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The Feminization of Poverty:

Women,

Dlane Pearce

Povaerty |s rapldly becoming a female problem.
Though many woman have achleved economlic
independence from thelr apouses by their participation
In the labor force {and In some cases, by divorce), for
many the price of that Independence has besn thelr
pauperization and dependence on welfare. In 1976,
nearly two out of thrae of the 15 milllon poor persons
over 18 ware womaen. (Bureau of the Census, 1876) In
cartain groups, the Imbalance was evan greater: over
70% of the aged poor are women. Black women, who
wera only 8.1% of the population In 1975, accounted for
17.0% of the poor that yaar. (Women's Bureau, 1977)

The ecoriomic status of women has declined over the
past sevaral decades. At the same time, a number of
Important and relevant demographlc changes (the
Incraase In longevity, the increase In divorce, the
increase In liiegltimate births) have gccurred. Perhaps
the most striking of thesa trends |s the Increasing
numbers of female-headed* famllies; the percentage of
all tamiilas that were female-headed rose from 10.1% In
1950 to 14% In 1978, an Increase of almost 40% In a
single generation, (Bureau of the Census, 1976;
Women's Bureau, 1977) At the same time, the
ecanomic well-belng of this growing group has ergded.
The ratlo of median Income of female-headed familiss
to male-headed tamliles has declined steadlly from
56% In 1950 to 47% In 1974. Moreover, betwaen 1950
and 1976 the numbar of families with Incomes less than
the poverty level that were female-headed doubled.
Today almost haif of ail poor familles are female-
headed. (Bureau of the Census, 1978; Woman's
Bureau, 1877}

Paradoxically, this decilne cccurs In a perlod when
other trends would suggest potential for Improving
womery's atatus — trends such as the Increase In
women's labor-force particlpation, the mandating of
affirmative actlon, and the Increasing employment of
hetter-educated women. Yet, women's earnings,
relative to those of men, have decreased; the
femala/male ratlo of fuii-time, year-round, clvilian

* Thia tarm wiil ba used o ¢onnota thoso familles In which thera ie only 26 aduit
woman and no adull mala; fkewisa, "male-headad™ wifi be uted to refer to famllias
Inwhich thore [5 an adult male, and perhapa an adult fomale. Theae are oificial
Gansus Bureau tarma, and not desgriptiona of Intra-family dynamica,
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earnings has fallen from .61 to .57 between 1960 and
1974.2 Larger dlifferences arg harder to explaln.
Whaeraas In 1950, the unemployment rate of women was
oniy silghtiy targer than that of men (5.7 vs. 5.1), by 1878
It was 8.6 compared to the male rate of 7.0. (Women's
Bureau, 1977) Moreover, if one does not inciude
workers undaer 20, for whom unemployment rates are
high for both sexes, the disparlty becomes much
greater; in 1874 the unemployment rate of women 20
years old and oider was almoat one-and-cne-half times
that of men. {Bureau of the Censua, 18786)

in sum, It ia women who account for an Increasingly
large proportlon of the aconomically disadvantaged.,
What these statlstics do not reveal s that while many
women are poor because they llve In poor male-headed
housahoids, an increasing number are becoming poor
in their own right. | will concentrate hare on the latter
group, that is, those women who are poor bacause they
are womsn. Whiie many women are poor for reasons
other than, or in additlon to, thelr gender, in this paper |
will focus on the question; what are the economic and
soclal consequences of baing female that result In
higher rates of poverty? This does not mean that the
problems of the mlillons of women [n poor male-
headed houssholds are insignificant or unimportant; on
the ¢ontrary, much of what Is sald here can be appiled
1o thelr problems as well. in particular, | will explore two
aspects of the feminization of poverty: (1) the roie of
different sources of Income — earned Incoma, public
and private transfar Income — In allowing women's
poverty, and (2} the role of the welfare syster In
perpetuating women'’s poverty,

Income and Poverty

Unilke earlier Immigrant groups, who antared the
urban labor market at the bottom and gradually
improved thelr position, women have remalnad at the
bottom, (Coser and Rokoff, 1970; Darian, 1976; Oalte,
1978; Tralman and Terrell, 1670; Suter and Miller, 1873;
Bilnder, 1973; Sorkin, 1873) As Oppenhelmer (1870)
has cogently argued, women's entry Into the labor forcé
in steadlly Increasing numbers, from [ess than one-fifth
of the work torce In 1920 to nearly 40% today, has been
bought at the price of econom|c advancemant for
women workars. That |3, within occupatlonally
segregated "ghettas,” the demand for cheap labor and
the demand for femala labor becama synonymous. The



rapld growth of Jobs, particularly since World War i,
has besn In Industries and occupations that are low
wage and dead end — and open {0 women. Once in the
labor force, women are conflned 10 these jobs, and are
restricted from maving Into better pald (but traditionaily
male) jobs, or moving up career ladders. As a resuit,
women are much more concentrated In fewer
occupations than are men; 80% of all women are In ten
occupations. Moreover, this concentration has
remained stable over time, Fourteen of 17 occupatlons
that were predominantly famaie In 1900 are stiil
predominantiy fernale, and a segregation Index
developed by Grosa (1968) indicates that women are as
occupationally segregated today as they were at the
and of the Victorlan era,

