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Working the System that is Working Her 

 

 

Millie and I went to the park.   I brought along a pack of Native American Medicine 

cards.   I shuffled the cards and Millie picked a card underneath the stack that was well 

hidden.  I asked, “what’d you get?  The coyote?  The coyote is the trickster.”  I began to 

read what the card said about the coyote and she nodded her head throughout this reading 

somewhat solemnly, looking down the whole time.  Millie then said, “You know, this is 

really me.  I really believe these things... There’s a lot that it is saying about me.  I am 

like that.  I did a lot of things to a lot of people.  In my past life, I did a lot of bad 

things...I asked Millie to choose another card and this time she got the Emperor.  She 

said, “I get that card a lot, the emperor.  I told her that it’s about “authority and wisdom.” 

         

                                                                                                      (Field notes entry 10-27-95) 

 

 When I (the first author) first met Millie at a methadone clinic in the summer of 1994 she 

appeared to be in the process of “soul searching” which is what the Emperor card signifies.  At 

fifty-two years old she was ready to move beyond the world of heroin and its lifestyle to create a 

life trying to fit into mainstream, conventional society.  She had recently lost her partner who 

died of AIDS and she now knew that she too carried the HIV virus.  Despite her situation, she 

was unbelievably upbeat, friendly, and willing to share her story with me.  I spent the next 

decade becoming a close friend to Milllie, experiencing her joys and sorrows, serving as a 

mediator between Millie and the white-dominated social systems with which she must interact, 

and coming to her rescue in moments of crisis.  The relationship is in no sense one-sided.  Not 

only has Millie provided me with rare insight into the daily lives of the very poor, the “truly 

disadvantaged,” as Wilson (1987) dubbed them, she has also given generously of her warmth, 

her compassion, her quirky gifts, and her many talents. 

Millie is the mother of six, grandmother of twelve, and occasional care giver to many 

family members and friends.  She lives in a poor neighborhood of single-family, subsidized 

housing in a city in the Southern United States.  Millie is economically disadvantaged, dark 
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skinned, Puerto Rican, and middle-aged.  Despite her history of dependence on heroin and then 

methadone and her recurring sexual and physical abuse by former husbands/partners, she has 

somehow managed to raise her six children to adulthood and fulfill the role of grandmother to 

her grandchildren.   Similar to the impoverished women discussed by Hill (2000, 161), Millie did 

not have “adequate access to the wide variety of goods and services available to typical middle-

class consumers.”  Like the coyote, the trickster in the Medicine Cards, she had to use her 

ingenuity and cunning to survive.  Although women do not have easy entre’ into the world of 

dealing drugs (Morgan and Joe 1996), Millie told me “... I dealt drugs to take care of myself.  I 

always supported myself.” (11-14-94)  “I used to steal from stores.  I would take beautiful coats 

and so I would have these and then people would give me things for drugs... I had a lot of people 

living with me then too...I had racks and racks of clothes.” (3-9-95).   Like the poor African 

American women documented in Carol Stack’s (1974) book All Our Kin, Millie created 

extensive personal networks with friends, her family, and occasionally even with strangers.   

 Using the underground economy has its risks.  Millie’s mother, who Millie believed to be 

psychic, told her one day that she “had a vision where she saw little bags, lots of little bags.  And 

then she saw cops (11-14-94).  Shortly after her mother shared this vision, Millie was arrested for 

drug dealing and served time in prison.  Yet, while in prison, Millie adopted new survival 

techniques.  She told me “I became the cook so that I could get cigarettes...  I worked things out 

so that I could survive in jail.... I thought that I would be in there for a year.  That’s what I was 

told.  And, do you know what the jail lawyers are?  Those are people who are always in jail and 

they know a lot.  You can just tell them what you are in for and they will tell you how to deal 

with the judge and the lawyers... And they told me I’d be walking” (11-14-94).  

 When I met her, Millie hoped that now that she was on methadone, a legal alternative to 

heroin, she could fit into mainstream conventional society and “do the right thing.”  What she 

quickly realized was that she could not follow the rules or else she “would get screwed.”  

Instead, she had to do what was “right for her.” As Millie works to reintegrate herself into 

mainstream conventional society and do what she claims is “the right thing,” she carries with her 

multiple tarnished identities coupled with a whole host of “techniques of the self” which enable 

her, as well as many other impoverished women like her, to circumvent deprivation.  The kinds 

of techniques Millie used in the underground economy get transformed and transfigured to work 

the rules of the consumer economy.  She has learned like so many other women who are poor, of 
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color, disabled, victims of abuse, or former addicts that social service systems designed to “help” 

are inadequate (Sullivan 1999). In the “welfare system as we knew it” as well as the current 

system, Hays (2003, 11) tells us that “... all recipients had to come with additional sources of 

help just to cover the cost of their most basic needs.  Its policies operated to make it all the more 

difficult to climb out of poverty, and its recipients were systematically stigmatized.”  Hidden 

within the policies and practices of such institutions are white middle-class beliefs and 

expectations about the “ideal” family and “proper” work ethic which are imposed on those 

whose lives do not match these characteristics.  Welfare reform has deepened the stigma 

encountered by those who continue to live in poverty, whether or not they work multiple 

minimum wage jobs.  The failure to become self-sufficient carries with it even greater scorn in a 

social milieu in which the old welfare system is so ridiculed.  As a result, people who find no 

other option except to use social service systems, are still poor, dehumanized, and “without the 

means to live with dignity” (Prashad 2003, 168).  The ability of the poor to find ways of getting 

money and other forms of currency like credit, favors, and material goods is their chief strategy 

for bypassing some of the stigmas they face. 

 If personal dignity resides largely in our ability to fulfill the expectations of our multiple 

identities, then Millie has managed to retain personal dignity despite her poverty.  She does her 

best to be a good mother and grandmother, to be a supportive friend, a good Christian, a proud 

Puerto Rican, and a helpful neighbor.  Millie’s life history illuminates the ways in which 

members of the underclass acquire the currency that allows them to survive physically and enact 

their identities, thereby maintaining some level of personal dignity.  Millie gets money by 

“working” a set of systems, some emerging from the welfare state such as food stamps, section 8 

housing, and disability, some more informal (pawn shops, mail order purchases), and others 

emerging from family and kinship networks.  She takes the discursive practices of the state 

bureaucracy and of her interpersonal associations and makes the effort to turn them to her own 

advantage.   

