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ABSTRACT 

This research paper includes a brief history of poverty among 

women in the United States, but focuses most specifically upon the 

experiences of four rural women living in poverty. A qualitative approach 

was used, with personal narrative provided by the participants on some 

topics including stress and depression. The participants were all in the 

process of finishing an education or had already done so at the time of this 

research. Results showed that the participants were enabled to do so, in 

part, because of strong support networks consisting of family and 

community. A feminist perspective was used, as it became evident soon 

after beginning the research that it was impossible to address the subject 

without doing so. Possible alternatives to current welfare reform, and the 

need for social change in order to narrow the gender/class stratification 

are discussed. 

Introduction 

Poverty is much more than simply not having enough money. 

Poverty limits choices and narrows possibilities. This research focuses on 

the experiences of four single parents and their lives as affected by poverty. 

Through their narratives and a simple demographic survey, we hope to gain 

insight into some of the common, as well as uniquely individual, themes of 

poverty, and to consider the role of educational goals in association with 

empowerment.    

A Brief History 

The experience of modern women in poverty is not exclusive to 

this era, but is in fact shaped by sentiments toward working class and poor 

women, which have consistently influenced public policy. While we may 

like to entertain the notion that the feminization of poverty has its origins in 

recent history, the facts inform us otherwise. In reality, women and poverty 

share a long history. 

In the 1600s, the American colonies modeled their poverty 

“programs” on similar programs in England. The majority of the 
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impoverished population was housed in poor houses or poor farms to keep 

them from slipping into idleness and crime, the otherwise “natural” 

condition of such a population. Most of the labor consisted of jobs devised 

strictly to keep the poor from such idleness. The result was an unpaid labor 

force that served to force wages even lower for unskilled labor, thereby, 

creating more impoverished workers (Abramovitz, 1996).  

Industrial society introduced a shift from women’s cottage 

industry, to manufacturing. During the textile mill heydays of the early 20
th

 

century, even middle class women were lured into employment with 

inducements of respectability, such as chaperoned housing. The industries 

remained “traditionally” familiar to women’s former agrarian occupations. 

Still, the majority of wage-working women were of working class families 

or single women. Their wages remained below that of their male 

counterparts, and benefits were nonexistent (Katz, 1989).  

Women with children have always faced additional hardships. 

Traditional “women’s work” was usually essential to the household 

economy, but unpaid and undervalued. In addition to their work, whether in 

cottage industry or manufacturing, the child-rearing responsibilities have 

largely fallen to women. Though of obvious importance, childcare has 

never been given value unless a woman was raising someone else’s child; 

even then, the perceived value was negligible. For instance, childcare 

providers that are reimbursed by the state of Wisconsin receive only $2.50 

per hour per child (Childcare, 2001). For some time in our history, only 

poor women were thought worthy of such menial responsibility as raising 

children. 

Not until the 1930s did we begin to see a change in public 

sentiment. The Great Depression gave lie to poverty as personal failing, as 

millions of formerly middle-class folk were suddenly on intimate terms 

with poverty. Roosevelt’s New Deal guaranteed the working class basic 

economic security. The introduction of unemployment insurance and Social 

Security benefits served to indicate a government assuming responsibility 

for and dedicated to insuring minimal standards of living to its citizens--at 

least to white men and white women who conformed to the approved 

feminine role (Abramovitz, 1996).  

During this same period, the Aid to Dependent Children program 

was passed into law. ADC was designed to provide security to the children 

of poor women. In contrast to the Widows Benefits provided by Social 

Security, the ADC program provided less financial support, and a stigma 

arose in association with participation in the program. This was an effort to 

make women conform to the “family ethic”, or, in other words, the 

patriarchal model of father as breadwinner, and women and children as 

dependents upon him. Never the less, it gave poor female-headed families a 

minimal level of security (Gordon, 1994).  
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The last few years have seen the pendulum swing again towards the 

explanation of poverty as a personal failing. The emphasis has shifted from 

a responsible society to the responsible individual. The “War on Poverty” 

that began in the latter part of the twentieth century, became instead a war 

on welfare. The new welfare reforms include a return to the workfare 

programs of the 17
th
 century. The conservative vision of the “family” 

includes the traditional stay-at-home mother and breadwinner father. There 

is no room in this vision for the single mother and her family. While tax 

breaks serve the wealthy and corporate welfare is on the rise, there is a new 

war being waged on the poor. Single women with children are on the front 

lines (Sidel, 1996).  