Not only do women auffer iimited occupational
opportunity, but economic well-belng is a price pald by
womaen In the pink collar (Howe, 1877) and other temale
ghettos (textlle and electronics factories, banks and
offices, househoid service and day care), Sometime
ago, Knudsen {1888) showad that the higher the
percentage of workers that are female In an occupation,
the lower the average Income In that occupation. Fuchs
(1971) maintalns that most of the earnings gap between
men and women cen be accounted for by the different
Jobs held by men and women. in short, women are
concentrated In relatively few, generally low-paying,
ocoupations. Some specific examples are givan In the
table below:

TABLE ONE

Weekly Wages and Percent Female
for 8elacted industries, Jen,, 1873

Average weekly Pergent

earnings Femaie
Apparel manufacture $ 83 81
Transportation equipment 210 10
Malt Liquor 229 7
Motor vehlcie saies 152 1
Construction 223 8
Transportation & utlilties 186 21

Saurce: E. Waldman and B.J, McErddy, “Where Woman Work—An Analysls by
Industry and Cccupation,” Menthly Labor Heviow Mey, 1874, p. 10,

The cost to women of occupational segregation Is
difficult to grasp. in 1870, when the poverty level
income for a famlly of four was about $3,700, there were
alx% million women who worked full-time, year-round,
and earned less than $4,000 per year. Such woman
ware concentratad in a few of the lowest-paying jobs:
hougeheld-sarvice workers, farm workers,

. salesworkars. {Shoriridge, 1978)

in terms of Increased poverty of women, Sawhill
(1978) presents two sets of findings that put a price tag
on occupational segragatien, First, a study done by The
Urban Institute calculated tha earnings functions of
temale heads of famliles as If they were malaes, but
otherwlse with the same age, race, education and
resldence characteristics, it was found that women who
head famtiiles would receive 36% more Incomae if they
ware men, other things equal. If male iabor-force
particlpation characterlstics, such as hours worked, are
also added Into the equations, the women's Incomes
would also Increase, but by much less (13%). Sawhlil
also calculated what could be considered to be the
long-term Institutional conatraints on women's income
Imposed by cccupational aegregetion. Clasalfying
occupations from the detalled {thres-digit) census code
as predominantly maie {(80% or more of all workers are
male}, pradominantly famaie (30% or leas of afl workers
are maile), or mixed, she calcuiated the number of
occupations in which a female high school graduate,
age 25-34, would make leas than $3,000 per year
working fuil-time. She found that while only 20% of the
predominantly male occupations were ones with such
poverty level wages, over half (54%) of the famale
dominated occupations were ones with poverty levei
wagas. (Sawhlll, 1876)

Although simllar In thelr roie In the labor force to
previous ethnlc, Immigrant, and racial groups who ware
axplolted for thair cheap labor — particularfy In the firsat
generation of thelr particlpation In the urban Industrial
labor force, In at least one respect womaen are different
from such past groups of new entrants to the labor
force. Women are permanent temporary workers. That
Is, employers can and do flim-flam woman to thelr (the
employers') advantage, by simultaneously enticing
them to enter the labor force (the help wanted ads read
“varled, interasting work, voung company on the
move™), but at the same time minimizing thelr
commitment to the Idea of an Individual career {"earn
that Acapuica vacation, send your kids to college”). As
long as women, 8s well as their employers, view thelr
work as temporary/secondary while thelr home and
famlly is their permanant/primary commitment, they
are less |lkely to engage |n expensive-to-the-ampioyer
type actlvitles such as participating In labor unlons and
affirmative-action sults, making demands for
advarcement or aklil development, and even simpiy
working long enough to be ellglble for a pension,

Thig Interast an the part of smployers In obtalning
loyal but not lang-term employees alsc accounta for
their lack of Interest, much less enthuslasm, for
developing quallty day cara, even for welfare mothers.
Such a service might permit a nearly uninterrupted
worlklifs, and/or commitment to the Indlvidual employer
over & perlod of time long enough to acquire senlority,
to demand a pramotion, or otherwige to bacome
expensive. Providing day care implles support for the
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permanent participation of women In the labor force, &8
well as acceptance of women, Including mothers, as
workers whose primary economic contribution I notin
terms of child cars. Without the provislon of quallty day
care, on the other hand, women who drop out of the
labor force or quit & job because of chlld care problems
can be seen as “less committed” workers. In turm, thelr
|esser attachment to the labor force Is ldentifled as the
cause of their disadvantaged status, Their interrupted
workiives also make upward mobllity difficult; they
never achleve sentorlity, and carear development
suffers. Particularly, as fringe benefits become an
increasingly large proportion of the employer's labor
cost {estimates run as high as 40%), workers who are
denlad such beneflts becauss of thelr tamporary
and/or part-time and/or short-term status are
Increasingly attractive economically. Temporary
workera are cheap workers.

