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Dividing Up the Struggle:
The Consequences of “Split” Welfare
Work for Union Activism

Alice Burton

We've got a divided house in Jackson County [a pseudonym]. Last year
when negotiations stalled, there was a strike that left everyone mad. The
cligibility workers had a strike vote and won. I thought the contract was
going to go through and the next day I was putting up picket lines. . . .
They got the votes together by promising the social workers that they
wouldn't get mad if they [the social workers] crossed the picket line. The
social workers crossed the lines. Then the EWs got mad. It lasted three
weeks—right before Christmas. It was a real disaster. Their wage gain was
minuscule and it severely damaged relations between the EWs and social
workers. (Union Field Representative for Jackson County, Local 222)

This short-lived, divisive strike in Jackson County in 1987 is emblematic
of deep rifts in the California local of the welfare workers’ union. The
eligibility workers (EWs), who screen and process welfare applications,
are unionized together with professional social workers (MSWs) who
provide social services to children and families,! and the EWs and
MSWs are often at odds with one another. The strike vote was taken
when contract negotiations with the county broke down over the EWs’
demands for a limit on the number of cases assigned to them. Routinely
assigned 150 to 500 clients at a time, EWs view reduced and standard-
ized caseloads as one of their primary goals. Although enough of the
social workers were sympathetic to support the strike vote, most of
them did not share the intensity of the EWs’ grievances. Serving fewer
clients and exercising more discretion than the EWs, social workers in
Jackson County are concerned more with preserving their “profes-
sional” autonomy. The social workers were further alienated from the
EWy' strike because it seemed to them too abrupt, aggressive, and non-
strategic.
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The Jackson County strike demonstrates a second, less obvious split
between state service workers and their historical ally, welfare clients. In
the 1960s and early 1970s, employees of California county welfare de-
partments joined with clients’ groups (such as the locally organized wel-
fare rights organizations) to protest punitive welfare an.d v'vorkplace
policies. But the Jackson County EWSs’ clients, whose applications were
delayed for three weeks by the 1987 strike, were not assisted or orga-
nized by the union, were not included in any strike activities. This omis-
sion of clients reflects more than careless organizing: EWs’ grievances
consistently exclude clients’ agendas for increased and improved ser-
vices. Neglecting clients as potential allies and failing to secure support
from the social workers, the EWs’ strike was, as their field represent-
ative said, “disastrous.”

ELIGIBILITY WORKERS AND SOCIAL WORKERS: THE
' NEW PROLETARIAT?

The fissures between the state welfare workers and their clients evident
in the Jackson County strike have not been anticipated by scl}olars of
public-sector labor movements. In fact, analyses of state service work
have predicted that it will become increasingly proletarianized and lead
to workers’ alliances with clients.? James (’Connor, the most notable
proponent of this view, suggests that in the current constrained ﬁspa]
environment, welfare workers and clients experience similar hardships
and thus will join together. Cutbacks in services threaten both clients
and the workers who administer the programs. Increasing bureaucratic
surveillance and sanctions against clients and service workers will pro-
pel them into a struggle against punitive state welfare regulauon?.
O’Connor argues that a movement of public-sector workers and their
clients could transcend special-interest union politics to make joint de-
mands for a broader constituency of state workers and dependents.?

O’Connor’s predictions are rooted in solid ground. The decline of
the Great Society funding in the early 1970s evoked a wave of protest
from grass-roots coalitions of social welfare unions and hundreds of
locally organized welfare rights organizations. The passage of Governor
Ronald Reagan’s 1971 welfare reform bill in California mandated a new
emphasis on fraud prevention, restricted access to welfare, and stan-
dardized services to cut costs.* Anticipating reductions in aid and lay-
offs, workers and clients protested the results of welfare reform in work
actions and demonstrations in 1970. The Local 222 newsletter of March
1970 described joint client-worker actions that had occurred in a two-
month period:
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On Friday, the 13th, Social Workers in Los Angeles demonstrated at the
-+ - Sheriff’s Station over the police killing of a client at the 76th Street
welfare office. The demonstration followed a protest work-stoppage at
the 76th Street office on March 11, when workers negotiated improve-
ments in security, staffing, and cash aid for GR [General Relief] clients to
forestall such incidents in the future, Another Los Angeles work-action
over deplorable working conditions loomed after a client fell down a
poorly lighted, long flight of stairs at the Ramparts office on March
12.... In other counties members of Local 922 are acting against the
abuses imposed on workers and clients through cut-backs, staffing limi-
tations, and short-sighted county policy. On February 16 over 300 clients
and workers staged a noon demonstration in Sacramento County over
budget cut-backs in AFDC [Aid to Families with Dependent Children},
Licensing, and General Assistance. The demonstration was followed by
union . . . meetings with county management and much of the program
cuts were restored.

The contrast between Local 222's joint client-worker defense of wel-
fare programs in 1970 and the disunity between groups of workers and
clients in the Jackson County strike in 1987 raises questions. Fiscal strin-
gency has continued to dictate high caseloads and low wages for welfare
workers, while clients receive reduced services and benefits that keep
them below the poverty line. None of the conditions O’Connor empha-
sizes in his explanation of worker-client activism have changed. Given
the plausible argument that state workers’ and clients’ shared material
interests and opposition to welfare regulations would be heightened
during a fiscal crisis, we would expect to see continuing labor solidarity
and struggles with clients. The departure point for this study then is a
question: Why are workers and clients who have apparently allied in-
terests divided?

The answer lies in the changes in welfare work organization. One of
the welfare reforms implemented during the fiscal crisis of the early
1970s was the division of casework into “eligibility” and “services.” Case-
workers, who had provided income maintenance and social services to
clients, were replaced by EWs and MSWs, who are each responsible for
a portion of these duties. Eligibility for aid is now determined by EWs,
and professional social workers provide noneconomic counseling and
referrals. O’Connor, who ignored the specific effects of the fiscal crisis
on work organization and workers’ consciousness, could not anticipate
that the reorganization of welfare work in the early 1970s would trans-
form state workers’ and clients’ movements.