 

Method 

 

A qualitative narrative approach was used, interviewing four 

women in a rural area of Northern Wisconsin. Each interview comprises 

background information, family history and other pertinent data. In 

addition, the interviews included discussion of the participants’ experiences 

as poor women. Each interview addressed issues peculiar to poverty, along 

with information specific to the women’s lives as students and mothers. 

This research was influenced by the methodology used in other qualitative 

research on women and poverty. (Liebow, E., 1993; Pokalow, V., 1993; 

Schein, V., 1995; Seccomb, K., 1999) Methods of critical research were 

influenced by the following texts, Thinking Critically About Research on 

Sex and Gender (1994), and Ethical Dilemmas in Feminist Research 

(1999). 

 

Participants 

 

 The women in these interviews have been kind enough to share 

their experiences in the anticipation that by doing so, they can help inform 

us of the debilitating nature of poverty and the necessity of programs that 

are supportive of single mothers and students. To insure their privacy the 

names of the participants have all been changed. These four women range 

in age from 28-43. Their children are between the ages of 8 and 25. Three 

of the women are currently attending college and the fourth has finished her 

education. They have experience with human service programs and have 

the responsibility of at least one dependent. Though strikingly different, 

each woman shares in common experiences endemic to poverty.  

Martha is a widow, a mother of 3 children and a grandmother. Sara 

is the mother of 2 children and has never been married. Kayla is a divorced 

mother of 1 child. Rachael is the mother of 4 children and divorced 3 times.  
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This is a small sample and hardly comprehensive, but these women 

do present us with evidence in their experiences that can help us understand 

that though each person is unique, they have several basic needs that are a 

shared requisite to employment or education. They also have in common 

the fact that they are all white and have either completed their college 

education or are in the process of completing it. For these women, 

education appears to be a road leading out of poverty. 

Otherwise, these women and their stories are different, span 

different ages and family sizes, and come from different family and socio-

economic backgrounds. 

 

Procedures 

 
Participants were selected from the local population of single 

mothers available to the researcher. Participation was voluntary. Interviews 

were conducted using various mediums including; personal contact, email 

correspondence and telephone conversation. No incentives were offered to 

participants for their cooperation. The four women received informed 

consent as noted in Appendix A and responded to questions as outlined in 

Appendix B. During the course of the research I found myself identifying 

with the participants and therefore consider myself a participant/observer. 

 

Interviews 

 

 The following narratives touch on issues that affect all women in 

poverty. Therefore, I believe it is important while reading them to keep in 

mind that: 

 

This distinct character of women’s poverty has   two 

sources: women bear the major responsibility for 

childrearing; and women’s income and economic mobility 

are limited further by occupational segregation, sex   

discrimination and sexual harassment. (Scott, p.23, 1984).      

 

Corroboration of this statement is evident throughout this paper.     

              

One Woman 

 

Martha’s voice is full of the distinctive twang of the Upper 

Midwest, an accent that is a cross between Midwest and Canadian. Her face 

is tanned and laugh lines are evident at her eyes and mouth. Her brow is 

creased as she talks of her life, “It’s hard to think of what I need to say.” 
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Her hands twist nervously in her lap as she probes her past and present for 

our edification. 

Martha, 43, is the only girl in a family of six children. Her parents 

are working-class folk. Her mother never worked outside of the home and 

her father worked for the local township until recently, when he retired. 

Martha’s story should have been different. She did everything the 

way she was supposed to. She married her high school sweetheart after 

graduating from high school. He was in the service and stationed in Florida 

for the first couple of years of their marriage. Martha had never been out of 

her home state, but adapted well. They were then transferred to Virginia 

before her husband began his short bout with leukemia. The couple moved 

back home with their 2 small children and settled in the mobile home that 

they bought upon their return, and that Martha still lives in today. Martha 

refused to let her husband die in the hospital, and nursed him until his death 

in 1979. 

Along with the grief, Martha had a multitude of obstacles to 

overcome upon her widowhood. She had to learn to drive, as it had been 

assumed in her family that she did not need to learn because the man in her 

life would drive for her. She had to learn to deal with household finances, 

as that had been her husband’s domain. She had never worked outside of 

her home, and so it did not occur to her to think of doing so while her 

children were small. She had to learn to untangle the government red tape 

in order to receive the benefits she and her children were entitled to. All of 

this was so foreign to Martha, who had grown up assuming she would take 

up the role her mother had and her mother before her, it sometimes seemed 

as if she had been transported to “…a whole different world.” 

