their mothers and other female relatives. Collins (1991) uses the
term “other-mothers” to describe this extension of mothering. Stack (1974) also
describes the extended family networks that help poor Black individuals survive
within tightly knit communities. These sources of support appeared to be diminish-
ing, however, as families lived farther apart and other family members had fewer
resources to share (Bell Kaplan 1997). For most of the mothers I interviewed, their
own mothers were the only outside source of support.

The irony of the work requirements coupled with a conservative push for
women to remain at home with young children highlights the disparity of a system
of stratified reproduction. Since the welfare mother, coded as a Black single
mother, is identified publicly with bad mothering, the separation of mother and
child in poor families does not appear to conflict with the goal of promoting healthy
environments for children. For this group of women, resisting the identity of the
welfare mother in fact meant embracing the identity of the self-sacrificing, child-
defined mother so appealing to conservative legislators (Mink 1998). The means of
their resistance, in fact, would be seen as conformity if embraced by middle-class,
married women.

Providing for Children

Another criterion that must be met to claim the status of the good mother is pro-
viding for one’s children. This necessary provision frequently includes not only
food and clothes but also other material things that children desire. In a culture per-
meated with images of gift giving as a sign of affection, and with the constant bom-
bardment of advertising, parents feel pressure to fulfill their child’s material
desires. Since these welfare recipients had virtually no disposable income, provid-
ing these extras for their children came at the expense of necessities (Bell Kaplan
1997; Edin and Lein 1997). Yet they felt the requirement of doing so. Mothers wor-
ried that if they did not provide their children with the right kinds of clothes and
material goods, their children might turn to illegal means of attaining money,
thereby putting themselves in danger.

Heather Davison, a 20-year-old Black mother of two living in the inner city had
recently come up against the conflicting desires to satisfy her child’s wants and
meet her basic needs. She gave birth to a second child at the end of October, just two
months before Christmas. Heather was forced to confront her preschool-aged
daughter’s long list to Santa Claus knowing that she would not be able to afford to
please her and provide small gifts for the rest of her family. “My mother helped me
out a little bit, you know, and my grandmother. They bought the little gifts and stuff.
And then turn around, I had like a hundred and something [dollars to] spend on
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[presents]. . . . She wanted a doll baby that you fed. That thing costed 29 dollars, and
I couldn’t afford it. By the time I buy that, I couldn’t afford to get her the rest of the
stuff that she wanted. And she wanted that doll . . . and you know I couldn’t even
afford her a bike.” Heather tried calling a local radio station, charities, and her social
worker but in the end was unable to afford the doll that her daughter wanted. She
told her daughter that Santa “probably forgot” her doll when questioned and was
terribly disappointed that she could not fulfill her daughter’s Christmas wish.

Donna Oakley, a 33-year-old Black mother of two, described her first stint on
welfare as quite difficult, recounting the two moments at which she knew that she
wanted to leave the welfare rolls as quickly as possible.

An ice cream truck came around, the end of the month. I didn’t have no money. Ain’t
got no boyfriend, nobody to help you or nothing. My baby wanted ice cream, and I
couldn’t buy my baby ice cream. That thing, it hit me right there [pats chest]. And
another thing . . . I had my own place and of course I had to pay the bills in my house,
which meant, you know, that little $244, something’s gonna be neglected, ’cause you
gotta pay rent, telephone bill, gas and electric, and children. So something’s gonna be
neglected. My kid’s shoes were kind of worn, and the shoe actually tore from the sole.
Oh, that thing hurt me so bad.

Heather and Donna wanted more for their children than they were able to provide
with a welfare check. These failings undercut their efforts at fulfilling the role of the
good mother.

To bolster their identity as good mothers, recipients made every effort to provide
their children with some of the markers of a middle-class upbringing, despite the
obvious lack of money and access to resources like good schools, healthy food, and
good housing. This was expressed in everyday practices such as dressing their chil-
dren well and making sure that they had at least some of the luxuries that they
desired. Putting children first required spending money on them first, preserving
their image and ego before satisfying one’s own. Among my respondents, this was
a double-edged sword. Heather and Donna were not alone in wanting to give their
children nice things, but other mothers were frequently criticized for spending their
money foolishly, particularly if they spent money on themselves instead of their
children. Joan Clark, a Black mother of two, offers one such criticism: “Some peo-
ple that get it don’t use it on their kids. Some of them don’t even get high and they
don’t buy the kids no clothes. They buy themselves clothes, make themselves look
nice, don’t do nothin’for the kids.” While spending money on children for unneces-
sary items could be understood and even lauded, spending it on oneself was the
mark of a bad mother.