Although social work and eligibility work are both more standard-
ized and more closely monitored than was casework before the fiscal
crisis, the administrative contro! of work has been enacted differently
among MSWs and EWs. Caseworkers all carried out similar tasks and
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were subject to standardized rules and working conditions. In contrast,
MSWs and EWs occupy different workplaces with distinct duties, reg-
ulations, and working conditions. Consequently, social workers and
EWs have distinct experiences of client work that lead to different and
sometimes conflicting grievances. While both MSWs and EWs have suf-
fered from cutbacks in the welfare system, this deprivation has been
meted out in different degrees and ways.

Separated in different offices and work sites, providing different
services, and reporting to different supervisors, EWs and social workers
have only one opportunity to make workplace policy together: union
meetings. For four months I attended lunch-hour membership meet-
ings, informal grievance sessions, executive board meetings, and nego-
tiations with management. Directly assisting the field representative of
the union’s Mandana County chapters {a pseudonym], I had the op-
portunity to get to know most of the chapter’s union activists as well as
other field representatives. After this period of participant observation
research, I conducted informal interviews with three social workers and
three EWs. The following three sections examine how the specific
workplace experiences of caseworkers, social workers, and eligibility
workers have generated three distinct forms of public-sector unionism.

CASEWORK AND CLIENT-WORKER ACTIVISM

Beginning in the early 1960s, Local 222 spearheaded organizing drives
among caseworkers in California county welfare departments.> Previ-
ously represented by public employee associations narrowly concerned
with wage gains, caseworkers were organized by a union of political
activists. The union first gained formal recognition in 1966 by the Los
Angeles County Board of Supervisors after a highly visible twenty-two-
day strike in which caseworkers and clients shut down local welfare
offices. Welfare reform, designed largely to “stabilize” the rapid growth
in the California welfare rolls in the 1960s, was the focus of union
protest as early as 1969. Local 222 caseworkers and welfare clients re-
sponded to the reforms with a defense of welfare benefits, assaults on
proposed fraud detection programs, and lobbying efforts aimed at local
politicians.6

Such militant client-worker activism would appear to support an ex-
planation of state service workers’ movements linked to fiscal crisis:
workers and clients become aware of their shared material interests and
bureaucratic regulation when threatened with budget cutbacks. How-
ever, when we consider caseworkers’ specific exposure to clients’ needs
at the dawn of the fiscal crisis, it becomes apparent that the structure
of caseworkers’ formal duties provides a more compelling explanation
of the alliance. Caseworkers were given discretion both in providing
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services and in granting benefits to clients. Serving the “whole client,”
caseworkers formed personal ties with their clients, which paved the
way for activist alliances between the union and welfare rights organi-
zations.

Caseworkers became client advocates because using the welfare sys-
tem to meet their clients’ economic needs was part_of their legitimate
agency job description. Welfare managers, prompted by city officials
anxious to assuage the growing number of militant welfare rights or-
ganizations, gave caseworkers discretion in granting aid.? Because case-
workers determined eligibility for welfare benefits by complex and in
some cases nonstandard criteria, they were able to interpret regulations
broadly and liberally. For example, caseworkers could supplement cli-
ents’ monthly checks with special grants for items, such as winter coats
or new apphiances, not covered in the client’s monthly budget.8 Ad-
ministering liberal welfare regulations, caseworkers had the tools with
which to help clients.?

Welfare work, combining a set of economic remedies with a contin-
uous personal relationship, led to caseworkers’ structural understand-
ing of clients’ problems and advocacy. The following report, written by
a caseworker and published in the union newsletter in 1969, shows how
the worker's direct contact with her client’s impoverishment leads to her
economic definition of the problem:

Client X, mother of 3 married children and 2 dependent boys (9, 11},
calls to ask me to come out and discuss her problems. House in upset
condition due to recent moving in. Problems: rent too high but had to get
out of other house; mistake in grant causing shortage; shortage of food;
PG&E [gas and electricity] to be turned off; no money to get furniture
from storage; alimony not coming in; trouble with mail and husband's
own bills coming to her;real nervous and unable to think straight. Sister,
daughter and daughter-in-law relate (1) she had slight breakdown a few
wks ago due to these pressures (2) she’s talking of committing suicide (3)
she's talking of giving up two boys. References made in orderly manner
to help her plan how to counteract various problems—visiting post office
and PG&E, calling lawyer. Talk to calm her and try to make her feel less
tense. . . . Talk with Supervisor re: mistake in grant and special need for

storage money. Transmittals made out. Called church for extra food
10

Though Client X is clearly experiencing severe emotional problems,
her caseworker understands the problem to be based in unmet material
needs (rather than clinical dysfunction) and is able to address them. A

- service worker who did not have an intimate knowledge of this client’s

financial problems might not have recognized their primacy in this case.
Caseworkers, whose daily work involved the manipulation of the
state welfare system to serve their clients’ needs, formed a union that
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tied good working conditions to adequate services for clients. Although
there were caseworkers who came to state service work with a political
agenda that included organizing the underclass, most welfare employ-
¢es did not share this vision. For the majority of workers, the experi-
ence of their daily work life most significantly informed their activism.
Because the discretionary aspect of casework lay in serving clients’ eco-
nomic needs, caseworkers were able to identify their own interests with
those of clients, Welfare rights organizations that wanted to make ser-
vices and aid more accessible to clients were natural allies for the ad-
vocate caseworkers.

Begun as a caseworkers’ craft union with an overt political agenda,
Local 222 added EWs to its chapters in the early 1970s. Recruited by
the counties in large numbers almost exclusively from the ranks of
former welfare clerks, EWs were and are largely Black and female.1v
Welfare clerks, who had authorized and disbursed checks to clients,
were given the caseworkers’ task of determining clients’ eligibility for
aid when they became EWs. Income maintenance, however, was
stripped of its special grants and complex formulas that allowed case-
workers discretion in distributing welfare. The number of MSWs added
to the county welfare system declined sharply from the total number of
caseworkers previously employed.l2 Union activists resisted the reor-
ganization of casework because they believed it would cause layoffs,
hamper communication between workers, and erode already strained
services. Despite Local 222’s spirited opposition to the plan, by 1972 the
politically popular separation was in effect in California as well as most
other states.

