By Barbara Blouin

L’article ci-dessous est tiré du rapport
rédigé par ’auteure en 1989 et intitulé
« Womenand Children Last : Single moth-
ers on Welfare in Nova Scotia ». Le rap-
porta été produit avec I’aide de Women’s
Action Coalition of Nova Scotia. 1l est
basé sur des entrevues avec 30 meres
célibataires des quatre coins de la
Nouvelle-Ecosse et 55 travailleuses et
travailleurs, administratrices et
administrateurs sociaux, des travailleuses
et travailleurs d’aide aux enfants,
d’avocates etd’avocats de I’ aide juridique
et de travailleuses et travailleurs en foy-
ers de transition.

The following article is an excerpt from
the author’s 1989 report, Women and
Children Last: Single Mothers on Wel-
fare in Nova Scotia, produced with the
support of the Women’s Action Coali-
tion of Nova Scotia. The report is based
on interviews with 30 single mothers
throughout Nova Scotia and 55 social
assistance workers and administrators,
child protection workers, legal aid law-
yers and transition house workers.

Powerful workers, powerless clients,
and the information gap

Policies with a lot of built-in discretion
give welfare workers too much power. On
the other side of the desk, welfare recipi-
ents have almost no power. Most of the
women in [this] study were unaware of
the few rights they did have. Participants
were asked whether their workers had
given them information about their rights.
A number of women had trouble under-
standing this question. Some of them said,
“What rights?” or “I didn’t know I had
any.” When the woman did not under-
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stand the question, the researcher would
clarify it: Had they been told that they had
the right to appeal if their assistance was
reduced or stopped?, and so on.

Social assistance workers are supposed
to tell clients of theirright to appeal. Other
kinds of information should also be given
when applicable. For example, a woman
who is not receiving maintenance from
the father of her children should be told
how she can recover the lost income.
Womenreceiving Family Benefits should
be told about the Career Planning Pro-
gram. Since many kinds of benefits are
not included in the basic allowance, cli-
ents should also be told how they can
apply for these special needs benefits.

Patterns of power: sexism and
paternalism

Because welfare workers have somuch
power and recipients have so little, it’s
easy for workers to control their clients. It
is striking how much the patterns of power
that emerge from participants’ descrip-
tions of the ways their workers treated
them resemble patterns of power that are
characteristic of many relationships be-
tween men and women and many rela-
tionships between parents and children.
Several of the welfare workers who is-
sued monthly cheques to the women in
the study dominated these women in the
same ways that husbands can dominate
their wives, and parents can dominate
their children.

It would be easy to oversimplify the
reality. Women too can be sexist in their
attitudes toward other women. What
counts is whether the worker is acting
from attitudes that are sexist and authori-
tarian toward welfare recipients, or from

attitudes that are nonsexist and demo-
cratic.

Marie:

Social assistance is based on the notion
that women need help and can’t make
decisions. The system makes you feel
like you’ve failed at your role in life,
which is to catch a man, keep him, and
have children.

Connie:

My worker once told me, ‘You ought to
stay at home and make a proper home
atmosphere for your children. It’s per-
fectly all right to stay on Family Ben-
efits. I said, ‘How can staying home and
being a screaming, frantic, worried
shrew about money possibly create a
proper home atmosphere for my chil-
dren?” And he answered, “That’s the
problem with you young mothers to-
day.”

Jessie:

My worker is very strict. It’s like being
with my parents when I was younger.
They controlled my life. Now, instead of
my parents controlling my life, the
worker controls my life. I hate it. It’s
tempting even now to go back to my
husband [who beat her and tried to
strangle her].

Paternalistic and sexist attitudes such as
these give women on welfare the message
that they are not capable of taking charge
of their own lives, and even that they are
expected not to take charge of their lives.
Injustice, in whatever form, takes away a
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Problems of Sexism
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person’s dignity and confidence.
Control by humiliation

An all-too-common part of the pattern
of paternalism and sexism is the use of
humiliation to control women.