Martha’s story is different from the other participants in that she is 

a widow, and as such she is accorded status as one of the “deserving” single 

mothers. This status allowed her to raise her two oldest children with a 

standard of living higher than most single mothers dependent upon the 

government for support, though the support was still far from generous. It 

also allowed her freedom from some of the stigma associated with 

programs such as AFDC. 

Martha is also unusual, in that she lives in the same small town she 

was raised in and is surrounded by family and life-long friends. This 

network of support provides a valuable safety net in times of financial 

distress, as well as an even more valuable support network in times of 

emotional vulnerability. Childcare is not an issue while she works or 

attends school, as friends and family are able to provide childcare at little or 

no expense. In spite of this support, Martha still bares the burdens of 

poverty upon her slight shoulders. 

Like so many women living in poverty, Martha has few choices. 

The choices she does have are distinctly unpleasant: Should I pay the bills 
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or buy Christmas presents? Do I fix the car, or buy my child new shoes? 

Martha does not have to worry about choosing which store to shop in; she 

shops where she can afford to, at the thrift shops or occasionally the Wal-

Mart 30 miles from home. She lives in a twenty-year-old mobile home 

badly in need of repairs she cannot afford, but at least she owns her home. 

Because she does own her home, she is not eligible for renter’s assistance. 

Even if she could qualify for assistance, the waiting lists are years long. 

After working at several dead-end jobs, the kind of work available 

to women with no education in this rural area (nurses aide, cashier and 

factory worker), Martha has returned to school for an education that will 

enable her to work for a living wage, and if she’s lucky, benefits. 

 

Another Woman, Another Voice 

 

Sara is 29 and comes from a middle class family. Her father is a 

retired engineer, and her mother is a retired teacher. Her only sibling, a 

brother, is a professional in the airline industry. Sara has two young girls, 

ten and eight years of age. She home schools her daughters while attending 

college herself on a campus eighty miles from her home. After trying to 

raise her family on minimum wage jobs and the occasional income she 

produced with production of custom clothing and beadwork, Sara has 

turned to education for the salvation that the fathers of her children were 

unwilling or unable to provide. Sara maintains a GPA of 3.98 on a 4.0 

scale. 

Though raised in Colorado, her tongue is most comfortable with 

the speech she practiced while living in Vermont. The east coast accent is 

especially pronounced when she is under stress, as she is now. When I 

asked her to read the survey and questionnaire she ran her hands through 

her long dark hair and almost wailed, “This is hard, this is so hard!”  

It is hard. It is hard to articulate the feeling of poverty to someone 

else. Hard to recall painful memories you have spent years trying to forget. 

It is hard to expose yourself in such a public manner. Despite her difficulty, 

Sara struggles to share her story. 

Sara was a stellar student in high school. Upon graduating she left 

home to attend a private college in the Upper Midwest. She excelled in her 

classes there as well, even when she found she was pregnant. Her partner 

was unwilling to support her or their child, so she quit school and returned 

home, where she lived in a shelter for unmarried women until the birth of 

her oldest daughter. Her parents were bitter and unsupportive during her 

pregnancy and she was in an exceedingly vulnerable position. 

Alone and frightened, Sara met a man near the end of her 

pregnancy. He was sympathetic and supportive, just what she required at 

this point in her life. After her daughter was born, they moved around the 
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country together finally settling in religious community in Vermont after 

the birth of their daughter. 

Unable to conform to the strict fundamentalist dictates and 

separated from her partner, Sara left the community. With no money, no car 

and no support network with two small children to provide for, she ended 

up in a shelter for homeless women and children, where she received help 

to find a place to live and transportation. She felt fortunate that there were 

social programs available to provide refuge. 

She eventually made her way back to the area in which she had 

attended school and began her recovery from the psychological and 

physical abuse she had suffered at the hands of her partner. She made 

friends quickly, and still relies on this social network for moral and 

physical support in the form of childcare. Her parents ultimately overcame 

some of their bitterness and provided a little financial help, but were still 

unable to provide the emotional support she longs for. 

Beginning her junior year of undergraduate work at the time of the 

interview, Sara was struggling to balance her need of education and income 

with her desire to provide an alternative education to her daughters. As 

there are no other schooling options in her rural area, she home schools. 

Sara has an amazing amount of energy and feels a responsibility to 

give to her community as much as her limited time allows. She is active in 

several organizations such as the two home schooling cooperatives, and the 

local folk school. She feels she provides her girls with a warm and loving 

home. Sara’s greatest fear is to be homeless again. 

Sara’s fear of homelessness is hardly irrational. The rising cost of 

housing in addition to the new welfare reforms has resulted in families 

becoming the fastest growing segment of the homeless population (Bruzy, 

1998). 