 Because Millie’s struggle to survive often requires subverting the rules of our social and 

cultural systems, we have used the phrase “working the system.”  This choice of language, while 

useful in that it highlights the techniques of self she uses, is in some ways unfortunate.  It 

connotes that the system itself is fair and that by “working the system,” one violates rules that are 

fair and impartial.  In reality, the system is far from fair; the rules are often designed not to 
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enable human beings to experience dignity and a fair chance at success but to keep them from 

suffering or dying in a way that would embarrass politicians and social service workers.  Millie’s 

story shows that the struggle for human dignity is not stamped out by this bureaucratization of 

individual lives.  If society will not offer her a fair shot at all the wonderful pleasures paraded 

before her eyes in three thousand advertising messages per day, she will use her creativity and 

ingenuity to get the money necessary to experience a taste of these pleasures.  Yet, her pleasures 

may be more basic than those of most Americans:  Millie desires to pay her bills and own a 

house.  All of the subtle ways that Millie has learned to subvert the rules of the system enable her 

to feel like a slightly more dignified human being.  But, no matter how much Millie challenges 

and works the system, she still remains part of the economic underclass.  In other words, the 

system is still working her with much more force and consequence than she is working it. 

 Before examining her methods, it would be wise to contemplate how other people also 

“work the system” and with much less social stigma.  Tens of thousands of Americans cheat on 

their taxes each year, or at least exaggerate certain claims in order to benefit themselves.  People 

buy gigantic vehicles called Hummers and drive them to work so that they can take advantage of 

a tax break designed for farmers who must buy large tractors in order to farm.  The wealthy work 

the financial systems of our country with skill and in ways that often border on the illegal.  

College students attempt to claim residency in a state where they haven’t been living in order to 

avoid paying out-of-state tuition.  None of these actions receives much scorn from the public.  

What makes Millie’s experiences different from those of the middle to upper class public is that 

she is a poor woman of color.  Social service institutions do not represent the interests or 

concerns of those who do not share white, middle to upper class lives (see Fine 1992).  In today’s 

economic market where we are experiencing declining real wages, lack of benefits, and 

underemployment, women cannot survive on their wages alone (Handler 1999).   They must 

work the system not simply in order to remain wealthy or to enjoy driving a Hummer, but in 

order to survive.  And yet, they are stigmatized so harshly for the ways in which they work 

systems.  It is not unusual to closely scrutinize the lives of women on welfare, for example, to 

make sure they do not “scam” the system.  The common assumption is that most women on 

welfare are lazy, cheats, and have children to get more money (Hays 2003).  Poor women are not 

the only ones who participate in the booming underground economy, “where economic activities 

remain off the books, where they are unrecorded, unreported, and in violation of the law” 
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(Schlosser 2003, 4).  However, they are held more accountable for violations of the law.  Millie 

is not an exception to the many other poor women who must use their cunning and ingenuity to 

find ways to work various systems in order to survive.  One of the main points we must 

remember, though, is unlike those on Wall Street, for example, who work the underground 

economy and make thousands of dollars, Millie and women like her barely make it by 

circumventing and subverting consumer rules.  And finding ways to “work the system” has it 

costs and takes its toll especially on personal dignity. 

 Our interest is in how Millie uses her interpersonal skills and impression management 

techniques to socially construct reality in a way that meets her needs.  Specifically, we examine 

how she employs these skills in four arenas:  her personal networks, the agencies of the welfare 

state, the informal business sector, and the health care system.    

 

Creating and Maintaining Personal Networks 

 

 If you ask Millie about her identity, she will tell you that she is Puerto Rican—not black 

or African American, but Puerto Rican.  It is typical of Latinas and especially poor women of 

color to create and maintain a set of reciprocal obligations with family and close friends 

(Friedman 1992).  Millie is no exception.  Creating personal networks where goods and services 

are exchanged is an essential survival practice among poor women of color (Stack 1974).   What 

makes the Puerto Rican experience perhaps different than some other ethnic groups, is that 

women’s work expands across geographical space to include a set of obligations and exchanges 

to family and friends in Puerto Rico as well as the United States (Alicea 1997).  As a Puerto 

Rican woman, Millie honored expectations of her ethnic group by regularly hosting and caring 

for various people in her home and providing goods and services to her extended kin in New 

York as well as Puerto Rico.  She also hosted, at various times, close friends of her children as 

well as the return of her grown children in her household, some of their partners and her 

grandchildren.  With the movement of family and friends in and out of her home, Millie acquires 

goods and services in addition to providing goods and services.  It is not unusual for her to get 

furniture, help with the rent, food, transportation (as she does not drive) etc.  She also has an 

uncanny ability to make friendships where she learns about goods that people no longer need 

through her participation in the methadone clinic, an AIDS network, and church for example.  
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Throughout the ten years that I have known Millie, she has arranged transportation with me to 

acquire numerous items such as a T.V. console, waterbed, table and chairs, old Singer sewing 

machine with a built in table.  As she acquires new goods, tires of old ones or hears of someone 

who needs something she has, items move out of her home and get dispersed among a wide 

network of people.   

Home is not linked to a location, but is something that she creates and takes with her as 

she moves regularly.  As the head of her household, Millie works hard to create a home.  For 

example, she remakes old drapes that someone gave her to fit her windows.  Furniture is 

rearranged regularly and wall decorations and nick knacks, photos, and pictures are constantly 

changed, taken down for a while and then, in some cases, put back up.  In other words, Millie is 

very busy in the art of creating and recreating a sense of home.  As her circumstances change, it 

requires Millie’s ingenuity and creativity to figure out a way to rebuild home.   

 Since most people in her personal network are poor, they must also rely on their 

ingenuity and creativity to survive.  At times, it appears that there are shared understandings 

among friends, as in the case below, of the parameters on how to use each other to get what they 

need from businesses.  I went with Millie to get her phone reconnected, but she could not use her 

name since she had an outstanding bill with the phone company and her credit is no longer good.  

She decided to visit a close personal friend for help. 

 

Millie=[speaking to her friend] I paid the bill and then I had to call to get the phone 

connected and they asked who I was and I said [pause] 

 Friend=[smiling] that I was your husband, that's good. 

Millie=Yeah, and then they wanted to know my name so I told them that I would have 

you call in. 

Friend=O.k., I'll call them right now. Come on over in case I need something.  Tell me 

everything you said and what you did.  

Millie=I paid $150.00 dollars and the bill was for 152.00 and then they want you to call 

in. 

