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ABSTRACT 
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This research is an in-depth exploration of turning 

points and adaptations in the lives of four women living 

below the poverty line in Tucson, Arizona. From the most 

extremely impoverished woman living on the streets to the 

housed, poor working woman, a life history approach is used 

to explore the mechanisms by which these four women fell 

into, stayed in, and may eventually climb out of poverty. 

While the life history reveals great complexity among the 

women, it also reveals common turning points among their 

troubled lives. All four women have had a least one parent 

who was an alcoholic and/or drug addict, all four women quit 

pursuing their education after high school and have a 

history of low-wage, low-mobility jobs. All four women have 

had prolonged relationships with men who were alcoholic 

and/or drug addicts and were physically abusive. Finally, 

all four women have had major health problems which have 

hindered their ability to work. It is concluded that the 

life history method and the emphasis on turning points and 

adaptations is an improvement over quantitative studies 

which gloss over the true mechanisms behind poverty and fail 

to capture real lives. 
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Chapter On*: 

Introduction and Lxtcratur* Raviaw 

Looking back, I see how I changed, how my life 
changed, how I had to live with something that I 
wasn't allowed to talk about. I was told it never 
happened, that it didn't exist, when in reality it 
did. I sensed myself withdrawing from the 
world...I remember that's when I started becoming 
a liar, that's when I started becoming a thief. 
That's when I started becoming a lot of things 
that went against my nature because this was not 
natural, this was not a normal thing. 

These are the words of Kathy, a recovering drug addict 

who lives in poverty. She is recalling a significant 

turning point in her life, when her mother sexually abused 

her at the age of 7. This was a point in her life when 

everything changed, from her self-perception to her 

relationship with all adults. Her words demonstrate how 

powerful such turning points can be, and how her whole life 

pattern changed from that moment. 

This research will be an in-depth exploration of 

turning points and adaptations in the lives of four women 

living on the margins in Tucson, Arizona. From the most 

extremely impoverished woman living on the streets, to the 

housed, poor working woman, a life history approach will be 

used to explore the mechanisms by which these women fell 
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into, stayed in, and may eventually climb out of poverty. 

As eloquently said by Virginia Schein in her study of poor 

single mothers: 

The voices of poor women are often buried in 
statistical reports analyzing the success or 
failure of a program, or they are lost in 
stereotypes portraying welfare women as passive, 
disinterested in work, or unable to hold jobs. 
Stereotypes and statistics can be ignored, real 
people cannot. (1995:14) 

In this chapter, I first discuss the rationales and 

objectives of the present study. I then turn to a 

comparative review of cultural and structural explanations 

of poverty. Although each framework has contributed a great 

deal to systematic knowledge about poverty, both have 

created serious gaps in the way poverty is studied and 

understood, especially from the vantage point of people who 

experience poverty. Next, I present the life history 

approach that informs my study. I argue that the processual 

emphasis on turning points and adaptations in this approach 

can address some of the gaps in conventional frameworks on 

poverty. 

1.2 Ob-iectives and Rationale 

For this project the focal concerns are the following: 

First and foremost, a life history approach will be used to 

tease out the circumstances that bring these women to 
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poverty. The four women will be representative of different 

levels of poverty. How do their paths compare? Are there 

definite turning points which led them into poverty? Do 

commonalities exist in terms of turning points and 

adaptations, or are their turning points and adaptations 

completely different? What does this imply for theory and 

policy? 

Second, what are their lives like today? How do they 

adapt to their conditions? How do they survive materially, 

emotionally, and socially? How do they perceive their lives 

and future possibilities? How do they juggle work, 

motherhood, family responsibilities, and welfare? 

Finally, what is needed to help improve the lives of 

women in poverty and to help them to leave poverty 

indefinitely? Are different policies and services needed 

for different women along the poverty continuum, or are 

their basic needs and wants the same regardless of their 

level of poverty? 