        

Weaving Her Life 

 

Rachael is a weaver and a painter. She is 38 and is also a single 

mother with four children. Her oldest child, her only daughter, will 

graduate with a bachelor degree the same day she does. Her youngest sons 

are nine and eleven. 

Rachael comes from a working class family in a once prosperous 

region of Minnesota known as the Iron Range. Her father worked the same 

job all his life. Her mother provided support for her husband and family 

from her position in the home as well as at various employments. Rachael 

has survived three unfortunate relationships but feels stronger and wiser for 

the experiences. In order to pursue her education, she made a short move 

across the border into Wisconsin.  
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Rachael attends college full-time, works night hours at a 

convenience store and is a tattoo artist in her “spare” time. With a voice 

that hints at the Midwest she has known for a lifetime she explains how 

people may view her, through stereotypical lenses. They might only see “ 

the tattooed biker, the freak or degenerate”, but the art evident on her skin 

is just a hint at the creative, stimulating personality that lies beneath. She is 

fortunate enough to have a supportive family and a male partner to help 

with daycare and occasionally, financially. If Rachael were forced to pay 

for daycare while she worked, it would consume most of her wages, a fact 

obvious to most AFDC recipients that work at minimum wage jobs. If 

minimum wage is $5.75 an hour and daycare expenses for 2 children add 

up to at least $5.00 an hour, once social security is taken out of the 

paycheck there is no money left. 

Rachael manages to maintain a 3.8 GPA on a 4.0 scale. She will 

pursue a Ph.D. program in Art History upon completion of her 

undergraduate degree, encouraged by a unique program, the McNair 

Scholars Program. Designed to provide assistance in applying to graduate 

school to first-generation low-income people as well as under-represented 

ethnic groups, the program provides research opportunities as well as moral 

support. Rachael thinks of this program as her only community support. 

She is disappointed by the lack of response to non-traditional issues at her 

university, especially rigid attendance requirements that are sometimes 

impossible for single parents to meet. 

Between her friends, her partner, her family and her small 

community, Rachael is supported financially, physically and emotionally. 

She feels very fortunate indeed. 

 

A Law of Her Own 

 

Kayla, age 35, is a single mother of one son. She is also a first 

generation college graduate and a practicing attorney for a nonprofit firm 

that provides services to poor women and their children. It was not easy for 

her to accomplish all that she has, and even though her life remains a 

struggle financially, she is well on her way to an independent future. The 

self-esteem she has garnered along the way is perhaps more valuable than 

her law degree. When asked to describe herself, Kayla replied in a soft 

voice, “I perceive myself as a devoted mother, good friend and a person 

aware of social inequity doing my part to change the world. I am 

superwoman with my own self-confidence as my kryptonite”. 

Kayla comes from a large working class family. The fifth child of 

seven, Kayla retains close family ties. As the daughter of a retired military 

enlisted man, Kayla is able to call home the place in which her family 

happens to reside. Kayla feels fortunate in that her son’s father is 
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supportive of her efforts. Though unable to maintain a romantic 

relationship they have formed a bond of mutual care and concern that has 

their son at its core. His participation in the parenting responsibilities also 

enabled Kayla to focus her energy on her education, and now upon her 

budding career without fear of neglecting her growing child’s need for 

nurturance. 

Kayla married just out of high school to a man several years her 

senior. She was a clerical worker during her marriage and managed to 

obtain relatively good positions in spite of relocating frequently for her 

husband’s career. She still bears a trace of Arkansas in her soft drawl. She 

left the marriage after several years, taking with her office skills, a bad 

credit history and very low self-esteem. 

While attending a bartending school in order to increase her 

income, Kayla met a charming older man. They eventually had a son (her 

only child), though Kayla was shy of marriage. Their romantic relationship 

deteriorated, but they were eventually able to build a relationship of sorts 

around their son. They are good friends to each other, and feel that they are 

good parents to their 11- year-old son. 

Illinois, Kayla’s current residence, was much more supportive of 

AFDC recipients pursuing an education than Wisconsin. For AFDC 

recipients, the pursuit of a four-year degree is discouraged under the new 

welfare reforms. A professional degree was even more unheard of. Kayla 

was fortunate that she began her degree before all of the current reforms 

had been established and was therefore given some level of support and 

encouragement during her education. She would not be so fortunate now 

and would have had to go into even greater debt than she already has. 