Ralated to the “temporary” status of women is thelr
tendency to be empioyed In part-time work, Although
clearly part-time work s the preference of many
women, particularly middie-clags women, there are
many women who would prefer to work fuli-time, but
are unabie to do so. In part, this s because the
structure of the aconomy haa changed. Many of the
gervice Industries that account for much of the recent
Incroased labor demand, and especially for female
jabor®, are cnes that have hours that require one or two
part-time shifis of workers rather than a single eight-
hour shift {for example, restaurants, transportation
service, and retali stores). Such places frequently
differentlate betwaen part-time and tuli-time workers,
not only In wages and benefits, but In terma of
opportunitias for advencement and for upgrading of
skiils,

In additlon to tower wages, wornen suffar from higher
rates of unemployment and must walt ionger parlods of
{ime between jobs. These patterns of Inatablilty, or what
Wilensky (1681) called “disorderly work history,” lead
many woman to become dislliuslonad, and leave the
labor force. Almost twice 88 many woman as men are
classified as discouraged workers: nelther working nor
activaly Jooking for work. (Women's Bureau, 1877)

Finaily, It shouid be noted that the effects of
oocupational segregation and wage discrimination are
so strong thet they tend to ovarwhelm other kinds of
disadvantage. Thus, there |s some evidence that black
women earn somewhat more than white women of
comparable education and occupation, apparently
hecause black women tend to have more aconomlic
return to work expertence than do white women
(perhaps because |t 8 less Interrupted than the average
white female’s). (Fariey, 1977) Apparently, for a woman
race s & relatively unimportant consideration In
detarmining economlc status.
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Private Transfer Incomae

The second source of income to be considerad here
Is that of private tranafers. At one time, most of the
private transfer was Indeed private, that is, within the
nuclear famlly. Working husbands gave thelr
nonworking wives some portion of the paycheck to pay
for the expenses of the home and chlld(ren). The rising
dlvorce rate Is such that it s estimated that about one in
three marriages wili fall; moreover, they wiil {all sconer,
resulting more often In the eariy marriage/early divorce
young mother with very young children. The Internal
tranafer of resources for housgkesping and the neads
of the chiidren bacomas institutionalized in the form of
child support paymaents {and, gsometimes, alimony). For
many womaen, the price of freadom from the marriage
bond |s therefore very steep, for the likeilhood of the
same rate of transfer of economic support continulng is
very low. In one study done on behalf of the public
welfare department offlce charged with enforcement of
child support for welfare mothers, It was found that &
minorlty of orly 22% of spouses were fulfliling all ot
thelr ohligations fully; half were contributing nothing.
Mareover, [n two out of three AFDC cases, there was ¢
chlid support agreement, formal or informal to be
enforced. (NCSS, 1977} In part because of this
problem, in part because the tathers are either not
accessible or do not have the resources thamselves,
concentrated efforts at increasing child suppart
paymants on behaif of women on AFDC have very litlle
affect. The total money collected In December 1978,
after nearly e year of Increased natlonwlde efforts,
averaged about $6 per reciplent, and about 1 percent of
the AFDC cases closed that month were closed
bacause of racelpt of chlld supprt. (lbld.)

it Is clear that particularly In the caae of AFDC
mothers the [ack of child support Is in part due to the
tathers' own poverty, for one study estimated that over
a third were unemployed, almost a fifth had criminel
records, and the majority had unskilled or gsaemiskilled
occupations. (Nicol, 1975) Potentlal for support exista; 8
third of the AFDC parents providing no suppart had
some college education and & third had their high
school diplomas. (Nicol, 1975) This potentlal for
support will not be realized because the soclal norms
permit men to cease thelr support of thalr children
when they leave thelr chlldren. The poor father by no
means has a monopoly on nonsupport, for the falluretc
provide (or cease to provide after a few years} s &
practice widespread throughout Amarlcan soclaty.
Forty percent of absent fathers contribute nothing,
whiie the average payment provided by the other 60% [8
jass than $2.000 per year (The Urban institute, 1976)
this Is at a time when the medlan income for ali famlillea
is about $13,800. Thus, the povarty among female-



headed famllies that Is dua to the lack of child support
will not decrease unless there ls real change in the
socletal context that condones and evan gncourages
the absent father's neglect of his financlal
responsibliities to his chlidren.

Finally, women who head households are less likély
_ o be the reciplents of Intergenerational transters of

resources. While many parents Help out adult chlldren
In times of financial need or crislg, the single or
divorced daughter s leas ilkely to ba tha reciplant of
these transfers, Even if a woman recelved such help
during marriage, the dissolution of the marrlage often
Inclucies seliing the house and other proparty. it [s alao
true that while women have the same overall median
lavel of education as men, the distributlon is much more
clustered around the median. Thus, not only do fewer
women have vary low levels of education, but also fewer
women than men continue thelr education beyond the
high school level, The lesser Investment in daughters’
than in sons' higher education robs women of a sourge
for Intergensratlonal transfer of resources.