Friend=Hello, this is [Timothy] and we got a little behind on our bill and my wife just 

paid it.  I was wondering when we could get the phone reconnected....  (9-26-95) 
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 Not all exchanges work out well.  Millie has had to learn to carefully weigh and evaluate 

the various contributions of members of her personal network.  Although some people provide 

needed services, Millie recognizes that there are costs associated with what she takes. At one 

point in time, when she put her phone in a different man’s name, the arrangement did not last 

long.   My field notes recount that “A neighbor who got kicked out was staying with her.  She 

offered him a place for a little while so that he could get on his feet.  The phone was put in his 

name.  She is planning to disconnect it tomorrow because she hates being dependent on him.   He 

also feels that he can use the phone any time he wants at her expense.  He feels that she owes 

him and she doesn't like that (10-23-94).”  In addition to her neighbor who resided on her couch 

for a while in exchange for putting the phone in his name, Millie’s mother used to come over and 

make long distance phone calls at Millie’s expense.  While Millie could sever ties with a 

neighbor, it was much harder to impinge on the rights Millie’s mother claimed of her daughter’s 

services despite their fractious relationship.   

Millie is unusual in that her network includes someone who is not poor:  me.  I am stable 

and don’t move or have my phone disconnected.  She has the ultimate security to know that she 

can always call me when she needs me.  Even when I may not see her for a while, she knows that 

I will come to her aid with just a phone call.  She called me when her son was mistreated and put 

in solitary confinement in prison.  She called me when he again went to prison on what she 

assumed to be a marijuana charge.  And more recently, she called when her elderly mother was 

dying and she needed my help with financial matters as well as health care issues.  And my 

ability to help is a reminder of our different social locations.  I have the privilege to be a stable 

force of help.  She once told me that she has never had a friend like me ever.  She never had a 

friend who could make a commitment and keep it.  Also, using me as a part of her network at 

times draws in my expanded network; this is what helped her son Paul get out of solitary 

confinement.  She has extracted resources from me, and in exchange, she has entrusted me with 

her story to share to the public.  Although she is typically very sensitive with how others might 

frame her life story, she has trusted me to frame it. 

 The web of interconnections that Millie makes as well as her sense of home is akin to a 

spider web.  Spider webs seem to hold an important imagery in Puerto Rican culture as Millie 

explained one day.  “We are superstitious people.  See this spider web here.  My mother always 

told me that we are never supposed to take these down.  They are a sign of good luck.  See, this 
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is her home and you shouldn't take down her home.” (10-27-95)  Millie’s creation of home is 

like a spider web.  It is fragile and yet pliable.  It breaks and entraps.  It is in a state of transition 

waiting to be remade.  Her network of friends and family also change, and with these changes 

come changes in the kinds of goods and services Millie will be able to get.  But, with her 

cunning and patience she finds a way to ensnare the people and things that she needs to survive.  

In the process, sometimes she finds herself entrapped too by visitors who try to take more than 

she can or is willing to give.  Thus, she finds herself always on guard to protect the meager 

resources she has and at the same time she is always on the look out for something or someone 

else who can make her life easier and happier.  Millie, however, is careful not to extract too 

many resources from a particular member of her network.  She knows that there are limits, and in 

those moments she sets her sights on working systems beyond her personal network.  At the 

same time, all the various resources Millie acquires by working informal, welfare, and medical 

systems are brought back to the group to benefit those who she currently identifies as part of her 

network.  In this way, her ability to work various systems attracts people into her web. 

 

Working the Welfare State 

 

 Millie is a master at finding places, services and people to help her as well as her friends.  

Over the past decade, Millie has found programs that will help pay her electric and phone bill.  

As a client of an AIDS social service agency, she received help with her bills and groceries.  She 

gets disability, welfare, food stamps, Section 8 housing, medicaid, and free legal help, and she 

has worked intermittently at grocery and clothing stores for additional money.  Despite this long 

list of institutional supports, Millie still lives in poverty.  To survive, she must understand, 

follow, subvert, and circumvent established rules she confronts in each of the above listed 

bureaucracies.  A highly educated person would find it mind boggling to contend with all the 

bureaucratic rules that Millie encounters almost daily. With only an eighth grade education, 

Millie knows these systems so well that she finds ways to extract even more money than she is 

due.   

In addition to knowing the rules, Millie must present a self that gets workers on her side.  

She does not have the capital or resources to take on an established image with a suit and 

briefcase to match, but uses whatever her quick lay person analysis suggests will work.  
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Sometimes she plays ignorant, sometimes she is assertive and seemingly annoyed by the 

incompetence of an agency, sometimes she is charming and exceedingly polite, and sometimes 

very quiet so as not to reveal something that would disqualify her from assistance.  In the 

following example, Millie and I visited the food stamps office to resolve a problem with getting 

her food stamps.  Quoting this dialogue at length provides a rare glimpse at how the poor manage 

the bureaucracies that are managing them: 

 

Millie=[As we walked into the food stamps building] Look how long the line is 

getting...They keep us waiting and waiting.  We always have to wait for everything.  

There are lines for everything.  

 

[Millie spoke to a woman who spoke Spanish ahead of us.  She told her how pretty her 

daughter was.  When it was Millie’s turn to speak with the receptionist, she said that she 

couldn't give her food stamps because there was a problem.  She wrote down a name for 

her and then we had to go to the main office and wait to be called.  It was a madhouse.  

There were long lines and people (often mothers and children) were standing and sitting 

everywhere.  I suggested that we go over to the side door and ask someone who this 

person was.  They said that they didn't know him and that we should wait in the line at 

the front of the building.  The line in the main office space where people wait was not 

very long.  Millie went to the head of the line and handed the person the card.  She said 

that she went to get her stamps and they told her to see this person.  They said that they 

would call him.  He came to the side door and we went in.]  

 

By being assertive and playing like she didn’t know that everyone had to wait in line, Millie got 

her way without imposing further delay on me, her ride home for the day. 

 

Millie=[speaking to male case worker] I tried to get my stamps and they told me to come 

here first.  I don't know what this is about.  This is my friend.  She is with me.  I usually 

see Mrs. G.  She is my case worker.   

Case worker=I don't know a Mrs. G.  She doesn't work here.  I've been here 8 years and I 

have never heard of her. 
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 Millie=That is my caseworker’s name.  I just saw her.  

Case worker=Maybe she wasn’t here very long.  She must have left.  Here, wait in here 

and I will be back.   

Millie=[We sat down in another room.  More people were waiting here, but not as many 

as in the front room.  The man came back with some papers in his hand.]  Yes.  I'm 

Millie. 