Jessie:

By the time left his office, I’d feel small
enough to walk out under the door.

Gail:

I called my worker to ask him for some
money for moving expenses. “Do you
have a man?” he asked me. “Yeah,” I
said, “I do.” And he said, “If you have
a man and you have five kids, get your
man to move you. Don’t you believe in
birth control pills, or getting your tubes
tied?”

Control by mistrust

Single mothers on welfare are control-
led by the system that is supposed to serve
them, and all too often as well, by the
workers who are supposed to help them.
The issue of control is a constant theme.
Single mothers on welfare are controlled
by a general atmosphere of mistrust, an
attitude that seems to say, “We expect that
yow’lltry to cheat us, but we won’t let you
get away with it.” They are controlled by
amyriad of rules designed to catch cheat-
ers, some of them unnecessary and arbi-
trary. For example, cohabitation rules of-
ten prevent single mothers from enjoying
intimate relationships with men. And Fam-
ily Benefits workers often control single
mothers even more harshly than their own

VOLUME 12, NUMBER 4

regulations; they make up theirown rules,
telling clients that they aren’t allowed to
let their boyfriends stay overnight.

Control by fear

Single mothers are often controlled by
their neighbours and landlords, many of
whom will phone a social assistance
worker at the least suspicion that a woman
has aboyfriend overnight. The same neigh-
bours may call a child welfare agency if a
woman, unable to pay for a sitter, goes out
for an hour and leaves her younger child
in the care of her older child. Single moth-
ers are controlled by the everpresent fear
that a protection worker may suddenly
appear at the door and take away their
children. And they are controlled by the
paranoia that their Family Benefits work-
ers may drop in at any time.

There are many ways of controlling.
Some are subtle and indirect; others are
obvious and direct; some are heavyhanded
and may be flagrant violations of the
workers’ own rules. According to one
woman in the study as well as two Family
Benefits workers, there are social assist-
ance workers who require their female
clients to swear on the Bible “to tell the
truth and nothing but the truth.” Even a
patronizing remark from a worker can be
almost as damaging to a woman’s self-
esteem as the Bible technique. When a
woman is already feeling powerless and
inadequate because she is poor and her
children are poor, when she is already
feeling looked down upon by people in
her community, it doesn’t take much to
undermine her confidence completely.

This report was made possible through a grant
to the Institute for the Study of Women, Mount
Saint Vincent University.

sharing ten years of research

An international scientific symposium
commemorating the
Decade of Disabled Persons

November 18 to 20
at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in Montréal

Organized by the Office des personnes handicapées du
Québec, this muliidisciplinary research symposium
will deal with disabilities and their social consequences.
Discussions will farget the results of research con-
ducted in the field of rehabilitation and social integra-
tion of persons with disabilities. It will also be an
opportunify to better pinpoint the needs of persons
with disabilifies and to analyze the services and poli-
cies designed for them.

Registration fee $325.

For more information, contact :
Suzanne Doré
1-800-567-1465 or 1-819-477-7100

X000

partager dix ans de recherche

Un colloque scientifique d'envergure
internationale entourant la fin de la
Décennie des personnes handicapées

le 18 au 20 novembre
d 'hdtel Reine-Elizabeth, & Montréal

Organisé par I'Office des personnes handicapées, ce
colloque de recherche muliidisciplinaire, portera sur
les limitations fonctionnelles et leurs conséquences
sociales. Il permettra de connaiire les résuliats de
recherches menées dans le domaine dela réadaptation
et de 'intégrafion sociale des personnes handicapées.
(e sera aussi |'occasion de mieux cerner les besoins
des personnes handicapées et de metire en perspec-
tive les services et politiques qui leur sont destinés.

Les frais d'inscription sont de 325 S.
Pour renseignements, s'addresser 4 :

Suzanne Doré, a I'OPHQ, au numéro
1-800-567-1465 ou 1-819-477-7100
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