Womsen and Public Transfera

Pubilc transfers Include all unearned Income
recelvad from the government and can be divided into
two basic types: that which ia received as a
consequence of participation In the labor farce, and
that which is received as minimal Income support,
regardless of previcus employment status.

In work-related benefite, women are generaliy
underrepresentad among the benellclarles, and are
sven more underrepresented In dollars recelved. Thus,
while women are 52% of the beneficlarles of Soclal
Security (which 1s underrepresentation because of the
highly skewed sex distrlbution of the aged}, they
recelve only 48% of the beneflis. {Bell, 1973)

Unemployment Insurance, howevar, Is somewhat
more of an enlgma, Flgures glted by offlclals state that
womaen make up 38% of the total recipients (Dahm,
1873), which compares favorably with their percantage
(40%) [n the labor market. Yet, & number of factora
point to the fact that a ruch larger number of women
are not covered at all, or are covered in a very iimited
way. Flrst, there are certain cccupations that are
entirely excluded, such as household service workers
(that Is, almost ail women, or 1.7 miilton workers), and
farm workera {who numbér .7 mililon}. Second,
unemployment Insurance I8 pradicated upon
"wlllingness to work” which I8 usually defined as
“willingness to work full-time.” Since many women
work In industries that structurally reguire part-time
workers, many of them are exciuded. Third, under
similarly rigid logle, many statee disenfranchise
pragnant woman entirely without considering individual
differences in physical ability or willingness to work,
and regardiess of month of pregnancy. Fourth, many
women work In the "Irreguiar economy,” doing work

_that Is not covered because It Is semilegal or lliegel,

marginal, or bartered {prostitutes, babysitters, women

who type at home). Finally, many women workers seem
to use AFDC Instead as unemploymerit insurance (sea

balow).

Other forms of "“work"-related, Income-transter
programs support 80 fow woman that it becomes
diftlcuit to compare the relative Inequality created
thereby. How much, for example, Is the free medical
care and educational benefits avaliable to veterans
directly or indirectly a reason for their lesaer rates of
male poverty? A corollary question of policy Interest is
whether the Incldance of poverty Is reduced for those
women who serve In the armed forcés, as apparently it
may be for men who enter the labor forca via the armed
forces. {Ornstain, 1978) As Black L.ung coverage does
tor mineworkers, would "Brown Lung" legisiation and
benefit progrems for the largely female workforce of
textile mlils have a measurable Impact on women's
poverty {due In this case to work-related lil heaith and
conaaquent uncompensated unemployment)?

In discussing publlc assiatance, that s, public
transfers not conditioned on previous labor force
experlance, it Ia necesaary first to establish the extent
and the adequacy of such pubiic asalstance. Although
the number of AFDC recliplents has risen dramatically
in the iast decade, as a percentage of the population [t
has remalned stablae at about five percent, (NGSS,
1677) Beneflt levels, however, have baen declining;
using 1967 an the base {=100), benaefits declinad from
$139 to $135, from 1974 to 1678, or about 1.4% per
year. The actual average payment par famliy In 1977
wis $235, or about $75 per reciplent. By even the very
conservative standards of state governments, benefit
laveis are Inadequate. Each state determines Its own
standard of need based on cost-of-living estimates, but
this standard is not necessarily tled to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics poverty-level ingome cutoffs. Even so,
the state 18 not required to provide families on rellaf with
the full arnount that the state has determinad as thair
minlmum naed. Further, many states set an arbitrary
top figurs regardiess of family size. The reauit Is that,
natlonally, 23% of the AFRC caseload receives cash
benefita that total [ags than 40% of the poverty {ine
{adjusting for family composition, etc.), and 24% were
given beneflts that put them between 40 and 70% of the
poverty line, of that nearly haif of all AFDG reciplents
were recelving benefits that wera ess than 70% of the
poverty iine. {Joint Economic Committea, 1878; figures
refer to 1874) Even Including the cash equivalent of
Food Stamps In the calculations left ten atates In 1874
with maximum beneflt leveis ieas than 76% of the
poverly line. (Jolnt Economic Committee, 1876} Finaily,
If one compares the poverty levei of reclplents before
and after recelving welfare, there la reiatlvely llttle
ascape from poverty via AFDC: whereas 82% of the
famliles recelving AFDC wers poor befora, 76% of
AFDC famtlles remaln poor after receiving aid. {Bell and
Bushe, 1875)
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It seems clear, then, that whatever the source of
Income consldered, women are fraquentiy likely to
racelve lass than they need, often much leas than a
poverty-level Income. Child support payments ara, with
rare exceptions, paid irreguiarly, frequently well below
need {as wall as below absent parent’s ablllty to pay),
and are subject to premature demlae. Welfare
payments are below evan that atate’s own
determination of need In aimaost haif the states, leaving
almost ail welfare famliles below povarty-level cash
incomes. Even earned income, largely bacause of
occupational segregation as well as discrimination, falls
to provide above poverty level Incomes for many
womaen, in 1876, aimost 20% of smployed, female
family heads were poor — and one-third of black
employed females who headed famiiles were In
poverty. (Women's Bureau, 1677)