~

SOCIAL WORK AND PROFESSIONAL GRIEVANCES

The grievances contemporary social workers bring against their state
employer present a stark contrast to the earlier joint caseworker-client
activism. While MSWs represent their clients’ need for professional ser-
vices in grievances and actions, they do not solicit their participation in
organizing. And although social workers are willing to demonstrate or
strike over what one social worker called “life-and-death issues” such as
health insurance cutbacks or the elimination of flextime, they negotiate
most of their grievances quietly through the formal process.18
Casework, which generated welfare workers’ political advocacy
through their economic duties for clients, has been replaced by state
social work, which in contrast gives MSWs discretion only over their
provision of noneconomic social services. MSWs, while coming into con-
tact with clients’ material deprivation, do not have the intimate knowl-
edge of their finances that caseworkers had. From the social workers’
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vantage point, clients’ domestic problems, substance abuse, or poor
school performance are unconnected to their impoverishment. Fur-
thermore, social workers are rewarded with workplace privileges for
instrumentally defining clients’ interests as a need for MSWs’ protective
services, rather than material support.

Consequently, client activism has become largely outmoded, both in
the MSWSs’ appraisals that it has become impractical and in union prac-
tice. Social workers, invested in a defense of their workplace control
based on client needs that are legitimated by managers, find confron-
tational union activism to be irrelevant or even contrary to their goals.
Dismissing joint organizing with clients and any difect confrontation of
bureaucratic authorities, MSWs have narrowly bounded their union
struggles to their own interests.

Mandana County MSWs, represented by Local 222, are nonsuper-
visory employees who provide direct services, such as counseling and
referrals, to clients. Social workers generally have small, stable caseloads
of clients whom they know by name. The vast majority of their clients
are children and families who receive AFDC benefits such as food
stamps, Medi-Cal, and a monthly stipend. In contrast to the casework-
ers, however, the social workers’ formal responsibilities to their clients
no longer involve advocating for economic aid. When confronted with
a client in need of benefits, social workers make routine referrals to
EWs in other offices. The MSWs’ discretion lies in providing noneco-
nomic services to clients.

Social workers now investigate and counsel clients in programs that
emphasize clinical or institutional solutions to clients’ problems with
drug abuse, child abuse, truancy, foster care, and adoption cases,
among others. A social worker succinctly describes herself and her work
as “part attorney, part cop, and a little casework.” A social worker will
influence, for example, the court’s decision on whether or not to take
a child away from her parent, or place an adolescent in 2 juvenile de-
tention facility or psychiatric institution. Spending about half their time
in direct contact with clients, social workers’ other major responsibility
involves writing reports and filling out standardized forms necessitated
by state and federal funding agencies. Though the form of the social
workers’ recommendations and reports is largely standardized, the de-
cisions MSWs make in these cases are based, in their terms, on their
professional judgment. '

Acting as liaisons between the welfare agency, clients, and state in-
stitutions, MSWs work with their clients not only in the welfare office
but in clients’ homes, courtrooms, and schools. Unlike most nonsuper-
visory bureaucratic employees, social workers can make their own
schedules, choosing to come in an hour late one day and stay an extra
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hour on another. Social workers, moving in and out of the office and
often on irregular schedules, are frequently outside their supervisors’
view. Even when under the scrutiny of a supervisor, social workers are
allowed to bypass some of the agency rules. A social worker commented
that an EW might be docked for coming in three minutes late, but a
supervisor wouldn’t “dream of even mentioning the time to a social
worker.” Managers generally “leave MSWs alone” according to another
social worker, because they “don’t want to mess with their productivity.”
The measure of autonomy enjoyed by MSWs in their work is widely
understood by county management to be necessary if social workers are
to fulfill their diverse responsibilities to clients and state institutions.

Many social workers consider themselves to be client advocates. One
long-time union activist, who refers to his adoption caseload as “my
kids,” voiced the prevalent view of client advocacy when he said, “In my
job it means getting involved with clients, providing services . . . want-
ing to help.” Agency bulletin boards advertise garage sales, ethnic
dances, and food fairs sponsored by social workers to benefit child
welfare clients. MSWs periodically hold bake sales in the agency lobby
to buy new furnishings and toys for client waiting rooms. Other social
workers mentioned that they have gone to clients’ baptisms, gradua-
tions, and weddings over the years. Though she will always be consid-
ered “that white lady from the agency,” one social worker said that she
has developed a bond with some of her clients. Counseling small case-
loads of families and children, social workers have developed a client
advocacy that is expressed in personal relationships or a set of volun-
tary services.

Social workers are at once genuinely concerned about clients’ needs
and strategic in their use of clients to maintain and expand their au-
tonomy from bureaucratic supervision. Their grievances typically call
for a reduction of workplace regulations so that clients can better ben-
efit from social workers’ professional services. For example, social work-
ers in a child abuse emergency response unit protested the rigorous
enforcement of a county policy that demanded written or telephone
authorization for all overtime. Although most of the social workers in-
dicated that they found making a check-in call demeaning when at a
hospltal they focused their complaint on their inability to provide qual-
ity services to the children. One social worker said: “We can’t go run-
ning off to the phone in the middle of the child’s examination . . . it gets
in the way of the job we're paid to do.” Because the MSWs’ direct client
services have been defined by the county administration as necessarily
discretionary, social workers have a legitimate basis for an argument
that they need further flexibility in their schedules.

DIVIDING UP THE STRUGGLE ) 93

MSWs commeonly speak for their clients in their grievances. One of
their long-standing complaints against the increasing paperwork as-
signed to each case is based on their argument that they cannot provide
crucial direct services to clients when bureaucratic records multiply.
Similarly, clients’ needs for quick, dependable, private services provide
a rationale for the MSWs’ requests for privacy in their offices, a well-
maintained motor. peol, and more flexible schedules. Although clients
may be incidentally better served by such workplace reforms, MSWs—
unlike the caseworkers—do not consult clients and their representatives
to determine what clients define as their most pressing need. The same
MSW, who considers himself a client advocate, explained, in an unusu-
ally frank statement, clients’ irrelevance to the unicn: “Providing better
services to clients is not the point of the union. The protection of mem-
bership is the point. ... We may use clients to make a point, but we
aren’t storming the barricades to say that we've got to get services to
clients. . . . We are protesting onerous work.” Unlike the caseworkers’
advocacy, the MSWs’ personal commitment to clients is completely dis-
tinct from their grievances in the workplace. Their struggle against the
bureaucratic regulation implicit in a strict overtime policy or mounting
paperwork only symbolically involves and serves clients.