Case Worker=I don't know why they gave you to me.  I don't even deal with people like 

you.  I deal with the elderly.  Anyhow, it turns out that you didn't show up for your 

interview this month and so you are cancelled. 

Millie=I did show up for my interview.  I just saw Mrs. G. less than a month ago.  I did 

not miss my appointment.  I was here for it. 

Case Worker=That's what they told me.  You will have to speak with her or her 

supervisor.  I will notify them that you need to speak with her.  You can have a seat out 

there. 

 Me=How long will it be before we see her? 

 Man=I don't know, (motioning to all the people waiting). 

Millie=(to me) I wish I had her phone number.  I could go home and get her number and 

call her.  That would be quicker.  I don't know what her number is. [We waited for quite 

some time, maybe about forty five minutes.  I encouraged Millie to check again with the 

front desk.  After returning she told me] They said that they called Mrs. G. and she told 

them that she called our name at 11:00 and that we never answered.  That is a lie.  They 

lie here.  We were right here at this door waiting.  We did not miss them.  I told them 

that.  I told them that there was no way that we didn't hear her.  We are standing right at 

the door.  I told them that she never came up here.  I don't know why they lie like that. 

[Millie had gotten up to talk with a man who used to be her case manager.  He said he 

didn't know who Mrs. G. was and that he couldn't help her.]  I'm going to get up and ask 

this woman if she knows her. [returning] She said that she knew her and would tell her 

that I am waiting. [We waited for about another 15 minutes or so.  Finally, her name was 

called and we went in.] 
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Millie=[Speaking to a female caseworker] I don't know what the problem is.  Where is 

Mrs. G.?  She is my case manager.   

 Case worker=I don't know.  They just gave me your case. 

Millie=Oh, well I just tried to get my food stamps and then they told me to come in and 

see this man.  This man didn't even know what he was talking about.  He told me that 

Mrs. G. didn’t even work here and that he has been here 4 years.  Why would he tell me 

that?  He didn't even know what he was talking about.  He said that he doesn't even deal 

with people like me.  Why did they send me to him? 

Case worker=O.k. why don't you sit down and let me see what the problem is.  What is 

your number? 

Millie=[searching for her paper blue card.  She had been holding on to this in the lobby 

for quite some time and now has to hunt for it.]  Here it is. 

Case worker=O.k.  I see what the problem is.  You need to come in for an interview and 

get re accredited.  You have to bring in proof of your rent, if you have any income.  You 

just need another interview.  You have to have this every year. 

 Millie=oh, o.k.  When can I do this? 

 Case worker=How about some time this week? 

 Millie=Tomorrow morning? 

 Case worker=I can't do it in the morning.  How about tomorrow afternoon? 

Millie=I don't know.  I have an appointment, let's see, about the lights at 2:00 downtown 

[several miles away].   

 Case worker=You can do it afterwards.  Let's say around 3:00. 

 Millie=[pausing] Let's see 2:00 downtown [pause] Wednesday I have to be [pausing]. 

Case worker=O.k. how about 10:30 tomorrow morning?  I can do it then.  Sometimes 

people don't show up and so we can double book appointments.  We see people from 

7:30 until 11:00 so 10:30 would be good. 

Me=It is hard sometimes because she doesn't have transportation.  It would be hard for 

her to get here after being downtown at 2:00. 

 Case worker=Yeah, I know.  That's o.k. we can do it in the morning.   

 Me=Do you know what to bring? 

 Millie=I need my lease, my social security. 
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Case worker=You don't need your social security if you have already copied it.  Are you 

on social security? 

 Millie=I'm on SSD.  I'm on disability. 

Case worker=O.k., well bring your lease and if you can't bring that you can bring a note 

from the landlord and then your bills.  Whatever you have, if you can find them. 

 Millie=I have everything.  I can bring that, ok.  O.k.   

 Me=You may want to ask her name? 

 Millie=Oh, what is your name? 

 Case worker=Miss B. 

Millie=How do you spell it, [writing down her name.  She gave an example that was 

humorous and I made a joke]. 

 Millie=[laughing] You seem like a nice person, though. 

Woman=[smiling]  ok. I will see you tomorrow and your benefits won't change any.  

Which way are you parked. 

 Me=Out back. 

Millie=[walking out back] You see, they aren't going to cut my benefits any.  Usually 

they cut your benefits and punish you for not coming to an appointment.  If you are late 

for picking up your food stamps, then they won't give you the full amount, just to punish 

you.  She said that they aren't going to do that... 

They were supposed to send me a letter in the mail telling me that I needed to do this.  I 

didn't see a letter.  They never notified me.  They never do.  I didn't know that I needed to 

do this now.  They should have told me... When I start working, if I can, I'm not going to 

come here anymore.  I don't want to get food stamps anymore.  I don't need this kind of 

place.  I want to quit getting them.  I don't like having to come here and go through all of 

this.  It is such a waste of time.  They think that we don't have anything better to do.  

They spend our time waiting in lines and things like that.  I hope I can stop coming here.  

(11-13-95) 

 

Had Millie simply stood in line and waited for the welfare system to work at its own speed, she 

would have lost a day that could have been spent improving her home, making gifts for 

neighbors, babysitting her grandchildren, or solidifying her network in some other way.  Her 
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assertiveness and self-confidence is what got her to the right social service worker, the “nice 

person” at the front of the line.  A few weeks after this incident, I learned a bit more about what 

had really been going on: 

 

Millie called to tell me about her experience at the food stamps office.  She told me that 

she brought all her documents in about her son's employment.  Early in the meeting 

another woman came in and asked Millie if she could sit in during the meeting.  Millie 

was very skeptical of her.  She didn't know why this woman had to be there.  She told me 

that she just decided to keep her mouth shut and not say anything.  She felt that this 

woman was there as a witness.  They asked if these were the only places that her son 

worked and Millie said yes.  They asked what he was doing now that he isn't working and 

she said that he was going to school.  I said, oh, you're getting food stamps for your son 

too and they don't know that he is in prison.  Millie said that she is getting food stamps 

for him and she hasn't told them where he is.  She said that if they find out they will cut 

her food stamps and then it is hardly worth coming in just for her stamps.  They wanted 

to know where her son was and Millie said that she hadn't seen him in a few days, but 

that is what he told her, that he was in school.  Millie mentioned that she didn't want to lie 

and so she thought that she should just say as little as possible.  Her case worker walked 

her to the door and said that she would be notified by mail about what they decide to do.  

I asked her why by mail and Millie said that is what they always do.  They always tell 

you by mail (11-30-95). 