As we have seen, each of the sources of Incoma —
and, therafore, of potentlal economic well-belng — ia
likely to be Inadequate and thus to contribute to
women's poverty. The process of feminlzation of
poverty Is also a process of Institutlonsllzation of sexual
Inequailty, focused In particular around the institution of
public welfare. In order to understand, however, the
role of public welfare In both the daterloratlon and the
maintenance of women's poverly, it Is necessary to put
Waelfare's role in historlcal parapective,

The History of the American Welfare 8ystem

Ovaer time, the Amerlcan welfare syatem has moved
through three stages of deveiopment, each of which
can be characterized by Ha role In the larger sociaty, in
particuiar its role vie-a-vis the labor markat, In the first
stage of this tederally-constructed and subaldized
gystem, welfare weas concelved as a meansg 1o protect an
already glutied Deprasslon-ara labor market from
being further floodad by would-be workers, widows and
deaerted wives, the disabled, and the aged. Even the
titles of the original etate agaistance programs revesaled
that weifare was predicated on motherhood: “Mothers’
Penslong,” "Mothers' Ald.” By the 1850a, however, the
problem became not one of too many workers, but of
too much dependency. At this stage, welfare was seen
as a temporary expedient, nacessary {0 eass the
transition from rural to urban (for example, for
Southern biack end white migrants), and from home 1o
wark (for the woman who heads the family). Welfare
raclpiants at this Juncture wera not 50 clearily
"desarving” as those in the firat staga. Nevertheless,
much of the policy debate centared on the adjustment
problems of thess famllies. indaed, much of the
rhetorlc thet frames today's pollcy questions comes out
of this "tiding over” model of welfare; the “problem” of
sacond-generatlon welfare famiiles, the “viclous circle”
of poverty, all Impiy that walfare had fallad in Its
function as temparary expedlent to tide one overa
rough spot. Thia stege culminataed in the 1862

" Amendments, which establlshed soclal services for the

az

welfare raciplent. The object of thegse new services was
to enhance the posltive aspect of wellare, its role In
easing the adjustmant of the individual In crisls (for
examplea, to urben life, to single paranthood, or both),
while prevanting the development of permanent
dependency.

The third stage is somewhat more difficult to discern,
for It continuas to be cioudad by the leftover rhetoric of
the "tiding over” stage, the dominant poilcy quastion |s,
“Why don't welfara reclplents work and get off of
welfare as quickiy as possible?” if Instead we turn it
around and ask, “Why are 80 many waifare reclpients
working?"', we will be better able to comprehend the
way In which waeifare Is not simply a temporary sld
during a crigis or adjustment phase, but a system that ls
creating a permanent underciaes of welfarg
reciplant/low-wage workers. For In aplte of the
enormous disincentives and severe labor-market
handicaps of most raciplents, an Increasing proportion
are working. Although, at any one polint in time, oniy
about 15% are working as well as recelving welfare,
survays Indlcate that the true percentage Is at least
26%, to which one muet add those In tralning, awaiting
training, or looking for work, {Willlams, 1975)*
Moreover, if one looks at aven a reiatively short span of
time, it Is clear that most weifare raciplents In {act
alternate betwean weifare and work, or combine both In
a bewlidering and rapidly shifting pattern, Ot currently
active AFDC recipients in 1873, Willlams (1875) found
that aimoat one-third had worked 13 months or more in
the past three years, and only one-third were
dependent solely on walfare over the antire 37 month
Interval. Like the ex-convict, the ex-welfare raciplent s
“at rlsk"; conslgned by prejudice, discrimination,
institutional constraints to a narrow range of
opportunities to “get a llving” by combining or
alternating work and welfare. Put more graphically, the
third stage of wellare can be describad as a
“workhouse without walls.”

A Workhouse Without Wells

What are some of the elaments that underpin the
development of welfara ag a "workhouse without
walls"? Without trying to exhaust all possibliities, we wiil
devote the remainder af this paper to a brief dlacuasion
of saveral of these elements: (1) the Increasa in labor
force experience of welfare reciplents, (2)the changaln
welfare rules relatad to Income disregarding, (3) the
offects of the WIN program, (4) the skiii levels and
occupational status of weltare raciplents, and (5}
Indirect effects of weifare/single mother atatus.