The MSW’s assertion that clients’ movements are irrelevant to union
grievances is reflected in the absence of political organization between
the union and clients.1¢ Client organizing, when suggested by the Man-
dana County field representative during executive board meetings, re-
ceives at best a Jukewarm reception from social workers. MSWs, while
supportive of voter registration drives and legislative lobbying with cli-
ents’ representatives, view direct political participation with clients as a
“thing of the past.” Clients, according to social workers, are now more
likely to be “chemically dependent,” “uneducated,” and “dysfuncticnal”
in a group environment than they were in the 1960s. One MSW inter-
ested in making broader coalitions between mental health workers and
community groups noted that his schizophrenic patients “cycle” and are
heavily reliant on drug therapy. While acknowledging the importance
of direct alliances with clients, this MSW sees organizing with these
clients as almost impossible because “they have no sense of rights ”

Social workers’ pessunlsm toward organizing with clients is, in part,
a product of the constraints their work places on their advocacy.
Charged with treating the problems of the poor with only clinical or
institutional remedies, MSWs are equipped to serve only a portion of
clients’ needs. They can offer little or no help other than referrals to
welfare eligibility services or legal aid if a client is losing utilities or
being evicted. Social workers, unlike caseworkers, have no obvious way
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in their formal duties to help clients meet their material needs. Caught
in a frustrating position, many social workers understand advocacy as
no more than a personal relationship with their clients or an offering
of funds collected from an agency bake sale. Direct political action with
welfare clients or striving to empower the schizophrenic who is unaware
of his or her rights appears irrelevant to the MSWs’ role of providing
“protective” services to clients. '

Reinforcing this disaffection with client organizing are the workplace
privileges social workers have acquired by instrumentally defining cli-
ents’ needs. MSWs continue to have flexible schedules, are treated with
relative benign neglect by supervisors, and are allowed to provide ser-
vices outside of the office because they have convinced the county ad-
ministration that this discretion is necessary if clients and other state
institutions are to be served. MSWs, who are savvy in using clients’
needs as a rationale for their own interests in grievances, would have to
give up the control they exercise in these complaints if they were to
participate with clients. Furthermore, if county managers were to be
confronted with grievances that linked welfare rights organization
agendas with those of the MSWs, they would be likely to amend some
of the social workers’ privilege. MSWs who make claims for professional
privilege, but do not question the administrative design of client ser-
vices, have negotiated a compromise with state managers who are will-
ing to give them limited discretion.

MSWs claim a need for workplace control, expressed in flextime and
discretionary duties, because their work with clients demands it. Using
this argument they have successfully maintained their autonomy from
close supervision when providing direct client services, both in and out
of the office. However, they have not managed to maintain their free-
dom from regulations in the standardized recordkeeping and reporting
that makes up a major portion of their work. “Court work,” such as
petitions, reports, applications for foster care payments, and legal no-
tices that must be completed according to a strict time schedule, leaves
the MSW little room for discretion. However, MSWs’ grievances con-
cerning this work do not demand more autonomy from bureaucratic
regulations; rather, they attempt to quietly minimize or sidestep these
duties,

An MSW, in a social work subcommittee meeting, proposed a reor-
ganization of social workers’ duties that would not draw attention to the
change. Reading aloud from a list of “improvements” she had drawn
up for the foster care division, shie said:
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It’s ridiculous that when we do W.0.D.!5 we end up answering the phone
... $85,000-a-year employees making copies and answering the phone!
We need another clerical worker in the unit. It isn't professional to hook
the phones up to an answering machine. . . . Also we waste a lot of time
filling out court reports. Some of the response categories are standard
and don't need to be written in sentence form.

MSWs attempt. to deemphasize the more regulated portion of their
work by trying to standardize it further, or preferably by reallocating it
to another worker. Hoping to appeal to managers’ interests in cutting
costs, the social workers in the subcommittee meeting consciously
framed their grievance so that it would be noncritical of the forms.
Social workers, who argue that paperwork takes away time from

_their “real” job, client services, subjectively define their work to include

only discretionary client duties. The MSWs’ division of duties into te-
dious, nonprofessional tasks and autonomous client contact, however,
ignores the fact that all of the MSWs’ contact with clients is expressed
in standardized reports. Social workers’ tangible product, the court re-
port, for example, has been formulated for the sake of regulating cli-
ents’ lives according to welfare policies that are determined by state
administrators. Ultimately, then, the discretion social workers exercise
over clients is based only in MSWs’ experience of flexible schedules and
personal freedom from close supervision, and not in the product of
their work. If social workers were to argue for discretion over the form
of court reports, they would be.forced to confront the authority of
managers. As it is, MSWSs chose to maintain narrow professional priv-
ilege through the orderly grievance procedure. By attempting to side-
step rather than fight against their duties, which are highly regulated,
social workers ultimately reallocate the struggle to other workers who
cannot use a high salary_to justify its inappropriateness. ‘
MSWSs’ grievances, which ask for more workplace control because it
is necessary if the county wants their “professional” services, exclude
both clients and nonprofessional workers, such as the EWs. State social
work that locates the MSWs’ discretion in direct services, but gives them
no economic resources ta provide to clients, personalizes and depolit-
icizes welfare advocacy. Given the autliority by managers to define cli-
ent need, social workers use clients in their grievances as leverage to
avoid close supervision. Having based their argument for workpiace
control on a rationale of professionalism that management legitimates,
MSWs cannot openly fight regulated work without jeopardizing their
privileges.16 Social workers, who produce documents that legitimate the
regulation of welfare clients, ultimately have little discretion over their
own work that extends beyond their personal experience. Rejecting
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political organization with clients and any confrontation with authority,
MSWs are engaged in a defense of a constrained and narrow workplace
control.