The rationale for doing this project is twofold: 1) It 

addresses a serious social problem; and 2) It improves over 

the experiential, processual shortcomings of conventional 

explanations of poverty by using a life history approach. 

First, the project addresses a serious social problem. 
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In 1978 Diana Pearce coined the phrase the "feminization of 

poverty", to reflect the growing percentage of poor families 

headed by women. Indeed, research has established that 

women are more likely to be poor than men, and the problem 

is growing (McLanahan et al. 1989; Kemp 1995). Among the 

poorest of the poor, it is widely agreed that women and 

children represent the fastest growing segment of the 

homeless population (Hagen and Ivanoff 1988; Bassuk 1991). 

Much of this growing social problem has been attributed 

to the growth of female-headed households, coupled with 

lower wages for women, and inadequate child support. 

(Rodgers 1986; Kemp 1995). According to the Census Bureau 

(1998), in 1997 10.3% of all families lived in poverty, 

which is approximately 7,324,000 families. Of those 

families in poverty, 31.6% were female-headed households, 

and these numbers are even more inflated for women of color 

(see Table 1.2.1). 

Because women still maintain primary responsibility for 

children and command a lower market wage, female-headed 

households are faced with an economic disadvantage, which is 

reflected in the statistics on poverty. 
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Family Type No. in Poverty %in Poverty 

Total, Female-Headed 3,995,000 31.6 

White, Female-Headed 2,305,000 27.7 

Black, Female-Headed 1,563,000 39.8 

Hispanic Origin, Female-Headed 767,000 47.6 
Table 1.2.1: 1997; Percent Female-Headed Households Below 

Poverty Line by Race 
source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, March 1998 Current 

population Survey 
note: Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any 

race. 

As indicated by Table 1.2.1, women of color are faced with 

even more of a disadvantage. Almost half (47.6%) of female-

headed families of Hispanic origin live below the poverty 

threshold. 

The statistics and research indicate that this is a 

complex social problem which is not going to go away. 

Certainly the divorce rate is not changing, and in light of 

the new welfare policies which no longer guarantee support 

to the needy, the future of poor women remains to be seen. 

This project seeks to go beyond the statistics and 

stereotypes and look in depth at the real victims of the 

feminization of poverty. 

If we can peel away the negative connotations of 
"welfare mother" and listen to the voices of 
impoverished single mothers, we can obtain a 
thorough understanding of their needs and the 
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realities of their circumstances (Schein 
1995:14). 

A second rationale for doing this project is that using 

individual case studies and a life history approach will 

address shortcomings in the existing theoretical debates in 

poverty research. Within poverty scholarship, there has 

been much disagreement over the causes and the solutions to 

the poverty problem. Individual-level explanations of 

poverty argue that poverty is a result of individual 

failure, and that individuals remain poor due their own 

actions and behaviors (Harvey 1993; Boxill 1994; Maxwell 

1993; Thomas 1994). Cultural determinist arguments, taking 

things more broadly, look at how individuals adapt to their 

environments. Thus, while individual behavior is a 

contributor to poverty, this behavior is the result of the 

adaptation to broader cultural forces. There is some 

confusion in the literature as to whether cultural 

determinist argxaments are also individual-level 

explanations. Many social scientists tend to accuse all 

cultural theories of blaming the individual and thus, 

blcuning the victim (c.f. Thomas 1994; Reed 1992). 

Structural explanations, as opposed to individual-level 

theories, focus on the capitalist labor market which results 
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in large numbers of unemployed/underemployed persons (Timmer 

et al. 1994; Gordon 1996). From this perspective, the 

changing economy has produced vulnerability among workers. 

"Crumbling families, bad attitudes, and welfare dependency 

are seen by many structuralists, if at all, as outcomes of 

faulty economic organization" (Marks 1991:454). 