As with most mothers, the labor-force participation
rate of welfare mothers was low In the paat, but today
over 80% have warked at gome time, and fully three-
fourths of AFDC reciplents worked full-time at a reguiar
Job at some time In the past. Most began regular work
early, almost half starting thaeir first regular Job by the
time they are 17, Inciuding 18% who begen regular



work when thay were 15 years old or younger (Willlams,
1875). Together with the figures cited above, It Is clear
that the typical women on welfara s, or has been, &
worker. If Instead of viewing welfare reciplents as single
mothers who have "lost” thelr (male) source of
aconomlc support, one views weifare reciplents as
disadvantaged workers who are unemployed, then
welfare takes on a different character, Essentlally,
waelfare viewed this way I8 a kind of poor woman's
Unemployment Compenasation, but with a dlfferance.
Aithough serving the samae economlic functlon as
Unemployment Compensation, that of temporarily
supporting workers who have become Involuntarlly
unempioyed and thereby easing for both the individua!
and the economy the stress of being out of work,
welfare is a privilege (however dublous) and not a right.
This has Important consequences for both reciplant
and the prospective employer; welfare supporte a low-
wage, predominantly famale, labar pool that s 8o
stigmatized, harassed, and degraded, that many
eagerly seek to exchange welitare poverty for wage
poverty.

Making the transltion permanaently from welfare
reciplant to worker Is becoming Increasingly difflcult
because of the way In which Incomae digregards work. in
1887 Congress required that states not tax the
reclplent's earned Income at 100%, but rather that they
dlsregard one-third of ail earned Incoma plus
empioyment-related expensas. White this reduced the
eflectlva tax rata to about 40%, tha rest of the
population doas not face thig steep rate untii thelr
income Is above $40,000. (Levitan, Reln and Marwick,
1872) Even 80, the tax rate forces reciplents into a
posltion whereby it s almost Impossible for them to
wark thelr way off of welfare. 1t does this In two ways:
first, the combined value of weltare’s cash benefits,
food stamps and medical benefits, plus the income
disregards, make it necaessary for reclplents to earn
quite a bit more than the maximum allowable amount to
achlevs an squivalent standard of living; sacond, the
tax rate subsidizes and ratlonalizes the payment of
poverty-level wages. Appel (1971) estimated that In
Michigan, where ona may earn up to $668 per month
and sustain welfare ellgibllity, it would take $904 per.
manth to buy the equlvalent of welfare-subsidlzed food,
child care and medical care. Likewlse, therels a
"netch” in terms of getting on welfare: It frequently is
advantageous to quit work becdause one's earned
income is too high to get on welfars, and then return to
work at the same wage. Even with the high tax rate, the
total walfare banefit package ls higher than low or
poverty-level wages without the nonmaonetary beneilts.
{Garfinkel, 1977)® Thia should not ba taken to mean that
Income disregards are not an Improvement, but rather
that they widen the group who work but do not aarn
snough to escape from weifars or povariy, As we shall
3ee, few women on AFDG have the skilis and education
0 earn their way to (ndepandence,

In addition to Ingentivaes to go on or siay on welfare
while working, weifare systama offer Incentivea to work
while on welfare simply by giving reclpients less than
the state has declared that they need. About half the
states do not pay the full stendard of need, resuiting In
over 82% of AFDC famliles having budgets that
racognize unmet neads (NCSS, 1874, Table 58); any
amournt earned up to the lavei of need Is usually totally
disregarded.

Altogether, the Income dlsregards and notches that
push welfare recipients to work, and low-wage workers
to get onto weitare, could potentlally be the modern
equivalent of the Speenhamland Plan. (Polanyi, 1869)
That ia, employers have no reason to ralse wages, for
thera ls no scarclty of low-wage workers and much
Incentive for those who are on wellera to seek
employment, But there is much In¢entive to lowar
wages below subsiatance leval, gince the warker wili be
pald the difference, at least minimally, by welfare. Thus,
the creation of low wage Jobs ls subsldized by welfare,
making profitable manufacture and services that wouid
otherwige ba too costly to produce. Thie thus creates a
class of workers who are forced anto weifare because
thelr work pays too little, and weifare reciplents who are
forced to work because weifare ls inadequate.

Tha Work Incentive Program (WIN)

Since the days of the Poor Laws, welfare has sought
1o force paople to work, This has been dona not only by
stigmatizing the poor, as when seventeanth-century
Pennaylvanians had to wear a “P" on thelr sleeves (for
Pauper), arid by benefit Inadequacy, as in the principle
of “less eligibility” wherein no recipient receives mora
than the lowilest worker, It has also been done by
coerclon, The workhousge and poorhouse were the
ninaeteenth-century means; today's poor are coarced
through forced reglatration In the WIN program.
Aithough WIN doces not force all reciplents to work, its
Implied promlse of a route out of poverty Is, for many, a
crusl hoax. WiN contributas to the poverty of women In
several ways, each of which is & variation on the theme
of reinforcelng rather than removing the handlcapa that
women face In the labor market.