While most mothers on welfare need help in making ends meet (Edin and Lein
1997), some found it necessary to rely on illegal work to provide even the basic
necessities for their children. Carmen Diego, for example, a 23-year-old white
mother of three with a drug addiction that began in adolescence, described herself
as putting her children first, even when she was actively addicted to heroin and
cocaine. “Sometimes I even had to prostitute to get money for diapers, because I
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spent the other money in drugs. I’m pretty sure women do things just to support
their family. You would do anything, you would go to any length to make sure your
kids [have] whatever they need, you would go to any length. I mean that’s what I
would do.” Even though Carmen’s logic seems counterintuitive as she was using
drugs at the time that she resorted to prostitution, she was telling us that she is a
good mother. Despite her addiction, she was able to see her children’s needs and do
whatever it took to provide for them. At the time of the interview, Carmen had been
free from drugs for nearly a year.

Carmen’s story points clearly to the devastating effects of dominant economic
and symbolic systems. On one hand, Carmen is able to keep the label of good
mother in her toolkit for self-preservation. On the other, the life that she describes is
a dismal, desperate one, where she is certainly reduced to a shadow of herself by
poverty and drugs. While Carmen’s story points clearly to the limits of resistance, it
also points to another set of contradictory roles that mothers must fill. Along with
the conflict between earning money and spending time with children, some forms
of income procurement put children at risk. By prostituting herself, Carmen runs
the risk of exposing her children to others who might harm them and to public scorn
should her actions become widely known. She also risks losing her children should
Child Protective Services become involved and charge her with endangerment.
While Carmen was the only mother in this sample who described turning to prosti-
tution for money, the conflict between providing financial support and protecting
children was described by most mothers who did not want to leave children
vulnerable to other adults while they went out to work.

Keeping Children out of Trouble

Providing consistent discipline for children is another central component of
being a good mother, according to many of the women whom I interviewed. The
form that this discipline should take most often involved setting consistent rules
and rewarding good behavior. The first requirement of providing consistent disci-
pline was time spent with children, to teach them and to enforce punishment when it
was deemed necessary.

Tricia Shephard, a 36-year-old Black mother of two, took responsibility for her
13 nieces and nephews along with her 2 children and 1 grandchild during the sum-
mer months when school was out. She explained the need to keep her younger rela-
tives out of trouble and provide discipline, something that her siblings were not able
to do while they were at work. “Somebody’s gotta be there for them, you know?
Because if you just let them go here and go out there, then they’ll be in trouble. . . .
They get in trouble for certain things, but they’re not bad children. . . . It’s not noth-
ing bad where you can’t discipline it yourself.” For Tricia, keeping the children in
her family away from the police and the legal system, keeping them out of trouble,
was her job since she had the time to do it. Hays (2003) and Newman (1999) both
find that women on welfare often serve as daycare providers for other people’s chil-
dren. The guidelines for the PRA encourage this trend by counting child care work
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as work when done for others, while not recognizing the care of one’s own children
as work (Mink 1998).

Material factors made it more difficult to set consistent limits and enforce disci-
pline. Poor mothers, for example, were much more likely to be “doubling up,” liv-
ing with other family members to reduce rent (Edin and Lein 1997). Many younger
women still lived with their own mothers and younger siblings. In cases such as
these, they benefited from the availability of babysitters in the form of grandpar-
ents, aunts, and friends. There can be negative consequences of doubling up, how-
ever. In addition to a lack of space, some young mothers in particular felt that their
own authority and autonomy as mothers was undercut by the older women around
them (Bell Kaplan 1997). Keisha, a 17-year-old Black mother of one, described her
situation, living with her sister and her sister’s children. Her sister’s rules were
much more flexible than her own, and because her sister was older, she often sug-
gested to Lia, Keisha’s two-year-old daughter, that she ignore her mother’s punish-
ments. “When I put Lia in time-out, [my sister says to me], ‘Girl, she don’t know
nothing ’bout no time-out, let her get up.’ And I be like, ‘No, she know about it,
that’s what they do in school.’[Then my sister will contradict me and tell my daugh-
ter] ‘Girl, Lia, get up.’ ” The constant negotiation between varying rules in the
home was compounded by other rules at school, when children visited their fathers,
and in the homes of other relatives. Providing discipline is more difficult then, on
average, for women doubling up or living in the homes of their own mothers than
for mothers raising their children in their own homes.