Kayla’s biggest worry is the debt she has accrued while pursuing 

her education. Law schools predict an average debt for students that 

complete the degree at $120,000.00. Luckily, Kayla’s debt is $40,000.00 

less than that, yet she still spends more on monthly payments for her 

schooling than some people do on their mortgages. Though a professional, 

Kayla’s wages will probably never be large, as most non-profit 

organizations are unable to pay huge salaries. She is determined to offer 

assistance to other women and children in need. 

 

Results 

 

Common Ground  

 

While the interviews provide us with an intimate glimpse of each 

participant, we have also achieved a better understanding of the common 

threads of poverty and the tangles those threads can produce in their lives. 

We will also locate some explanations for their remarkable perseverance in 
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the pursuit of education. 

  

Emotions 

 
When asked to describe the feelings associated with poverty, the 

participants’ responses were analogous: 

 

Kayla: Helplessness and frustration. 

Martha: Awful, belittling. 

Rachael: Like you’re playing a game and nobody explained 

the rules. Degrading. 

Sara: It sucks. Feelings of inferiority, worthlessness, 

inadequacy, frustration and anger. 

 

These same emotions are regrettably prevalent among most studies 

of poor women and their children in America. Emotions of helplessness 

and degradation serve to leave in their wake a diminished sense of self. As 

Ruth Sidel(1998) affirms, “The rhetoric against poor women, and 

particularly against AFDC recipients, has become so relentless that it is 

affecting the fundamental self-image of the poor themselves” (p.) A self-

image that may be already fragile due to failed relationships and additional 

trauma. 

 

Ethic of Care 

 
The self-image of these women is directly affected by the ability to 

provide for their children. The feelings may be especially keen for women 

that share a greater sense of interdependence, as do women socialized in an 

ethic of care. Carol Gilligan (1982) elaborates this point in her book, In a 

Different Voice. She reminds us “…women not only define themselves in a 

context of human relationship but also judge themselves in terms of their 

ability to care” (p. 17). This ethic of care may explain why the majority of 

women take the emotional and physical responsibilities of parenthood so 

sincerely, while men generally provide financial support as a result of legal 

obligation and sometimes lose contact with their children upon the failure 

of the relationship. This perspective is also explored in Jean Baker Miller’s 

(1986) book, Toward a New Psychology of Women, in which she asserts 

that, “The man, or the boy, in his development is psychologically deterred 

from incorporating serving characteristics by an easily observable fact: 

there are already people around who are clearly meant to serve and they are 

girls and women” (p.71).  
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Stress 

 
Women living in poverty, also experience a tremendous amount of 

stress. In addition to the stress of childcare, money of course remains a 

crucial concern. Currently, there are no funds in Wisconsin for people that 

choose to educate themselves out of poverty. When these women chose to 

attend college, if they were then receiving AFDC benefits, they were forced 

to surrender those benefits or work full-time while attending college. 

Attempting to work 40 hours a week while attending college would be hard 

enough, but doing so while providing parental guidance to dependents, 

patently precludes such a schedule. As a result, none of the participants are 

receiving monetary aid, but are going heavily into debt to finance their 

educations. Debt is stressful for anyone, but perhaps even more so for 

individuals unsure of their future earning power, no matter the promise of 

that future. 

 

Our participants reported varying levels of depression and worry. 

 

Kayla: There are usually a few stressful moments each day. 

Martha: Very stressful! 

Rachael: Mild stress, occasionally extreme. 

Sara: Worry about debt and children a lot! 

 

Some researchers have begun investigation of possible links 

between Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and poverty, particularly among 

populations of long-term AFDC recipients. At the conclusion of her paper, 

Karen Gerdes (1997) proposes, “ In the end, recipients’ experience with the 

welfare bureaucracy may trigger trauma-induced reactions that are then 

used as evidence of the recipients’ lazy or irresponsible behavior”.  

Eliot Liebow (1993) documented changes in homeless women that 

were a direct result of their ability to move from helplessness. In his book, 

Tell Them Who I Am, women that had what he termed obvious symptoms 

of mental illness while living in shelters, were seen as markedly better upon 

attaining housing and assistance. 

 

Depression 

 
The explanation of why poor women suffer proportionately much 

higher rates of depression than others lies not only in the financial arena, 

but also more significantly in the powerlessness that accompanies poverty. 

Deborah Belle’s (1982) study, Lives in Stress, reminds us “ Seen in the 

context of human lives, depression appears an almost unavoidable response 

to an environment that allows women little control over most of the 
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important things in life and little hope that life will improve” (p.241). 