Flrst, WIN has promiged much but delivere Hittle for
most women, Although many women on welfare are
required to register for WIN, there are a number of
stages between registering for WiN and obtaining
employment: certification, determination of need for
aervices, tralning, Job placemant, atc. Thue whiie there
ware 1,175,800 ongoing mandatory registranis In
November, 1975, there were only 8,800 who left WIN
that month for empioyment {including thoga who
hecame employed on their own and not through or
because of WIN: NCSS, 1976.) The relatively small
numbers who do reach tralning are dlsproportionately
maie and whits, l.e,, those with the least handicapg In
terms of race and sex In the labor market. (Lavitan, ot
al., 1972)
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TABLE TWO

Comparison of Occupational Distributlon of AFDC Muothers,
Female Family Heads, and WIN institutional Training Poaliions

Ever Employed Fem.Fam.Heads % In occupational ~ WIN Training
AFDC Mothers  With Work Experlence group In poverty Poslitions
(1967} {1870) {1971-2)
Protessional, Technicat
Managerlal, Officlal 2 17 g 10
Cierlcal and sales 14 33 12 41
Craftaman and Operatives 12 12 46 22*
Private househoid workers 20 8 56 23
Other service workerg 28 22 34

*Ligtad separatoly In occcupations! tralning distribution as “processing, mechina trades, bench work, structural work™

Soures: Levitan, af af,, (1972); Bureay of tha Census (1976)

Once In training, WIN enrcliges find that the jobs that
they ara being trained for are ones that wili not remove
them from poverty.

As can be saen from the table above, almost haif the
training slots are for Jobs which are In sectors that have
vary high poverty rates for women who head tamililes.?

Third, In add!fion to placing small numbaers of
women, and providing them In cccupations that
fraquently do not pay a living wage, WIN has been
maving towards direct [ob placement (sometimes with
“gn-the-job” training), In splte of the fact that women In
particular beneflt from even minimai gkili upgrading.
(Smith, et al., 1975; U.8. Commiasion on Cvil Rights,
1974) Most Job tralning under WIN was classified as
minimum — less than six weeks — or moderate — up to
several months,

The bottom line In assesaing WIN, however, is its
abillty to prepare participants to earn a llving wage; In
that It has falled. Those reciplents who are able to find
amployment do not usually earn even a povarty level
wage. 7 Smith (1875) reported that the average salary
was 36672 for women, and $8306 for men; perhaps
even more discouraging waa the fact that the net
avarage Increase in earnings for all program
participants was $676 per year for women with little or
no racent work experlence and $41 for women with
racent work experlence. (Figures are from the Dept. of
Labor, 1878, cited In Gordan, 1878; flgures are similar
for men.}

Since WIN does not train woman for Jobs that provide
tha means to economic self-sufficlency, it Is not
surprlsing that one of lts outcomes ls increased
cassloads, and/or an increase In working weltare
reciplents. The study by Smith, et a/. of Chicago (1875)
tound that two-thirds of the ex-WIN female participants
who were working recelved supplementary welfare
grants, but only one-third of the maie reciplents. About
a year and & half after compisting the WIN program, a
malority were working {58%) or had worked (1 8%), yeta
majority were also stlil on weltare (70%).
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The WIN program, whatever its phase, I8 thus a
cornaerstone of the "workhouse without walls.” By taking
a group of women who are giready handlcapped by low
aducational levels, low aklli and occupatlonal status,
and giving them either no training or minimai training In
flelds that do not pay & living wage, and forcing them to
work, WiN has created for many women a “no-win”
sltuation. They cannot use weltare training programs to
yet dacently pald employment, nor can the’ use pald
amployment to get off of weltare.

Conclusions and implications For Polley

Tha problem of women In poverty has many aspscis
that should be mentioned. Firat, many of the
disadvantages suffered by pcor womaen are
exacerbated by raclsm and prejudice for minority
women. Such effects, however, are compiex and
uneven, Second, many of the economic problems of
women are reinforced or increased by the Indirect
effects of being female and/or & single mother; for
axample, housing dlscrimination forces many woman
to live In "ghettoes” which are far away from the better-
paying Jobs In the new suburkan Industrial parks.

Even without having explored the added handicaps
of minority status or the additionai indirect effects of
gender, it g clear that the relative economic status of
wamen Is deciining. This !s true regardliess of the
income source. In splte of increased labor-force
particlpatign, the ocGupatidnal ghettolzatlon and
dlscrimination hag preventad any Improvement in
women's edrnings relative to men. Chilld support, which
rapldly increasing divorce and lllegitimacy rates makes
more Important, is 80 minimal in reality that eaven the
one- or two-chiid famlly runs a high risk of becoming
poor if the father leaves. And welfare, although it
supports more of the eligible population than aver
before, does g0 at an avan more penurious level than in
the past (relative to the current incomes of Amaerican
tamllies In general).