 

This story reveals how both the agency and Millie use ambiguity to their advantage.  

There is much to be confused about in the above excerpt.  First, is there a Mrs. G who is a 

caseworker or not?  Some workers claimed to have known her and others didn’t.  Did Millie 

really have an appointment with her within the last month or not?  This also is unclear.  Another 

point of confusion is whether or not Millie was notified by mail that she had to be re-accredited.  

In several ways, Millie’s story keeps changing depending upon which worker she is speaking to.  

She tells one man that she just had an interview, but when the case worker tells her that she 

needs to get accredited and seems willing to work with her, this point goes unmentioned.  

Whether the confusion is “real” or just an act, it seems to help Millie connect with case workers 
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and bring them to her side.  In this instance, Millie was able to avoid punishments as well as 

establish a meeting time that fit her schedule.  Again, the creative combination of assertiveness 

and feigned ignorance gets her by. 

 My phone conversation with Millie tells an equally important story about the connection 

between interpersonal networks and welfare systems.  Millie did not want to lose food stamps for 

her son who was in prison.  To reveal that her son did not currently live with her would require 

Millie to go through a re-application process which may have temporarily suspended her food 

stamps.  She would have had to live on even less assistance and then re-apply for more food 

stamps once her son moved back in.  Food stamps are an important commodity in her 

interpersonal network because they are like money and can be loaned or sold, further solidifying 

networks of reciprocity.   Millie also knew that if she revealed too much about her son, she 

would not only lose food stamps but risk losing Section 8 housing because felons cannot live in 

subsidized housing.  She chose to stay quiet and say very little.  When asked questions by the 

case workers, she carefully chose her words claiming “that is what he told her” in reference to 

her son being in school in order to minimize her personal responsibility for altering the truth.   

Millie told a part of the story that made sense given her impoverished living conditions.  Her son, 

at some point during his sentence, was in “school,” but the “school” was housed in a prison.  He 

was studying to take his GED.  But, another part of this story is one where Millie feels angered 

by the rules of Section 8 which would demand that she relinquish her maternal responsibilities 

and “put her son out on the street.”  She felt that if she revealed her son’s whereabouts, she 

would be forced by the system to violate her responsibilities of Puerto Rican motherhood (see 

Hardesty and Black 2005).   To keep her dignity and self respect, Millie finds ways to challenge 

the dehumanization process of bureaucracies by protecting her privacy and maintaining the right 

not to reveal too much personal information.  To do otherwise, would compromise the values 

that mean the most to Millie at this point in her life which is to take care of her family, especially 

her youngest son.  

 The mere act of using the welfare state for help requires people like Millie to “play into” 

the societal myths about welfare recipients as ignorant, stupid, incapable, and deficient.  Walking 

through the doors of these agencies, they affirm a host of stigmatized identities as poor person, 

woman of color, drug user, and bad mother (see Hays 2003).  Unable to secure a stable 

relationship with a man, these women become dependent on an institution for stability.  Oddly, 
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while the first sort of dependence is regarded as the indicator of feminine perfection, the latter 

form of dependence is highly stigmatized:  thus, it is not dependence itself that is condemned for 

women, but only dependence on the state (Fraser and Gordon 1994).  Yet, many women learn 

like Tillmon who is quoted by Prashad (2003, 142), that  “being on welfare is like a super sexist 

marriage.  You trade the man for the Man.  But you can’t divorce him if he treats you bad.  He 

can divorce you....”  Most poor women know that in order to survive, they must violate rules of 

these welfare bureaucracies.  Their survival depends on finding ways to make the system work 

for them.  Using their ingenuity requires personal agency.  They cannot survive by letting the 

welfare state dictate their lives and invade their privacy.  The strength, cunning, and foresight to 

circumvent the rules of the welfare state can be empowering to women who have very limited 

access to traditional mechanisms of power.  Furthermore, finding ways to subvert oppressive 

systems perhaps keeps intact a little bit of their dignity.  No matter how much aid they get, 

however, it is never enough.  Poor women, like Millie, must be on the look out for other systems 

to make it.  We turn next to how Millie uses informal businesses like pawn shops and mail order 

for quick cash.     

 

Working Informal Businesses 

 

 There are a whole host of mechanisms for quick cash for members of the more privileged 

classes.  It is not unusual for people to take out a small bank loan, use credit cards or suspend 

interest payments for a year on a new pre-approved credit card, or perhaps refinance a house, or 

get a home equity loan.  For the poor, these options are not available (see Williams 2001). 

Whereas the privileged classes may have equity in a house and a car, the extent of Millie’s equity 

was a cd/radio player with a broken top, and other small items like a used bike and tools.  She 

uses these items as collateral for getting much needed cash to pay bills especially when there is a 

problem with her typically more reliable forms of financing like food stamps.  Millie cannot get 

a credit card or a checking account, nor does she own a home or have any other form of equity.  

Without equity, she must work non-traditional business systems to find quick cash, pay her bills 

and get needed groceries.  These businesses, such as pawn shops and cash advance centers, are 

common in poorer neighborhoods.   Millie, like many poor people, has learned the rules of these 

systems.  But, as seen in the example below, the poor pay a huge cost for quick cash. 
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Millie=Remember I told you that I was pawning my things, well, I pawned this one thing 

and I want to get it back.  They're holding it for me and I need the money because I 

haven't gotten the food stamps yet.  So, I want you to come and take me to pick it up.  

You could come and help me pick it up.  It costs 25 dollars and then you can hold it for 

me until I can pay you for it.  I would rather that you hold on to it than them.  I want you 

to hold it for me. 

Me=Oh, well if you need the money, why don't you just pick it up and then I can give 

you the 25.00 dollars so that you can eat and have food. 

Millie=That's o.k.  I'm o.k. with food because [my daughter] will help me out with that if 

I need it. 

 Me=So, you want me to come take you to this place so that you can get the radio. 

Millie=Yeah, they're holding it for me and I want to get it back.  I don't want to sell it.  

They were holding it for me. 

Me=o.k., I'll be there soon to take you there.  (I was totally confused about what she 

wanted and how pawn shops worked and she was totally confused with what I was 

asking) 

Millie=[I picked up Millie and drove her to the pawn shop.  We walked into the pawn 

shop.  There were two men in there.  One was behind the counter.  He had long brown 

hair with tatoos all over his arms.  The tatoos were only with blue ink.  The store was 

very cluttered and dirty.  He had lots of t.v.s, a bike, stereos etc.  All products looked in 

pretty bad shape and old.)   