Structuralists tend to focus on the working poor, and 

broader economic changes which are outside of an 

individual's control, whereas individual-level theorists 

focus on characteristics of the individual which are 

determinants of poverty. The following theoretical 

discussion will focus on the cultural determinist and 

structural explanations for poverty, and discuss how each 

theoretical perspective addresses the issue of women in 

poverty. 

1.3 Theoretical Perspectives 

1.3.a Cultural Determinist Perspective 

After dying out during the Great Depression and World 

War II, poverty scholarship re-emerged in the late 1950's 

and early 1960's. One of the most influential and hotly 

debated theories about the poor was put forth by 

anthropologist Oscar Lewis—the "culture of poverty" 

concept. He first introduced the idea of a culture of 
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poverty in his 1959 book, Five Families: Mexican Case 

Studies in the Culture of Poverty. He then continued to 

develop his ideas in works such as The Children of Sanchez 

(1961) and La Vida:A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of 

Poverty—San Juan and New York (1966). Lewis argued that 

some poor people, not all, have a culture of poverty, or a 

way of life, which keeps them poor and is passed down to 

their children. In his terms, poverty is not equal to a 

culture of poverty, one can be poor but not in a culture of 

poverty. According to Lewis, there are about 70 

interrelated social, economic, and psychological traits 

which make up the culture of poverty. When scholars refer 

to the classic culture of poverty argxament, it is most 

likely individual character traits that they are referring 

to, and this is the main reason that cultural determinist 

theories have been labeled individual-level theories. 

According to Lewis, individuals in the culture of poverty 

share feelings of marginality, helplessness, dependence, and 

inferiority. Most importantly, they have weak ego 

structures, a lack of impulse control, and a strong present-

time orientation with relatively little ability to defer 

gratification and plan for the future. In addition, there 

is a sense of resignation and fatalism, a widespread belief 
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in male superiority, and a high tolerance for psychological 

pathology of all sorts (Lewis 1966:xlviii). 

The critical part of this theory is that these 

characteristics result in individuals who do not plan for 

the future, live for the moment, and are unable to take hold 

of opportunities that would benefit them in the long run, 

thus they perpetuate their own poverty. In addition, they 

pass on these characteristics and value systems to their 

children, so poverty becomes inescapable due to deviant 

value systems. 

In addition, Lewis argues that the culture of poverty 

can actually survive the elimination of poverty, because 

these characteristics and values become ingrained in an 

individual's personality. Therefore, if an individual 

suddenly came into money, perhaps an inheritance, their 

values and behaviors would most likely put them back into 

poverty eventually, because they would continue to act in 

ways that are impulsive and not oriented towards the future. 

Thus, Lewis argues that solving the poverty problem is 

twofold—the level of living of the poor must be raised (a 

structural solution which alone is not a sufficient 

solution), in addition to individual counseling which will 

change some of these character traits. 



Lewis' theory was the center of much debate and fell 

into disrepute (Boxill 1994). However, the idea that some 

of the poor were poor because of their values and attitudes 

has surfaced in different scholarly places under different 

names (c.f. Wilson's "ghetto-specific culture" 1987). 

Cultural theories became the center of controversy when they 

came to be associated with the views of the infamous 

Moynihan Report in 1965. In his report, Moynihan links 

poverty to the pathology of the Black family. In 

particular, he argues that growing high school dropout 

rates, delinquency and crime among Black Americans is the 

result of the breakdown of the Black family. "With the 

'Moynihan Report' the idea that the poor were responsible 

for their plight was preserved, albeit this time in terms 

more social and structural and evocative of class than of 

culture" (Maxwell 1993:234). The reaction to the Moynihan 

Report was overwhelmingly negative. The controversy 

surrounding this report, according to Wilson (1987), "had 

the effect of curtailing serious research on minority 

problems in the inner city for over a decade, as liberal 

scholars shied away from researching behavior construed as 

unflattering or stigmatizing to particular racial 

minorities" (4). Due to controversy, scholars avoided using 
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terms such as "culture of poverty" in their research. 