Another factor compounding the struggle to discipline children is the threat of
the involvement of Child Protective Services if mothers use physical punishment.
When I began an interview with Cheryl Phillips, a 26-year-old Black mother of
four, she was visibly agitated and spent most of the hour and a half discussing her
problems with discipline. Cheryl was newly living in a group home where she was
recovering from a severe drug addiction. Her four children sat around the kitchen
table eating bowls of cereal as we talked. They ate quietly as Cheryl described her
problem: “I have a problem with putting my hands on [i.e., hitting] my youngest
son, and I don’t think it’s that bad, but I guess other people do because . . . they don’t
allow any hitting, you know what I’m saying, and if I can’t chastise my child, that
mean when he get older he ain’t gonna pay me no mind. But that’s their rules, and I
gotta follow them, but it burn me up on the inside. Because when we leave here, I
ain’t gonna have no structure with him.” Cheryl had to decide whether to conform
to the rules of the group home or to leave. She imagined that leaving would result in
the resumption of her drug use. While she knew that her addiction was damaging to
her children, she believed that her inability to “discipline” her youngest son was,
perhaps, worse for him. “I know deep down in my heart that I’m not doing anything
to hurt or harm my children, that I’m doing right, you know. And for them to call the
people [Child Protective Services] in, that scares me because they been in and outta
my life so much and now when I’m doing something right. . . .” The threat of involv-
ing Child Protective Services was very real to several of the women interviewed,
particularly those with drug problems. Mink (1998) suggests that the requirements
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of the PRA intensify this risk for poor mothers as they may lose welfare benefits if
they do not comply with work requirements, thereby exposing their children to
worse conditions that could be seen as endangerment requiring the removal of a
child from her or his home.

Interviewing Cheryl and deciding how her story fit in with the rest—none of
which involved accounts of physical punishment—were difficult. Two aspects of
her story seem worth noting. First, Cheryl was under nearly constant surveillance
due to her involvement with a treatment facility. In addition, the amount of surveil-
lance of poor mothers is much greater (through caseworkers, Housing Authority,
etc.) than is the case for women with more resources, particularly those who own
their own homes, pay market rents, or are otherwise uninvolved with the govern-
mental relief programs. Child Protective Services workers are more frequently
involved in the lives of poor families (Drake and Pandey 1996) and Black families
(Fluke et al. 2003). Poor mothers have to be concerned about their disciplinary
practices in a way that wealthier mothers do not. Second, all but 11 respondents
were involved in parenting classes as a component of the educational or drug treat-
ment programs to which they belong. They were taught strategies of discipline,
such as time-outs and positive reinforcement, that were more palatable to their
caseworkers, doctors, and, quite honestly, me. Yet some were not completely con-
vinced that these newer methods would work. They were not sure that they were
doing the right thing for their children by abandoning the strategies of their own
parents for more socially acceptable forms of punishment.

Keeping Children Safe

The last piece in the good mother puzzle is protecting children from harm. This
involves keeping them off of the streets but also keeping them out of the hands of
adults who might harm them. The most common way that this shows up is the
repeated refrain, “I won’t let everybody watch my child.” While a few close family
members and friends might be appropriate caretakers for a child, daycare workers
who are not known well, neighbors, and acquaintances are seen as potentially
dangerous.

I don’t ask nobody to watch my children. If I can’t take them, they have a cousin that
lives straight up the street, they watch them. I don’t let everybody watch my kids.
(Carolyn Barnes, 26-year-old Black mother of two)

I don’t like nobody taking care of my kids. Nobody can take care of my kids but
myself, especially nowadays with all the horrible stuff you hear about kids . . . and you
might think, “Oh, this daycare worker is just fine.” Yeah, put some cameras up and
we’ll see how fine she is, because I know people have their days, and they’re not abu-
sive to kids, but they just might lash out that day to that kid and that can scar a kid for
the rest of their life. (Carmen Diego, 23-year-old white mother of three)

Carmen, abused as a child, was particularly wary of others taking care of her chil-
dren. Many of the women in this sample recounted abuse that they faced as
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children. The vulnerability of growing up in poverty, doubling up, living near drug
dealers, and spending time in homeless shelters exposed some recipients to abuse in
their own childhoods. Protecting their own children from harm, then, was seen as a
high priority in their lives even if they had in the past exposed their own children to
danger.