Bernice Lott (1987) also stresses the importance of choice to our health, “ 

Good mental health or life satisfaction is considerably diminished by 

circumstances in which individuals lack power or control” (p.277). 

 

Support System 

 
These four participants are fortunate enough to have a support 

system of some type that allows them to pursue their goals with incredible 

tenacity. It becomes obvious that this support has a most important 

influence on their ability to continue their studies. Family or friends, 

partners or extended community, the participants have in common a 

support network of caring childcare providers. In her book, Where We 

Stand: Class Matters (2000a), bell hooks shares the necessity of support to 

her successful education. “ And I knew that I never would have finished 

without the ongoing support of the working class world I had come from” 

(p.146). 

The dependence on that support fosters additional concerns as the 

women fear taking advantage of friends and family by monopolizing their 

time with care taking responsibilities. No matter how excellent the network, 

there are still occasions when the support is unavailable. As a result, many 

poor women rely on jobs that have hours that do not interfere with their 

home lives, night work or part-time work that is notoriously low paying and 

benefit less- jobs that typically hire a predominantly female workforce. As 

the sole providers for their families, single mothers cannot afford to be 

choosy about their work. This in turn contributes to their continued poverty 

(Dujon & Whithorn, 1996p; Polakow, 1993; Schein, 1995; Seccombe, 

1999).  

 

Education and Choice 

 

Post-secondary education has become these four women’s hope of 

change and upward mobility. The participants cling to their goals like a 

drowning swimmer to a lifeline. When asked how she persevered, perhaps 

Rachael’s response was most succinct, “It beats the alternative”. To give 

up would be akin “to death”. Education is the only hope left for these 

women and many others. Surviving lives full of disappointment, education 

represents even more than the future, but the one aspect in which they 

remain in control. If they study, the grades will be good, if they attend 

classes, the grades will be good. Virtually nowhere else in their experiences 

are they able to control so directly the outcomes. No matter how many 

minimum wage jobs you work, there aren’t enough hours in a day to earn a 

living wage. No matter how lovingly you parent your children, peer 
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pressure may have more influence. No matter how much you love 

someone, the relationship may still dissolve. As a result, an interruption in 

education can be devastating. 

The same things that interfere with wage-work among poor women 

can interrupt education: transportation, daycare, and family emergencies. 

Without access to public transportation, poor rural women are forced to rely 

on cars that are chronically in need of repair and rarely dependable. The 

repairs on these vehicles tend to consume large amounts of already limited 

resources. Or the women may have to once again count on the support of an 

already overextended community (Seccombe, 1999), especially poor 

women in remote rural areas. 

Sara recently spent $2,000 of her financial aid award for repairs on 

her 1985 Toyota. This amounted to approximately 33 percent of her award. 

Added to tuition, she is now left with $3,000.00 for 4 months from which 

she must pay rent and utilities, books, daycare, and transportation costs and 

hopes that nothing comes up to upset the fragile balance. The 160 miles a 

day commute is particularly hard on her old car. 

These interviews confirm the belief of many that our society 

encourages dependence upon the family ethic. In an effort to coerce women 

into the nuclear family, the welfare reforms penalize women who, for 

whatever reason, fail to live up to that ethic. 

 

Discussion 

 

What becomes evident upon the study of these women’s lives is 

that they do not need to be convinced of the value of the family ethic. They 

have placed their faith in the same family ethic our society espouses and are 

now suffering the consequences of that faith. Rather than renegades, they 

are casualties of a system that has falsely promised them security in 

exchange for cooperation. They now face the additional stigma of blame for 

their trust in that promise. 

It is obvious that these women are making incredible effort to lift 

themselves out of their lives of poverty. What is not as obvious is why we 

are not doing more to help them. 

 

Heroes 

 

It is apparent from this research that these women are in no way 

“average”. They are, in fact, heroic examples in the finest American 

tradition. In spite of adversity and inadequate financial resources, they 

continue on with determination, full of hope for theirs and their children’s 

futures. Though there are many times when they are pushed to what 

appears like the limit of their endurance, they somehow manage to continue 
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on in their endeavor. We are not all so courageous, as Eliot Liebow reminds 

us:  

 

We must stop blaming the poor for being poor and the 

homeless for being homeless. There will always be people 

at every level of society whose intelligence, ability, and 

determination will lift them high above the stations they 

were born into. But it makes no sense to say, “If they can 

do it, why can’t the others?” Not everyone can be above 

average. Not everyone can be a hero. By definition, most 

people are of average intelligence, ability, and 

determination. It is by its ability to make possible a decent 

life for the masses-for average people and for those who 

are below average-that a society is to judged. (1993, p.234) 

 

Perhaps we would notice a sudden swell of heroes among all populations 

living in poverty upon the implementation of support systems, social 

programs, financial incentives for education, quality subsidized daycare 

programs, affordable housing and the elimination of the stigma of being 

poor. Otherwise, it might reasonably be argued that single mothers raising 

children in poverty are already performing heroically, and to ask any more 

of them is impossible. More realistic, then, would be social programs that 

support them in their struggles. If it requires a heroic effort to lift oneself 

from poverty, then as an alternative, we need to eradicate poverty, thereby 

eliminating the need of such heroics. 