 Man=Can I help you?  (no response)  Can I help you? 

Millie=Yeah, I called about picking up my radio that you are holding here for me.  I want 

to come get it. 

Man=[taking the pink slip that she had and looking it up in a book]  Did I give you one of 

these yellow slips too? 

Millie=No, just this pink one.  You told me that you put it in back..  Do you take bikes 

too? 

 Man=Only mountain bikes right now.  That's all were taking. 
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Millie=Oh ok. [to me] I have that bike and I was thinking about pawning it, but I don't 

know....   

Man=I had it out here to sell because I haven't heard from you for a while and then when 

you called I brought off the shelf and put it in back. [Moving to the computer]  O.k. did 

you bring me any money? 

 Millie=Yeah, I just brought you 10 dollars 2 weeks ago.  

 Man=O.k. [He went in the back and got out the cd, radio player.  The top is open.] 

 Millie=See, [whispering to me] the top is broken.  It was like that. 

 Man=Well, I can give it to you for 45 dollars. 

Millie=Oh, no I can't do that.  I can't do that. [She paused, showing her frustration by 

moving around]. 

Man=Well, I have the sticker right here on it and I was going to sell it for 79 dollars.  I'm 

not asking you for that.  I could ask you for that.  I mean I haven't heard from you in 

what, over 2 months.  Let's see, you brought it in August and now it's the middle of 

November.  That's more than 2 months.  I think that's a fair price.  And you only paid me 

one time.   

 Millie=[She paused and was silent for several minutes]  No, I paid you ten dollars. 

 Man=But only one time, you came in here to pay me, only once, isn't that right? 

Millie=[She paused and seemed confused] I paid you ten dollars. [She paused again for 

several minutes.] You see, she is coming here to help me out.  I can't ask her for that 

much money.  I can't ask for that much from her.  She's doing me a favor, please.   

Man=O.k. [He paused] how about 35 dollars, that's the best I can do for you. [Looking at 

me)  Can you handle that?   

 Me=[I paused]  That's up to her. 

 Millie=What do you want to do? 

 Me=What do you want me to do?  Do you want it back for that? 

 Millie=Yeah, 35 dollars.  O.k. 

 Me=Do you take visa? 

 Man=Yeah.   

Me=[handing him my visa card.  While he went to process it, Millie was reading the 

signs on the door.] 
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Millie=You see, look at what that says.  It says that you have 60 days for lay a way.  I 

have 60 days. 

Me=I think that's for people who are purchasing things.  That may not be for buying them 

back. 

 Millie=No, it says 60 days.  It hasn't been 60 days.  He's wrong. 

 

  [We finished the transaction and walked outside.] 

 

Millie=That man is wrong.  It said I had 60 days.  He was trying to get too much money.  

He said that he was going to sell it for 79 dollars, that's way too much.  Look here at the 

top.  It is broken.  He was using the tape to keep it down. 

Me=Here, why don't we put this in the trunk.  So, tell me.  How does this work?  I don't 

understand. 

 Millie=You've never pawned anything? 

 Me=No, I haven't.   

Millie=Really [She was in disbelief, bending her knees as she was exclaiming this].  You 

never have, really? 

 Me=No.  I haven't.  This was my first time experiencing it. 

Millie=Oh, now I understand why you were asking me about this over the phone.  I 

couldn't understand what you were asking me.  Now that makes sense.  You see.  I bring 

my things in here and he gives me money to hold them. 

 Me=How much did he give you for this? 

Millie=25 dollars.  You don't want to get too much because then it is hard to get what you 

brought in back.  I always tell [my daughter] to be careful of that, not to ask for too much.  

You can't pay to get it back.  So, I bring this in and he gives me money then I pay him for 

each month that he holds it for me. 

Me=So, you give it to him so that you can borrow money, but you never really planned to 

sell the radio? 

Millie=No, I didn't want to sell it.  It is important to me because [my son] gave it to me.  

It has, what do you call it, sentiments, sentimental value to me.  I wanted to keep it 

because he gave it to me.   
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 Me=So, then what happens? 

Millie=So, I pay him each month a fee for holding it until I come back in to get my radio 

again. 

 Me=So, how much do you pay? 

Millie=It depends on the shop.  This one here, I don't like this one because he never told 

me how much to pay.  When I asked him, he just said, whatever you want.  I don't like 

that.  He should tell me how much.  I just gave him ten dollars, but the other place, they 

tell you it is four dollars a month to hold it.  At the other place, they tell you and that is 

better.  He didn't tell me here. He just told me whatever I wanted to pay.  So, if you don't 

want it, then you don't pay them any money to keep it for you each month.  If you want to 

get it back, you have to pay them each month to hold it until you have the money to get it 

back. 

 Me=So, it's like a loan sort of with interest? 

 Millie=Yeah, you are borrowing money from them and you pay them to borrow money.   

 Me=How much do you pay to get your stuff back? 

Millie=You pay what you paid each month and then some more.  It depends on what they 

ask for. 

 Me=So, it's based on how much he plans to sell it back for? 

 Millie=Yeah. 

 Me=So, for borrowing 25 dollars, you paid him back 45 dollars? 

 Millie=Yeah. 

Me=That's a lot of money to pay for borrowing 25 dollars for 2 months.  That's over 50 

percent interest.  That's almost 100 percent interest. 

 Millie=Yeah, I know.  (Field notes 11-21-95) 

 

 There are several rules that Millie has learned by using these systems.  She seems to 

always be on the look out for items that she currently owns or might acquire that could be easily 

pawned.  In this way, she can keep in mind the things that she can use as collateral when she or 

her friends or family are in a financial crisis.  She also mentioned that currently she has several 

items placed in different pawn shops in the area in which she lived.  This becomes somewhat 

complicated in that, according to Millie, each pawn shop has different rules and different 
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payment requirements.  But, by using different pawn shops, Millie and other poor people 

maximize quick cash possibilities.  Pawn shops may be particular about which items they accept. 

So, by using different pawn shops, she maximizes the potential for more cash.  When she gets 

cash either by letting a pawn shop hold an item or some other means, she can then, if there are no 

overdue bills, buy back a desired item that has been “put in back.”  Although there is a 

requirement that Millie is supposed to pay each month for objects that she wants back, it appears 

that she has a general idea how long she can wait without paying a monthly fee before the item is 

moved to the front and placed for sale.  When questioned about how many times she paid a 

monthly fee, Millie, whether an act or real, becomes confused.  Within this confused space, it 

seems that a set of informal and unspoken negotiations are occurring.  The pawn shop clerk is 

determining a price for the item to be purchased back while Millie assesses what she is willing to 

pay.  Both are quite aware what Millie has currently paid for the quick up front cash of $25.00.  