ELIGIBILITY WORK AND WORKERS’ STRUGGLES

Like social workers, EWSs place clients at the center of their grievances
and activism. EWs’ complaints about poorly run client services and their
unwieldy caseloads, however, are expressed not only to managers, but
also through public activism aimed at taxpayers, politicians, and state
agem:les This public activism, in contrast to the agitation of casework-
ers, is in opposition to clients that they claim are lazy, addicts using
welfare to support their habit, or simply crazy. EWs use clients nega-
tively to oppose workplace programs and policies that are most punitive
to workers. Further separating themselves from the MSWs, EWs are
willing to disturb the workplace order and their already tenuous rela-
tionships with managers. Engaging in illegal collective slowdowns, flam-
boyant work actions, and, in the past, strikes, EWs show little respect for
the order of their workplace. Viewed as undisciplined and erratic by
social workers, EWs pursue their own brand of unionism with little
support from the MSWs.

EWs’ periodic attacks on clients are generated and fueled by their
daily interaction in welfare agencies. Responsible for reviewing and
checking the welfare applications of hundreds of nameless clients, EWs
have little opportunity to form personal relationships with clients, usu-
ally described by them as their “caseload.” The rushed and standard-
ized interaction of EWs with clients builds resentment among EWs that
becomes focused on welfare clients in general. EWs’ dislike of providing
these unpleasant services is invested in their public attacks on specific
programs that add additional client services to their already overwhelm-
ing workloads. Lacking the compact social workers have with adminis-
trators, which guarantees MSWs a measure of freedom from close su-
pervision, EWs have resorted to grievances that extend beyond the
formal process and into the public arena.

EWs do the paperwork and brief interviews to determine clients’
eligibility for aid primarily in the agency office. Carrying anywhere
from 120 to 500 shifting clients in their caseloads, EWs do not have the
opportunity MSWs do to form personal relationships with their clients.
The contact EWs do have with clients, rather than building bonds be-
tween worker and client, is likely to contribute to disaffection. Unlike
the MSWs’ small, attractive waiting and interview rooms, the EWs’ cli-
ents wait in a large area posted with security guards and decorated only
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with signs that prohibit eating and drinking. By the time the interview
begins the EW’s client may have waited up to an hour in lines that
stretch out the agency door. Both the EW and client are likely to be
irritated and hurried at the start of the interview.

EWs, who determine whether a client’s application for aid fits stan-
dard eligibility criteria such as income and number of children, lack the
broad discretion caseworkers had to adjust formulas or authorize spe-
cial grants. Most of the EW’s time is spent checking clients’ applications
and records for consistency and authenticity. For example, each month
welfare clients submit a statement of their income and assets, and EWs
must ensure that the documentation is comprehensive. Any incomplete
or potentially fraudulent forms are returned by the EW in the mail to
the client, who has a month’s time to correct the problem or be dropped
from the welfare rolls. EWs also perform annual renewals, which con-
sist of a face-to-face interview and a further audit of the client’s income
to ensure, according to an EW, “that she isn’t driving a Cadillac.” Aug-
menting contemporary eligibility work’s emphasis on monitoring rather
than serving welfare clients is the fragmentation of aid categories. As-
signed to separate aid programs, such as AFDC, food stamps, Medi-Cal,
or General Assistance, EWs are able to provide only one source of
funding to a client who may receive several.

The services EWs provide to clients in face-to-face interaction are
highly regulated, leaving EWs little opportunity to sympathize with the
clients’ needs. Even in the few stopgap programs that would seem to
emphasize client service, such as Emergency Food Stamps, EWs are
chiefly responsible for apprehendmg defrauders. An EW who works in
the program commented:

The strongest point about my job is that you have to recognize certain
techniques that people use. For some reason each month we get a dif-
ferent story. They say, like my boyfriend’s beating me up. . . . Most of the
time with that eye-to-eye contact you look at a person, and there's a way
to ask questions. I might ask the question five times. And if I keep getting
different answers I'll compare them with the application. The main thing
we look for is consistency. There are about three different places on the
application that we have the same questions. If you can't provide proof
then the application will be denied. . .. We tell you that you have to go
through the regular process that can take anywhere from thlrty-ﬁve to
forty days.

EWs are instructed to respond to a client who does not meet the Emer-
gency Food Stamp criteria by going through an agency list of referrals
to places such as the Salvation Army. If the applicant responds that she
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has exhausted all of these resources, the EW will hand out canned food
from her agency food bank. Any other response, such as making phone
calls to other state agencies, is prohibited. Though the EW comes into
dirvect contact with the victims of welfare cutbacks, the agency covers
every contingency of the interaction with a routinized procedure. An
EW, even if sympathetic to the client’s distress, finds her advocacy re-
stricted by workplace regulations. - '

Walking into the administrative portion of the EWs' offices past the
“security check, one sees rows of desks piled high with baskets of welfare
applications and a few computer terminals. One office may serve as
many as sixty workers. Unlike Mandana County social workers, who
often have dividers between their desks, EWs have no privacy in the
office. Nor are EWs allowed the privilege of leaving the office, except
for occasional home visits for the more senior workers. Because most of
the EWs’ responsibilities are highly standardized and easily quantifi-
able, EWs are monitored and held to a standard of productivity by their
supervisors. An EW who is a shop steward commented on how his

supervisors’ surveillance of him stepped up after he became active in
the union:

I was recruited to the position basically because no one else wanted it . ..
because as a shop steward you become a target. They have a tendency to
start looking for little things like are you late, are you abusing lunch
period. They look for little things to harass you. As a shop steward, you
shouldn’t have any medical problems. ... You can't leave yourself ex-
posed.

Managers’ treatment of the EWs is characterized by EWs, MSWs, and
union representatives as consistently punitive.

EWs are most likely to react harshly to clients in work situations in
which they lack resources to provide to clients in need.17 Clients, frus-
trated by the limitations of the welfare system, react angrily, and EWs,
also conscious of the chinks in the system, are furious that clients blame
them for the late check. An EW who expressed sympathy for hungry,
homeless clients explained that she found the limitations of her concern
when she worked with an AFDC caseload:

When someone comes in and says they need this meney, and, as workers,
we make a genuine effort to get them this money and a document
bounces, that doesn’t mean that we did it intentionally. That doesn’t mean
that we should be called out of our name because an accident happened,
but they do that. . .. Sometimes it's our fault that it happens, sometimes
it's a supervisor’s, sometimes it's an accident and couldn’t be prevented.
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I'm not going to baby a client. I'm not going 1o cry just because a person
cries that they're broke.