 

Social Change 

 

The eradication of poverty is not an impossibility, it is instead, an 

actuality in countries such as Sweden and fast becoming so in France, both 

countries with generous social benefits (Crittendon, 2001). An authentic 

“war on poverty”, in that case, is not fought with punitive welfare reforms 

and policies that force folk into minimum wage jobs, but with guarantees of 

basic human services as well as with the assumption that all people are 

entitled to those same services. 

Rather than a system that fosters dependence on a patriarch or the 

patriarchal state, women living in poverty need education. Education at any 

level is empowerment. During the course of this research, the participants 

and I became knowledgeable of some of the political agendas that serve to 

make single-mother’s lives a target of ridicule by the mass media. In 

Feminism is for Everybody, bell hooks (2000b) points out, “ No anti-

feminist backlash has been as detrimental to the well-being of children as 

societal disparagement of single mothers” (p.77). 



University of Wisconsin-Superior McNair Scholars Journal, volume 2, 2001 

 203 

Empowerment 

 

While the participants and I began the study with some of the same 

misconceptions currently prevalent in public discourse on the 

responsibilities of poverty and its personal nature, the further we progressed 

in our education the less isolated we felt and the more we learned of the 

influences of patriarchal policies upon the vilification of poor single 

mothers, the more astounded we became. For instance, we again turn to bell 

hooks (2000b) for evidence:  

 

Ironically just when feminist thinkers had worked to create 

a more balanced portrait of mothering patriarchal 

mainstream culture launched a vicious critique of single-

parent, female-headed households. That critique was most 

harsh when it came to the question of welfare. Ignoring all 

the data which shows how skillfully loving single mothers 

parent with very little income whether they receive state 

assistance or work for a wage, patriarchal critiques call 

attention to dysfunctional female-headed households, act as 

though these are the norm, then suggest the problem can be 

solved if men were in the picture of patriarchal providers 

and heads of households. (pp. 76-77) 

 

The awareness of poverty among female-headed households as a 

societal construct as outlined in several of the previously mentioned books, 

is actually a refreshing, though dismal, suggestion to women used to 

enduring the stigma of their experience. It is positive in that what is 

constructed can be destructed to allow for the development of an equitable 

solution.  

Education as empowerment is an economic reality. In Glass 

Ceilings and Bottomless Pits, Randy Albelda and Chris Tilly (1997) 

address the issue, “ For women, education is particularly important for 

staving off poverty. Four years of college sharply reduce their chances of 

being poor: from 14 percent to just under 5 percent” (p.26). Women with 

college degrees earn the same amount as men with high school diplomas. 

Unfortunately, the recent trend in Welfare Reform has been to reduce 

educational assistance rather than to expand it.        

 

Advocacy 

 

In general, feminists and psychologists have traditionally been 

reluctant to deal with the issues of class and poverty. However, the absence 

of feminist analysis is detrimental to reasoned discourse on women and 
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poverty. Linda Gordon (1990) exhorts, “…lack of gender analysis obscures 

the roots of poverty, the inequitable distribution and production that create 

the need for welfare programs in the first place” (p.12). In our current 

political climate we cannot allow ourselves the luxury of complacency as 

the poor are getting poorer and the rich are getting richer. In addition, 

historian Linda Gordon reminds us: 

 

It will take a long time, perhaps even another whole 

“wave” of a women’s movement and a women’s-studies 

renaissance, to teach everyone that welfare as an academic 

topic or a social issue cannot be understood without 

particular attention to the situation of women and the 

gender system of society (p.30).  

 

I trust it does not take so long. These four women and so many, many more 

of us cannot hold on much longer. 

Encouragingly, the American Psychological Association has 

published a paper by a group formed of members of Division 35 as the 

Task Force on Women, Poverty and Public Assistance called, Making 

“Welfare to Work” Really Work, that is seen as evidence of the task force’s 

obvious distress over the current policies on poverty and welfare. One of 

the stated goals of the task force is  “advocacy” and to “ influence 

legislators, policy makers and caseworkers”. 