However, in the 1980's research which again focused on the 

behaviors of the poor began to emerge, only this time the 

catch phrase was "the underclass". 

1.3.aa From the "Culture of Poverty" to the "Underclass" 

By the 1980's, a class perspective took over in the 

poverty literature, and caught fire with Ken Auletta's The 

Underclass ('1982J . Definitions of the underclass vary by 

the researcher. According to Reed (1992), most define the 

underclass as urban and nonwhite. Wilson defines the 

underclass in the following way: 

Included in this group are individuals who lack 
training and skills and either experience long 
term unemployment or are not members of the labor 
force, individuals who are engaged in street crime 
and other forms of aberrant behavior, and families 
that experience long-term spells of poverty and/or 
welfare dependency (1987:8). 

Wilson argues that, in addition to poverty, the underclass 

adopts its own values and norms (and thus behaviors) which 

are different from mainstream society. In fact, all 

definitions of the underclass, regardless of the researcher, 

include behavioral characteristics as well as income (Mead 

1986; Lemann 1986; Kaus 1992). Some of these 

characteristics include crime, welfare dependency, and out-

of-wedlock births (Lemann 1986). 
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The question becomes, how is the 'underclass' 

literature different from the old culture of poverty 

literature? Some argue that the main thrust of the 

underclass argiiments are simply the latest restatements of 

the same old idea—the behavior of poor people keeps them 

poor (Maxwell 1993; Jones 1993). According to Gans (1996) 

"the 'underclass' has become the newest word for—and symbol 

of—the undeserving poor" (88). However, some differences 

arise between the two. 

According to Corcoran (1995), the new cultural 

arguments have moved beyond the simplistic culture versus 

structure dichotomies of the past, and many analysts now 

incorporate both into their arguments. Each analyst then 

emphasizes different parts of the dichotomy. For example, 

Wilson (1987) explicitly distinguishes structural factors— 

economic factors, social isolation and concentration 

effects, from cultural ones. There are lingering concerns 

among scholars that Wilson resembles Lewis, which are no 

doubt fueled by Wilson's focus on "pathological, aberrant 

behavior" (Maxwell 1993). However this is only part of 

Wilson's argument. Wilson argues that when the U.S. changed 

to a predominantly service economy, low-skill jobs which had 

been filled by lower class Blacks were lost. At the same 
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time, middle class Blacks capitalized on the growing service 

sector jobs and moved away from ghetto areas, leaving poor 

Blacks behind with no job contacts, no role models, and no 

job opportunities. The end result is that lower class 

Blacks adopt values and behaviors which deviate from 

mainstream society, and thus are implicated in their own 

poverty. The key difference between Wilson and Lewis' 

culture of poverty is that "unlike Lewis, Wilson believes 

underclass behavior can change in response to different 

macro-level circumstances, and so it is not ultimately self-

perpetuating" (Maxwell 1993:241). In other words, Wilson's 

emphasis and policy recommendations, unlike Lewis, are on 

the economic circumstances of the underclass. If these 

circumstances change, behavior will follow. Lewis, on the 

other hand, believed that the culture of poverty could 

survive the eradication of poverty itself, and that behavior 

would not change with the elimination of poverty. 

A more recent example of this new poverty scholarship 

is given by David L. Harvey (1993). In a chapter on the 

Social Reproduction of Poverty, he explicitly lays out his 

stance in the culture versus structure dichotomy. 

To the extent that the poor successfully cope with 
and adapt to their marginality, they also 
unintentionally reproduce the cultural dimensions 
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of their poverty. Thus, while holding that the 
objective foundations of poverty originate in the 
economic contradictions of late capitalist 
society, I also hold that poverty has a cultural 
superstructure that is constructed by the poor 
themselves (Harvey 1993:12). 

Like Wilson, Harvey acknowledges the part which structure 

plays in producing poverty, and yet individual behavior is 

still a focus. 