Welfarg’s role in wemen’a poverty la much more than
simply one of panny pinching in payment levels, for It
piays an Important part In perpetuating women's
poverty. We have malntalned hera that the Work
Incentive Program and Income-disregard programs are
creating a "workhouse without walls,"” from which
ascaps Is Increasingly more difficult. The welfare
systam has not only "bureaucratized” insqualilty (Street,
1978), It has Institutionalized it. By uniting inequality In
the labor market with the pauperization that is endemic
to public weltare, the American aystem is creating a set
of forces that oppress afl women, as well as thosse that
are already In poverty. For the same work incentives
that “encourage” women on weifare to work at poverty-
leval wages are also the means of subsidization of a
iow-wage labor force enabling entlre Industries o pay
poverty-level wages. By “training” and/cr placing AFDC
women [n traditional, low-paying, predominantly female
occupational ghettoes, WiN programs not only
parpetuate their poverty, but reinforce the barrlers that
many women face as thay try to get jobs that pay a
living wage but are traditionaily male.

The major Implication for policy of both the
feminization of povarly and the Incregaing labor-force
parﬂclpatlon of welfare mothers ls that gender cannot
be Ignored. That Is, the poverty of men and the poverty
of women are different problema, requiring different
solutlons. For men, the problem I8 more one of a high-
dapendency burden: In the New Jersey income
experiment, the average number of children per famliy
was four, {Hoilmer, 1578) whlle nationaliy the AFDC-UP
famlly averaged 4.4 persons. In contrast, an average
AFDC fernale-headed family was 3.1 persons. (NCS3,
1876; see aiso Ferman, n.d.} Male poverty la thus more
often a weltare problem, that Is, supplemaenting wages
with some kind of tamily allowance for thoge with heavy
dependency burdens. For women, hiowever, the
probiem lles more with the labor market. Going to work,
even full-time, I3 not ITkely to be the means of escape
out of poverty for most welfare women.? Once weifare
policy baglns to treat female welfare reciplents as
disadvantaged workers, then it cen begin to develop
appropriate programs of intervention at the Individual
tevel {for example, training In traditionally mala biue-
collar occupations) and at the Institutional level
{(aggressive action by the federal government agelnst
sex segregation of enterprises and even entire
Industries). Without such changes, we will continus to
bulid a “workhousa without walls,” and its Inhabltants
wlill bacome even more predeminantly women who are
trapped In a life of poverty by welfare penuriousness
and Ingtitutlonallzed work force marginality.

The aulher Iz Indepied o Frenk Munger, who sparked Intezeat In this probler
and Bulla Miiter and George Wright who raviewsd early drafta,

1. This i probably an underest!mate, for the poverty levels
established by the Census Bureau assume that &8 male-headed
famlly needs mere money than a female-headed famlly of the
same oize; thus In 1972 the poverty threshold for a family of
four (with three depandent chlidren was $3802 if the famliy was
headed by & male, but only $3715 If t wag headed by a female.
(U.8. Commiaslon on Civil Rights, 1974)

2. The ratlo of fernale 1o male changes in an uneven pattern
over tima, as well as across Industries.

3. Why Is it that in a soclety that constantly investigates
weifare raclplents for fraud, no one snforces chiid support? it
may be that this reveals something about the way in which
marriage Is stlll an economic Institution. it is as if the husband's
economic support before divorce was In “payment” for the
wlife's housekeeplng, emotlonal support, and sexual access,
but not for her chlidrearing activitias, for It s only the
chlidrearing activity that la contirued afier divorce, typlcally by
the wite — 83% of mothers recelve custady of the chlidran,
{The Urban Insthute, 1878)

4. This does not include those who are: In tralning, awaiting
tralning, awslting placement, or looking for work. Thus the
employment of a broader definition of "In the labor force” not
limited to those currently and officlally working wouid resuit In
a much larger parcantage of welfare mothers in the work force
(however marginally).

5. Two caveata about this anomaly should be noted,
however. Firat, there Is litiia avidence !hat peop!a consclously
act in this way; rather it s probably an unconacious move that
is difficult to reverse. Second, and perhapa more Important, It
only appliea to women workers; men have an hours limitation,
(100 per month) on the amount that they can work and stay on
welfare, whereas for wamen the only limitation Is total
earnings.

8. Of courae, this table is only a gross indlcator; It Is
expected that more detalied breakdown on both occupational
distribution of AFDC mothers and WIN {ralning positions
would reveal ever: more relnforgement of occupational
segregatlon. In addition, thla HimMiation |a carriad through at the
Indlvidual laval,

7. By law, WiN participants may be placed In Jobs that pay as
little as 76% of the minimum wage. {U.8. Commission an Civi!
Rights, 1974)

8, On the basls of a number of aludles that the work ethic s
alive and well among the poor, 1t Is aasumad that they want to
work, 8o that what la taken as problematic i not whether the
poor (or weltare mothera) are wliling to work, but whether they
can find Jobs by which they can support themsslves. See
especialiy Goodwlin (1972} and Holimer (1878),
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