Advocacy has never been more important in recent history than it is 

now. In the text, Social Welfare Policy, Programs and Practice, the authors 

state: 

 

The current trend toward holding individuals completely 

responsible for their economic conditions means that 

millions of people, particularly children, will lack proper 

shelter sufficient nutrition, adequate education, or access to 

opportunities. Over time, that approach guarantees the 

perpetuation of poverty and its consequences in this 

country. (pp. 102-103, 1998) 

 

Michael Harrington (1969) further charges us with responsibility to 

act when he observed: 

 

It is one of the cruelest ironies of social life in advanced 

countries that the dispossessed at the bottom of society are 

unable to speak for themselves. They are without lobbies of 

their own; they put forward no legislative program. As a 
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group, they are atomized. They have no face; they have no 

voice (p. 6). 

 

It is my expectation that the narratives of these four women help to 

give faces and voices to women living in poverty and that once the face is 

seen, the human dignity will be recognized, and once heard, the voice is not 

forgotten. Upon the completion of their education, with voices given the 

strength of understanding, they will add their own chorus to a rising din of 

outrage at the policies of neglect and abuse currently endorsed by our 

society under the guise of “welfare.” 
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Appendix A 

 

Consent Form for Research on Women and Poverty 

 

You are invited to participate in this research project based on your 

experience of poverty and experience within the social welfare systems. 

You will be asked to participate in an interview process that will 

include written responses to initial interview questions as well as a follow-

up interview.  Your identity will be kept anonymous. If necessary, some 

identifying information may be changed to assure privacy. 

You will also be asked to complete a simple demographic survey. 

The time commitment should be no more than 10 hours total. You may 

complete the interview at your leisure in your home. Childcare will be 

provided upon request. 

You may experience discomfort during the interview process due 

to remembered painful experiences. You may also experience stress-related 

responses, if so, you are free to stop and rest or withdraw from the research 

if desired. There is no penalty for withdrawal. 

It is also suggested that if you have any of these responses, whether 

you choose to continue the research or not, that you take advantage of the 

free counseling services provided by the UW- Superior Counseling Center. 

A brochure is attached for your convenience. 

If you share information of involvement in criminal activity, it is 

my ethical responsibility to report such information. 

The purpose of the research is to share with society the emotional 

experience of poverty. It is hoped that this research may allow a greater 

understanding of the role poverty plays in shaping the emotional experience 

of individuals and women in particular. This research is an effort to provide 

evidence of the diversity of experience of people living in poverty, as well 

as the common challenges shared by all. Quotations may be used in the 

resultant research paper, but your identity will be protected. 

This investigator hopes that your participation will leave you 

feeling empowered despite any discomfort you may feel during the 

interview process. This is a rare opportunity to voice real emotions without 

fear of reprisals. If you feel uncomfortable with other forms of therapy, 

journaling has been shown to help provide positive feelings. More 

information is available upon request. 

 

Thank you for your participation, 

Shawn Cassiman- UW student investigator and McNair Scholar 

(715) 278-3491 or scassima@students.uwsuper.edu 

 

Supervising Faculty- Dr. Hal Bertilson (715) 394-8021 
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Appendix B           

 

Interview Questions 

Women and Poverty Research- 2001 

Shawn Cassiman 

 

1. What is/are your main goal/s? 

a) How can you meet that goal or goals? 

b) Is it realistic? 

c) What stands in your way? 

d) Does your goal require specific skills? 

 

 

2. What kind of support do you have? 

a) Family? 

b) Friends? 

c) Community? 

 

 

3. How would you describe your average day? 

a) In terms of stress. 

b) If you worry, what you worry about. 

c) Biggest concern as a parent. 

 

 

4. What has been your experience of the social welfare system? 

a) What kinds of programs have been provided? 

b) Were they helpful? 

c) How can they be improved? 

 

 

5. Do you face any particular challenges in attending college while 

parenting? 

a) How could things be simpler? 

b) Do you take advantage of student loans? 

c) Does debt worry you? 

d) How do you manage childcare? 
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6. How would you describe the feeling of being poor? 

a) What is the first emotion you think of that describes living in 

poverty? 

b) How do you deal with this/these emotions? 

c) How do you manage to keep going? 

 

 

7. How do you think people perceive you? 

a) How much of that perception may be based on class? 

b) How much of that perception may be based on gender? 

 

 

8. How do you perceive yourself? Who are you? 

 

 