Millie’s request of only $25.00 to hold the item represents another skill that she has learned and 

taught one of her daughters, “not to ask for too much” because then the buy back price is too 

high.  When the price is finally negotiated, it becomes obvious that the poor pay more for less.  

In other words, Millie was charged an interest rate of nearly a hundred percent for a two and a 

half month loan.  That’s quite a financial cost for using this non-traditional business 

establishment. 

 The non-traditional systems for quick cash for the poor resemble the larger bureaucratic 

financial institutions.  They require collateral, equity, and interest. But, where they differ is that 

they are not beholden to laws which protect the client.  One of the best ways for the client to 

protect her or himself is to search for the best deal among pawn shops which isn’t always 

apparent and to find, invent, and use other non-traditional business systems, such as mail order 

offers in the back pages of magazines.  This is how Millie ordered a new set of pots and pans that 

she had no interest in using. 

 

Millie=  Here, look at this.  This is what I wanted to ask you.  I just got these pots and 

pans brand new.  I was thinking about selling them for about $60.00.  What do you think?  

Because you know about these things. 

 Me=Well, they’re brand new.  There really nice.  Where did you get them? 
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Millie=I got them mail order.  They just came UPS two days ago.  Look here, I still have 

the receipt.   

 Me=Well, how much did they cost? 

 Millie=110 dollars. 

 Me=Then why are you going to sell them for less? 

Millie=That's what I wanted to know from you.  That's what I wanted to know.  I don't 

know.  Do you think that I should sell them for that? 

Me=Why not?  You may not get that price, but they are brand new and you've never used 

them.  You may ask for that price and then the other person will say, I"ll give you 90 and 

then you can say 95 or whatever you will take for them.   

 Millie=I see.  So, I should try to get more money for them? 

 Me=Yeah.  I would, why should you lose money?   

Millie=Yeah, well what I am going to do with this money is buy [my granddaughter 

something really nice for her birthday and Christmas.  I told her that I was going to get 

something for her, but I don't have no money right now.  I thought that I would use the 

money from this to buy her something.  And, then when this is due because I don't have to 

pay for this for a few months, when this is due I will buy something else and sell that and 

use the money for that to pay for this.  You see?  That way I'll always have money around.  

I need the money. 

Me=Then you ought to try to get your money for it because otherwise you're losing 

money buying this.  I mean if you don't get a hundred dollars for this you'll have to make 

up the difference. 

Millie=Yeah, I know.  So, I'll probably have to buy two things to pay for this. 

 11-19-95 

 

 At the moment of purchase, Millie is envisioning the possible customer who would 

purchase these pots and pans.  Millie will sell these pans to someone she knows, and everyone she 

knows (except me) is poor.  This is why she cannot charge full price for them.  Once she has sold 

the pans, she will have to make additional purchases and sell them for cash in order to pay the bill 

for the first purchase.  This cycle of purchases continues without end, sort of the poor person’s 

version of “revolving credit.”  While it will take two purchases for her to pay for these pots and 
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pans, what she gets in return is quick cash and perhaps a way to nurture her network.  On the one 

hand, the purchaser of these new items is getting a deal and will most likely be grateful to Millie.  

She is getting new pots and pans for less than the retail cost.  And at some point, Millie, may be 

able to call on this person for help.  On the other hand, Millie gets quick cash to re-enact a very 

important part of her identity as grandmother.  She recognizes that, in addition to care giving and 

providing affection to her grandchildren, giving gifts is a “normal” thing that grandmothers do.  In 

Millie’s case, like many poor people, it costs more to be normal and reenact expectations 

associated with their roles as mothers and grandmothers. 

 By looking at Millie’s life it is hard to reconcile the typical myths that the public is so 

often told about the poor.  Millie, like most poor people, cannot survive by being lazy, ignorant, 

and passive.  As hard as it is for the privileged classes to utilize traditional mainstream services 

where there are written expectations about consumer/business transactions and requirements, it 

appears much more arduous to “work” the informal rules of multiple non-traditional business 

systems, as well as the welfare state, kin networks, and health care systems which we turn to next. 

 

Health Care Services 

 

 While most poor people in Millie’s social class group do not have health care coverage 

(Prashad 2003), she finds a way to get the care she needs.   She takes her health seriously and her 

ability to survive an HIV positive status for over 10 years attests to her bodily vigilance, hard 

work, and assertiveness.  It is common knowledge that the medical care system can be a 

dehumanizing institution especially for poor women of color and former heroin users.  Millie, 

however, has established herself with two doctors and claims, “I see them and they know me and 

I respect them because they respect me.”  She has an HIV doctor, who she likes very much, as 

well as a primary care physician paid for by Medicaid.  Millie works hard to be seen as a good 

patient.  She is friendly, chipper, eager to accommodate any requests, and often volunteers to 

participate in medical and drug studies.  

Yet, despite such positive experiences with both doctors, as a poor person of color and 

former heroin user, Millie confronts numerous indignities within the health care industry.  One 

problem that she has is transportation.  The social service van that is supposed to take her to the 

doctor’s office often “forgets” people at the methadone clinic causing them to miss their 
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appointment, and this ultimately reinforces the stereotype that the poor are unreliable patients.   

Millie, angered by this treatment, complains bitterly to the company.  Yet, in order “not to look 

bad,” she quit using this service and had to use her network and public buses for rides.  Public 

buses create a hardship for Millie because it is often extremely hot where she lives and the 

methadone as well as her HIV status makes her sweat so much that she does not feel well.  It is 

also hard to get rides because many in her network either work several jobs, have unreliable cars 

or no car at all.  Despite such hardships, she makes sure she keeps her appointments and gets her 

blood checked regularly. 

 Millie is happy with both of her doctors, but as a patient at the methadone clinic, she is 

also required to see the clinic doctor.  Many methadone clients are disgruntled by this doctor’s 

practices claiming that he acts like a veterinarian because he treats them like animals or worse.  

The methadone clinic doctor required Millie and several, but not all, women to completely 

disrobe for their exam.  Angered by such dehumanizing treatment, Millie challenged this 

indignity.   Yet, she was careful to prepare for possible future consequences as a result of her 

actions.  An altercation or refusal to be checked by the doctor risked that she could lose her 

methadone “treatment.”  Millie chose her words carefully. 