Mothers protected their identities by bracketing past experiences and events as
anomalies in their otherwise good career as mothers. Recipients recovering from
drug addictions frequently used this technique to explain away neglect that their
children had suffered at their hands. Veronica Griffin, a 33-year-old Black mother
of two, was getting ready to send her two-year-old son Mark back to his father at the
time of our interview. She was distressed about the fact that he was “not being taken
care of” and left to “fend for himself” in his father’s house. Veronica had lost cus-
tody of Mark the year before when she “left him in the house by hisself” while she
went to procure drugs. Veronica attributed the earlier neglect to her addiction,
bracketing it off from her current mothering practices. Enos (2001) found similar
strategies among mothers serving time in prison who were able to preserve their
identities by setting aside moments in time as anomalous. The participation of a
number of women in recovery groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcot-
ics Anonymous gave them a medicalized language that supported this bracketing.
By viewing their addictions as disease, those mothers could bolster their identities
as good mothers as they fought the diseases that kept them from their children.

THE GOOD MOTHER AS STRATEGIC PRACTICE

The criteria that welfare recipients employed in claiming that they were good
mothers reflect the intensive mothering ideology shared by mothers across class
lines and advocated by child care experts (Hays 1996). In fact, the fulfillment of this
role helps to minimize or render less powerful the stigma associated with welfare.
Welfare stigma is powerful and demeaning, yet for many women, the need to pro-
vide for, protect, and spend time with their children allows them to overcome their
own resistance to welfare receipt. It is the very act of prioritizing their children that
may require them to rely on welfare while their children are little as it is the best of
the options available to them. Connie Taylor, a 30-year-old Black mother of three,
told a story that was common: “The first time I went [to the Department of Social
Services], I was gonna leave because I was crying, and I was gonna leave ’cause I
really didn’t wanna be on public assistance. And I . . . thought about being pregnant
and that my baby needed good medical care and my kids needed good medical care
[in] case they got sick. And that’s why I stayed.” I was repeatedly told by recipients
that they would not put up with the treatment that they received in the welfare office
were it not for the fact that assistance allowed them to meet their children’s basic
needs.
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To find evidence to support their claims that they have been good mothers, many
women looked to their children. It is hardly unique to poor communities to find par-
ents discussing the exceptionality of their children. For these women, with little
external reinforcement, their children’s success provided support for their self-
identification with the image of a good mother. For example, Ayana Richards says
of her son,“He talks very well for a two-year-old child; everybody tells me that. He
knows how to hit a baseball if you throw it to him at two years of age. He’s really
smart, so I think coming [to this GED/family program] was the best for me, best for
me and him” (Ayana Richards, 19-year-old Black mother of one). Like Ayana,
Keisha claims that her daughter “just do[es] things that an average two-year-old
wouldn’t do. . . . She’s more advanced than my niece, and my niece is five.”
Whether Ayana’s and Keisha’s daughters actually outperform other two-year-olds
is inconsequential. What matters is their belief that their children are exceptional.
While none of the women claim sole responsibility for their children’s accomplish-
ments, many do feel that this is evidence that they must have done something right.

Several of the mothers point more directly to the quality of their relationship
with their children to demonstrate that they have fulfilled the expectations of moth-
erhood. Alice Brown, a 40-year-old Black mother of two, described her children’s
ability to take care of themselves as well as their dedication to her. Alice had com-
bined work and welfare through much of her life and had only in recent years
become involved with drugs. The connection that she shared with her children
became apparent when she was sent to jail:

I wind up going to jail for 35 days in June of last year, and I think that was dying for
me. But I raised them and I was so proud of that little man back there, my son, because
he kept my house in order, my phone was off, my gas and electric was behind. My rent
was, ’cause at the time I think I was paying about 58 dollars for rent and couldn’t even
pay that, you know. He got everything back up, he got the phone turned back on, he got
the gas and electric bill back up to date, and, I just say, you know, I don’t take all the
credit, but like I was telling the judge when I did go to court, I said I had to do some-
thing right, you know?

The fact that her children took care of her house while she was gone, stayed out of
trouble, and remained committed to their mother was proof that she had raised good
children.