EWs who answer phone calls from distraught clients desperate for
money have developed a similar lack of sympathy that translates into
disbelief that the clients are really in need. When confronted with a call
from a woman who said that her children had been without food for a
day, one EW said, “1 don’t always believe them. We have to be polite to
them, just provide the list of referrals.” Providing clients with checks
that are inevitably late and insufficient, EWs experience clients’ anger
and desperation daily. Not being in a position to aid clients, EWs decide
that clients’ demands for aid are unreasonable or simply unbelievable.

EWs’ jokes and comments about client services in union meetings
suggest that they too are cumbersome and of no value. The instances
of EWs' harshest condemnations of clients and welfare services, how-
ever, are saved for the public arena. In the newly instituted state Home-
less Program, EWs interview clients and grant emergency funds and
hotel vouchers to people who can document their identity. Most of the
applicants do not have any identification, so the EWs have been as-
signed an impossible task. A group of EWs, furious at an added client
service that they see as absurd, threatened to call the press and report
that the homeless were using the new grant program only to buy drugs.
They reluctantly agreed to withhold their press release only when their
union representative convinced them that it would cause problems. Al-
though EWs sincerely dislike the homeless clients, their press release
was also a strategic attempt to use the public's concern about drugs to
sabotage a program that placed unrealistic demands on them.

Some EWs who are experienced union activists realize that client
advocate groups can make good allies, but they are unwilling or unable
to publicly support clients’ agendas. For example, EWs’ desire that a
caseload maximum be set clashes with the concerns of client advocacy
groups who want to extend welfare coverage. Advocacy groups are
concerned that if the caseload standards are adopted without concern
for clients’ needs, the county may not hire enough EWs to provide
services. An EW who is a union officer expressed ambivalence about
working with these advocacy groups:

I think organizing with clients’ rights groups is a good idea. . . . I refuse
to work with a clients group who wants to keep people on welfare. ... I
won't try to defend the amount of time a person can receive welfare
benefits because that's my own personal belief. I don't believe welfare's set
up so people can receive welfare for the rest of their lives. People should
use the system fairly, '
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This EW sees value in organizing with clients but cannot support the
advocates’ central goal, extending welfare services and benefits to cover
more people for a longer time. EWs’ work experience, which makes
providing services to clients so loathesome, ensures that linking a move-
ment 10 extend client services with the EWs’ struggle for a caseload
standard will be highly problematic, Even as a savvy union activist, this
EW finds the alliance personally unappealing. :

EWs’ negative use of clients to fight their highly regulated duties is
a genuine expression of hostility and a strategic attack against onerous
work. EWs’ potential client advocacy, like that of the social workers, has
been constrained by the structure of their work, which regulates all
contact. Unlike the MSWs, the EWs have client duties that offer them
no diseretion from supervision; indeed, their client duties are the most
obviously regulated portion of their work. Receiving no workplace ben-
efits from extending economic services to clients, EWs reject even the
instrumental grievances of the social workers to extend client services.
EWs hope that by discrediting clients’ needs for services in the public
arena, taxpayers, politicians, or even their managers will listen to them
and reduce their overwhelming caseloads. Union representatives dis-
courage EWs from taking these complaints beyond the work site, and
muost criticisms of clients do not become public. However, EWs’ strug-
gles against their working conditions are aggressively deployed against
county managers and not limited to the workplace.

Most of the EWs' grievances, both formal and informal, are a de-
fense against unreasonable caseloads and overtly racist harassment
from supervisors. Predominantly people of color, probationary EWs in
the first six months of work routinely receive a harsh initiation from
supervisors, predominantly white, who deliver racial slurs.18 EWs see
the grievance procedure as “too slow” and supportive of the “status
quo” when attempting to resolve complaints about both caseloads and
racial intimidation, Without the MSWs’ legitimated argument for dis-
cretion, based on the county’s need of “professional” services, EWs take
their grievances to managers in work actions and into the state arena.
EWs, who rely on a broad combination of the formal grievance proce-
dure, work actions, and state worker activism, alienate social workers
who don’t want to damage their “working relations with managers.”

Closely monitored in their work, EWs may also be openly harassed
by supervisors. EWs who are active in the union or who display any
insubordination to a supervisor quickly become targets for poor eval-
uations and dismissal. First-level supervisors, who have close contact
with EWs and prepare evaluations, typically express this pointed ha-
rassment through racist comments. One EW and union activist who
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endured a year of racial sturs from her supervisor described the abuse
and her reaction:

My supervisor was making racist comments to me ... every dirty thing
she could think to say to me. She would walk over and say it to me . ..
in open groups of people. She would make statements about Black cul-
ture. . . . It hit me one day. I was mad. ... I looked at her, “Are you sure
you're saying what yowre saying?” This woman told me that I made her
sick and that she could just throw up all over me. I went off 51-50 and
told her, “You better call the sheriff's department first and then you
better call the ambulance because if you don't retract what you just said,
I'm going to pick up this stapler and knock the hell out of you.”

In response to racial harassment in the workplace, many EWs have
turned to the Civil Service Commission, the Equal Opportunity Com-
mission, or directly to county politicians, such as the board of super-
visors. An activist EW has implemented letter-writing campaigns to lo-
cal and federal politicians protesting racial discrimination in the
workplace. .

MSWs and EWs, serving together with managers on county commit-
tees concerning workplace issues, demonstrate their clashing style. Dur-
ing a report on a health and safety committee meeting, the MSW rep-
resentative admitted that he felt unable to confront the management
“experts” on the committee. He said,

Tt was difficult for us [the workers] to ask appropriate questions to the
county officials about work environment because none of the workers are
experts. . . . There are big black chunks of insulation coming through thg
[air conditioning] vents. They said that they were too big to be a respi-
ratory problem, it's not a health issue. . . . No one is trained on the com-
mittee; we need more infclrmation.