 

I am not saying that I refuse to be examined.  I am saying that I will not take off my 

clothes.  He said, 'you refuse to be examined.'  And I said, no.  You can examine me.  I am 

not saying that.  I am saying that I refuse to take off my clothes.  You can examine me 

with my clothes on.  I will not take them off...  And, the doctor is writing the whole time 

that I am talking with [the nurse].  He's going like this and not looking at me.  He's making 

a face. [showing how he was scribbling notes on his pad].  I know that he is mad and he 

doesn't like what I say, but it is my body and I'm not going to take that anymore.  I have 

rights to my own body.  (Field notes 1-24-96) 

 

 Millie’s rights to the privacy of her own body, however, are restricted because she does 

not have any money and must use a subsidized medical system.  In order for her to receive a daily 

dose of methadone, Millie’s body and fluids (e.g. urine) are regularly scrutinized.  Her rights are 

further constrained by a limited set of health care choices.  While medicaid will pay for medical 

treatment, the rules of the medicaid program often dictate the kinds of services and medications 
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she can receive.  For example, Millie needed to get her teeth fixed, but medicaid set restrictions 

on what they were willing to pay. In November 1995, to accommodate Medicaid’s rules, Millie 

had all her top teeth pulled in the same day and received what she called “new teeth” which was a 

denture. Two and a half years later, she must deal with her lower teeth. 

 

Millie said that she has to have four teeth pulled. I asked her why and she said that they 

are hurting her all the time and she can hardly eat.  When she eats, she feels them and they 

hurt.  She said that she can't bite into an apple. I said that they might be infected, but then 

asked again, why do you need to pull them?  Millie told her that with Medicaid her only 

choices are extraction and to have boxes put over them... (Field notes 3-11-98). 

 

Although Millie mentioned boxes (which refers to caps), she actually received a lower denture.  

By requiring extractions, Medicaid will no longer have to pay for any treatment for teeth.  Here 

we note the linkages between welfare and medical systems.  Millie’s health requires that she 

understand and work such linkages.  She must be knowledgeable about all the rules and changes 

in rules which affect and constrain her choices of doctors, medicines, and treatment including 

methadone.   She finds a way to work within such constraints to get what she needs, but if she had 

money, she would find more medical options available to her.   

 

Conclusion 

 

 Millie’s knowledge of the interlinkages between systems and her ability to work them 

through impression management and her efforts to socially construct reality are central to her 

position within her network of family and friends.  She is a source of knowledge and strength to 

her created community.  With all that she has been through in her life, she is confident in her 

ability to survive.  It is this confidence and know-how that makes her a central figure to those she 

encounters.  Wherever she goes, she typically embraces other Latinas and Latinos creating a bond 

through their common language.  Despite what the public may think about her, Millie has 

identified herself as a care giver.  She is attentive to the needs of others and routinely advocates 

for them by sharing her knowledge and resources.   
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Millie=Do you know Jamie [from the methadone clinic]? ...Well he's really sick.  I mean 

really sick and he doesn't look too good... He could hardly walk.  He was holding his 

heart.  He has AIDS and he's dying... They need to do something for him.  They need to 

get him to a doctor.  I tried to get him to see my doctor.  I tried to help him.  I can't see that 

and not try to help.  I always try to do everything in my power to help other people.  And I 

called my counselor and I said, I'm sorry but I need to talk to you about Jamie.  You need 

to do something. [My counselor] said that I needed to talk his counselor.  He does nothing.  

I told her that he is really sick and that he needs a doctor.  I told her that he is dying and I 

don't want to see someone die in front of my face.  I did it.  I was in [my counselor’s] 

office and I called Dr. S. [Her HIV/AIDS Doctor] and said please, this is Millie and I was 

wondering if you could do me a big favor.  I have a friend here who is really sick and I 

was wondering if you could see him.  Please, please he is very sick and needs a doctor.  

Like I did for Joseph.   And, they did see him... I brought Jamie into [my counselor’s] 

office.  I was calling from her phone and asked Jamie for his social security number.  They 

asked if he was on Medicaid and I said he was and they said o.k. and I got them his 

Medicaid number and it was all set up...  Then he went there and they won't see him no 

more... [shaking her head]  I said what happened Jamie?  He is very loud and you see, 

when you go to the doctors you have to wait and he didn't want to wait.  They brought him 

in and he saw people going in after he already got there.  I told him that they may be 

seeing another doctor.  You have to wait and he got upset and started shouting from the 

room, what kind of a place is this?  Is this how you treat your patients by making them 

wait?  They told him that they wouldn't see him...I felt bad because I asked them to do me 

a favor...  So, now the doctor won't see him.  He has nowhere to go... He needs to see a 

doctor.  I don't want to watch this man die in front of my face.  I can't watch this and not 

do something.  I need to do something to try to help him.  I am still strong and I still have 

the power to help people.  You know when I don't feel too well, I get a little panicky 

because I get scared.  I get scared that I'm going to be sick.  But I have to thank God that 

it's been ten years and I am still strong.  I think that, you know, I have been healthy and 

strong not because of doctors, not because of medicine, not because of my mind.  I mean 

those things have helped but I think that it is because of a higher power.  I believe that.  It 

is because God has a purpose for me.  I am still alive because there is a purpose and that 
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purpose is to help others, to do everything in my power to do something for other people 

who aren't doing well and can't take care of themselves.  I am still strong, I still can fight 

and I have to believe that I am here for some purpose and that I still have the power and 

strength to help those who don't, who are sick or having problems.  I feel that is why I am 

still here.  I believe that... (field notes 10-31-95) 

 

 One would think that after all Millie has been through in her life, all the abuse, drug use, 

sickness, poverty, coupled with the required energy to work various systems to survive that she 

would suffer from low self-esteem and exhaustion.  Her lifestyle lends itself to constant 

degradations and dehumanizing experiences.  But, Millie finds a way to live with her dignity 

intact.  All her experiences have made her stronger and more confident that she is a survivor. She 

finds a way to empower herself by challenging people to treat her with the respect that she 

deserves especially after having had such a hard life.  Millie is able to endear many people to her 

who work in the large medical and welfare bureaucracies because she knows how to be charming.  

For those who cross her, she also knows how to use whatever institutional sources are necessary 

to challenge such inhumane treatment.  She has the intelligence and perseverance to circumvent 

and subvert bureaucracies and less formal systems, and this enables her as well as her network to 

survive with decency.  She is a champion for human dignity and is empowered with the belief that 

this is her reason for existence. 
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