While never able to find a job that paid well enough to support the family with-
out some assistance, Alice had succeeded in the most important, defining act of
motherhood: raising strong, healthy children. Being a good mother mitigated her
apparent failure in other arenas: establishing a successful career, maintaining a
long-term partnership, or remaining independent of the welfare system. While
these other goals may be reconcilable for middle-class women, they often are not
for poor women, and motherhood takes priority. By defining themselves as good
mothers, these women protected their identities as good people.
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MOTHERHOOD AND IDENTITY: THE LIMITS OF RESISTANCE

Powerful ideologies of race, class, and gender underlie the image of the welfare
mother, and while these respondents are able to partially counter the negative
effects of this particular construct, they do so in ways that reinforce the dominant
logic. These women simultaneously resist and support a system of stratified repro-
duction. The resistance can be seen in the ways in which this particular group of
women created a space within which they could define themselves as good citizens.
For their own survival and that of their children, women receiving public assistance
must construct this safer space.

This is consistent with findings on other groups of women marked as outside of
the discursive construction of good mothers, including lesbian mothers (Dunne
2000; Hequembourg and Farrell 1999), single mothers by choice (Bock 2000), and
substance-abusing mothers (Baker and Carson 1999). While the logic of stratified
reproduction casts these women as deviant others and bad mothers, they actively
deploy and subvert these discursive practices to claim for themselves the identity of
good mothers.

There are limits to this resistance, however, and while these women are able to
mobilize discourses on motherhood, they often do so in ways that powerfully rein-
force the logic of stratified reproduction. By relying so heavily on fulfilling tradi-
tional notions of motherhood, these mothers help to perpetuate a definition of
motherhood that relies in part on traditional gender roles and the availability of ade-
quate resources. By conforming to a middle-class definition of motherhood (coded
as white), these women protect their identities but reinforce a system that by virtue
of their class and race, is used to limit their power. In fact, one of the three elements
of intensive mothering, as outlined by Hays (1996), is that mothering is incompara-
ble and more valuable than paid work. None of the women in this sample claimed
that their mothering was valuable for society or argued that mothers ought to be
paid for raising children. They are left unable to formulate an argument that might
unite mothers across class and race lines, an argument that mothering is work and
that it ought to be respected and treated as such. This argument could challenge the
underpinnings of the welfare mother and dismantle the myth that poor women are
lazy and nonworking. Instead, they are left with a rationale that is quite personal
and important but that is difficult to translate into a political argument that might
appeal across class lines.

My findings suggest that this small group of women, interviewed just as the new
welfare policies were being implemented, shared an ideology of mothering with
mothers in other social classes. The importance of the time period during which
these interviews were conducted cannot be overemphasized. In the late 1990s, wel-
fare reform remained a central issue, frequently the subject of newspaper and tele-
vision news stories. The visibility of welfare as a public issue and the welfare
mother as a public identity has changed since that time with potentially significant
results for welfare recipients. I am arguing here that my respondents are able to
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mobilize a discourse of motherhood as a resistance practice, however limited. In the
current climate, perhaps recipients would require fewer strategies of resistance
against dominant discourses on welfare but might need to engage more explicitly
with ongoing debates about the family, marriage, and sexuality. Further research
could explore the relationship between class, race, and motherhood in different cul-
tural and political climates and further clarify the relationship between dominant
ideologies, oppression, and resistance.

Foucault (1972, 1978) calls our attention to the interdependency of discourse
practices, by which one discursive element must make sense in relation to others.
Welfare discourse makes sense because it fits with dominant constructions of the
economy, polity, family, and individual choice that create a dominant worldview in
the United States, one that blames individuals for their own failings, particularly
when they are unable to support themselves financially. It is vital to see welfare dis-
course as a critical component in this, for without the welfare mother and the stereo-
type of the poor as lazy, the existence of dire poverty in the midst of affluence cre-
ates doubt in the achievement ideology. Welfare mothers may protect their own
identities and subvert the dominant welfare mother construct when they identify as
good mothers, but the welfare mother is only one such discourse against which they
must struggle. Procuring their basic necessities, working for a better life for their
own children, and protecting their families from the most pernicious effects of pov-
erty are daunting tasks. In demonstrating their ability to resist the welfare mother,
we see that these women are not rendered docile. Yet while they are not passive vic-
tims of these dominant discourses, we can hear ample evidence in their stories of
life on the margins that they are not free.
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