Demonstrating respect for the managers’ expertise and indicating littl'e
understanding of the managers’ and workers’ different interests, this
MSW touched off a torrent of advice from an EW listening to the
report:

Big black chunks? You should put the officials on the defensive. Ask for
documentation for everything. ... How do you know this clown is an
expert? Even if you don't know, ask questions. If you don't, they ‘:vill Ie_ad
you. Get OSHA [Occupational Safety and Health Administration] in-
volved . .. have them write a nice little Jetter.

EWs combine aggressive tactics against managers, whom they consis-
tently identify as their enemy, with state sector resources such as

OSHA.
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Although EWs’ and MSWSs’ union activism often remain separate in
different work sites and with different managers, these groups of work-
ers have ample opportunity to conflict when dealing with top county
managers or voting on joint actions. EWs see the MSWs as inactive and
often willing to let 2 few union activists fight their battles for them.
Citing the vacancies in the social workers’ seats on the union’s executive
board as an example, EWs believe that the MSWs are currently in de-
cline in the union. Social workers, angered by the EWs' confrontational
style, claim that EWs are “too emotional” and “too angry.” One long-
time social worker commented about EWs, “You can’t tell your adver-
sary [manager] that he’s full of shit and expect to work with him.”
Although there is currently no sign of a formal split, several years ago
some MSWs attempted to break off from the Mandana chapter and
start their own representative body exclusively for social workers.

EWSs’ union activism, which extends from formal grievances against
caseloads to utilizing state watchdog agencies, takes place without the
solidarity of MSWs and any alliances with clients or their advocates.
Eligibility work, by eliminating all of the EWs’ discretion and leaving
them to cope with needy, angry clients, effectively undermines all of
EWs’ potential advocacy. Lacking any interest in even maintaining ex-
isting client services, EWs cannot even establish working relationships
with client advocate groups, much less participatory unionism with cli-
ents. Providing no services that require discretion under the existing
structure of eligibility work, EWs have no argument management con-
siders legitimate to stave off repressive caseloads and close supervision.
EWs consequently take their complaints, against demanding client ser-
vices and racist supervisors alike, to the public arena. Taking a con-
frontational stance against welfare administrators, EWs alienate MSWs
who are heavily invested in a defense of their workplace privilege. Be-
cause EWs are unable to make coalitions with clients and fellow state
workers in their use of state resources, their public-sector unionism
does not realize its promise.

CONCLUSION

The argument, made by O’Connor and others, that as public-sector
work becomes more rationalized and less discretionary state workers
will become activists unified with their clients, is challenged by the case
of Local 222. Although both social work and eligibility work are gen-
erally less discretionary than casework, and thus objectively proletari-
anized, workers do not experience solidarity with one another or their
underclass clients. The fragmentation of welfare workers’ duties, work-
ing conditions, and rules has undermined these workers’ recognition of
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their common interests. Social workers’ and EWs’ daily experience of
work in the welfare agency reminds them of the disparities in the priv-
ileges they receive, their different relationships with supervisors, and
their contrasting responsibilities to clients. Furthermore, this divided
work constructs two distinct views of welfare clients held by MSWs and
EWs, both of which exclude clients’ full participation in union griev-
ances and actions. Rather than leading toward a convergence in identity
and a solidarity movement, state service work after the fiscal crisis has
created a myriad of divisive experiences for workers.

This chapter has emphasized the alienating effect of work organi-
zation on state employees, but for clients the reorganization of state
services has had perhaps even more profound consequences. Clients,
rather than working with a single caseworker, are shunted between
unresponsive, impersonal eligibility services and the MSWs. Even
within eligibility services, clients must negotiate various aid programs,
ali administrated by different EWs. The client who is unable to decode
the required regulations to apply for and maintain her welfare may
have difficulty determining even who will be able to help her. Similarly,
within the MSWSs’ social services, client “dysfunctions,” such as sub-
stance abuse, truancy, or schizophrenia, are separately categorized and
made the responsibility of a series of different personnel. Welfare cli-
ents, whose political organization has always been tenuous, find them-
selves individually sliced up between various welfare programs.

The argument that clients and workers, as state dependents, both
have a common material base and paradexically are controlled by state
services holds true here. However, for state clients {as we have seen for
workers), oppression is experienced as coming not from a unitary
“state” or even a single welfare program, but from a multiplicity of
services administered by transitory employees. Solidarity struggles,
even among clients, are unlikely considering the wide variety of regu-
lations, aid programs, and county institutions. It would be virtually im-
possible for clients to unite in opposition to punitive welfare regulations
such as “man in the house rules,” as they did in the 1960s, because few
rules apply to all clients. Client advecacy groups are active in Mandana
County, but not surprisingly, clients’ direct participation has diminished
greatly since the preeminence of welfare rights organizations in the
early 1970s. Any struggle to expand state welfare services or to make
services more responsive to a class of state dependents is seriously con-
strained by the fragmentation of clients’ experiences.

Given the pervasive divisions between state service workers and
among clients, public-sector unionism will have to chart a course out-
side the organizing and activism that drew on workers’ and clients’
shared experience in the 1960s and 1970s. Though there have been
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 calls both inside the labor movement and from analysts of public-sector

unionism for unions to recognize their bonds with clients that are based
on inclusive criteria such as race, state citizenship, and gender, unions
have been slow to respond. The barriers to workers’ and clients’ alli-
ances appear from this analysis too great to be overcome with
consciousness-raising around gender or racial politics. However, it is
clear that an alternative to traditional organizing must be found if
workers or clients are to wage effective opposition to state domination.

AFTERWORD: LETTING THE FIELD SPEAK TO YOU

“Letting the field speak to you” is a phrase that was thrown around a
lot in the early days of our research as we struggled to orient ourselves
to unfamiliar settings and faces. This was a reminder that we needed to
be sensitive and responsive to the things people told and showed us in
the field. Later we advised each other, somewhat more ironically, to “let
the field speak to you,” when trying to formulate sociological guestions
relevant to our site. The irony came out of our sense that this phrase
misteadingly makes field work sound obvious and comfortable, It sug-
gests that the participant cbserver is in some symbiotic relationship with
informants and setting that will neatly translate into cogent, compelling
analysis. Nothing is further from the truth. And in fact, the more we
abandoned our preconceptions about the field and set theoretical or
political agendas, the messier it became.

In the beginning everyone you speak with, every meeting you attend,
and each interaction you observe in the field is potentially fascinating.
I joined a group of union activists (about fifteen people) as quietly and
unobtrusively as I could. I introduced myself to the unionists in vague
terms, as a graduate student “interested in learning about unions.” Ask-
ing a few orienting questions and listening a lot of the time, I kept a low
profile during my first weeks in the field. In this beginning stage [ was
listening to the field uncritically and unselectively. I was euphoric about
each new discovery, thrilled to be let in on budget meetings and chit-
chat in the elevator. I spent several hours sitting in a snack bar, in one
of the office buildings where I did my field work, listening to random
conversations, watching what people ate, breathing in the buttery fumes
of microwave popcorn. I was convinced that this immersion in office
culture would yield results.

This hope that all interactions in the field will be grist for one’s
analysis is, in part, a result of the fact that many of us asked very broad,
undefined questions when we started researching: “What are women
doing in the Cambodian community?” “How democratic is this union in
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its recognition of women?” I was ready to abandon my questions about
union democracy if something more interesting came up. This suspen-
sion of my expectations, to be open to discovery, surprise, or exciting
twists, was helpful, if not absolutely necessary at the beginning of my
research process. Though I never considered looking at union activism
as anything other than polmcal action, most of my other assumptions
were put aside at various points, in some cases to be reintroduced later.

Pursuing my original questions about women'’s political voice in their
union, for example, initially would have forced me to ferret out infor-
mation from people who didn’t know or trust me. Because women'’s
interests were not being explicitly discussed by unionists and there were
no active local committees organized to address women’s concerns, I
found myself initiating conversations about gender that were foreign to
male and female unionists’ everyday experience. Part of my decision to
redirect my question away from gender came from the time pressure
we were all under to formulate questions and propositions about our
field site. Submerged gender politics seemed too elusive given the time
I had to study the union. I decided after the first few awkward con-
versations about women’s workplace concerns, in which I was told pa-
tiently or indignantly that all unionists have to stick together, that I
needed to sit back and learn what the unionists themselves considered
important, Stubbornly probing for hidden struggles between men and
women in the union would have made my interactions with informants
intrusive and uncomfortable at this early stage.!?

My early focus began to shift from gender not only because of its
inaccessibility, but, more positively, because I found myself increasingly
caught up in the principal drama in the union: the interaction between
two strikingly different groups of activists who also happened to do
different types of work. Eligibility workers and social workers alter-
nated between looking faintly bored by one another in group discus-
sions to being openly antagonistic in conflicts. Camaraderie and en-
gagement tended to flow among EWs or among MSWs but not between
them. For the most part both groups made visible efforts to tolerate
each other, but occasionally, when this veneer collapsed, they burst out
into angry, stubborn tirades. The emotional tenor of these interactions
turned my attention away from the more pallid dynamics of women
and men toward the unmistakable estrangement between EWs and
MSWs. 1 sought new questions about union activism that would address
my daily findings of this rupture between the unionists.

My first stage of research, which had resembled a wide-lens photog-
raphy session, had to come to an end. Remaining in the field without
a conscious, articulated set of expectations (even if they were revamped
constantly) and questions, while exciting, at this point would have led to
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analytical stagnation. I couldn’t have made progress in interpreting my
observations without committing myself to a more specific focus, Prac-
tically, also, it was necessary for me to adjust my perspective on the field
if 1 was to sustain an interest in the project. While highly sympathetic
to the aims of the union activists, my engagement with the study was
maintained through a series of “discoveries” (many of which would be
blatantly obvious to an insider) I made about the field site. Thus as the
union and management became increasingly familiar to me and new
observations declined, it was essential for me to balance my unqualified
enthusiasm for participation with an outsider’s perspective.

The explanations that I began to entertain more seriously came, in
part, from outside my site. I read about the history of this union and
others like it, theoretical perspectives on public-sector and service work-
ers’ union activism, and had discussions with others in my class who
knew liule about the union. Discussions with persons outside the field
or engaging a different perspective pushed all of us to explain what was
truly compelling about the welfare workers, Cambodian women lead-
ers, or AIDS activists. o

Faced with presenting my second set of field notes to my classmates
{(who by this ume were impatient with the miscellany of the field), [
began to more clearly define “what was going on in the union” between
these two groups of workers. I attended to the subject matter of their
heated disputes, as well as what bored them the most. I focused on the
encouraging actions as well as the less successful fragmented strategies
of MSWs and EWs. Discovering that clients, professionalism, and mil-
itant activism continued to emerge as important themes, I formulated
my questions even more specifically: “Why are clients the focus of dis-
putes between workers?” and “Why do EWs pursue more militant ac-
tions than do MSWs, who reject them in favor of arguments for pro-
fessional privilege?”

The way that I interacted with people in the union or watched mem-
bers in meetings also changed when I began to narrow down my re-
search questions. No longer did 1 linger in the coffee shop; now [ more
systematically sought out representatives from these two groups of
workers and asked them about different kinds of dlients, about MSW
training and licensing. In meetings I continued to listen to everyone’s
comments about everything from union bylaws to child-care provisions,
but with an ear to filling in missing pieces of a puzzle. My awareness of
the field and intention in listening to it became more selective and
ultimately more fruitful for my analysis,

In retrospect, the dynamic between what I observed in the field and
the explanations I formulated was that of a push-pull. However, the
movements back and forth between participant observation and anal-
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ysis were delayed and awkward. Rather than neatly going back and
forth between these two modes in the beginning, I pursued one strat-
egy of uncritical acceptance until chaos threatened. Even when I came
to see the site in terms of a single set of questions, I still harbored a
secret fear that I might discover an inconvenient fact that would de-
stroy my carefully constructed argument. Ultimately we ail made moves
toward more or less rational, neat explanations for the richness of what
we observed, but the process of getting there was anything but neat.