According to Corcoran (1995), another difference 

between the underclass literature and culture of poverty is 

that the new cultural arguments see government social 

policies as a major facilitator of deviant cultural values. 

In particular, the focus has recently been on the welfare 

system as a culprit in breaking down the work ethic (Kaus 

1992). From this perspective, the underclass has adopted 

deviant values and behaviors which are encouraged and 

sustained by the welfare system. In the words of Mickey 

Kaus (1992): 

Although cash welfare might not cause the 
underclass, it nevertheless sustains the 
underclass...Welfare, as the umbilical cord 
through which the mainstream society sustains the 
isolated ghetto society, enables the expansion of 
this single-parent culture. It is its economic 
life support system (117). 

This is a common theme within the current welfare reform 

debates, that the welfare system encourages/enables 
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individuals to divorce rather than stay married, stay single 

rather than get married, have more children, and avoid work. 

The policy recommendations, from this perspective, are to 

cut off the "umbilical cord", and "make ghetto culture 

economically unsustainable" (Kaus 1992:124). 

In sum, the underclass perspective strikes a similar 

cord to the old culture of poverty literature—poor people 

are poor because of their attitudes and behaviors which are 

an adaptation to their marginal position in society. The 

differences between the old and the new approach lie in a 

new acknowledgement and emphasis on structural factors (such 

as the economy and government policies), as crucial to 

understanding the behavior of the poor, and the added 

element that behavioral change will follow from macro-level 

changes. 

1.3.ab The Underclass and Women 

Within the writings on the underclass, there is one 

element which is of particular concern to this research: the 

gendered nature of the underclass argument. Susan Thomas 

(1994) calls this the "culture of single motherhood", which 

is seen to be at the root of the poverty problem. In the 

literature, female-headed households are often targeted as 

pathological (Moynihan 1965; Wilson 1987), along with out-
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of-wedlock birth and teenage pregnancy. 

Why is it that female-headed households are thought to 

be pathological? Moynihan (1965) argued that Black women 

were too successful relative to Black men, and therefore 

this undermines the traditional patriarchal family and 

impedes progress. In addition, female-headed households do 

not provide a stable family life for children. 

Wilson (1987) claims, however, that female-headed 

households are not inherently inferior, they are just more 

likely to be poor. However, his solution is to make Black 

men more "marriageable", rather than addressing the fact 

that women are disadvantaged in the labor market (Reed 

1992). The focus remains on re-establishing the traditional 

patriarchal family. 

According to Thomas (1994), the themes within the 

underclass literature focus on three major problems with 

female-headed families: 1) They undermine the traditional, 

male-headed family; 2) They transmit poverty 

intergenerationally; and 3) They keep alive a dependent 

class of welfare parasites (78-79). Thus, mothers transmit 

deviant values to their children of sex outside of marriage, 

welfare dependency, and no work ethic, which results in 

their children becoming poor adults. 
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In sum, cultural determinist theories, which focus on 

individual character flaws which perpetuate poverty, now 

follow the disturbing trend of focusing on women as the main 

transmitters of culture. From this perspective, female-

headed families are the breeding grounds of poverty. 

Critics of this perspective cite specific statistics 

which attack the cultural determinists' focus on women. For 

example, it is assumed that women on welfare do not have a 

work ethic and transmit non-working, dependence-oriented 

values to their children. However the statistics do not 

bear this out. According to Gordon (1996), most welfare 

mothers work, at least intermittently, and spend their time 

in and out of welfare and the labor market. In his study of 

mothers and children in a Head Start Program, Jones (1993) 

concludes that the desire for success is one of the most 

important elements in the life of the poor. And in terms of 

welfare dependence, the argiaments ignore the facts that the 

average length on welfare is 2 years or less, and that most 

women cycle in and out of the welfare system (Bane and 

Ellwood 1994). 

Reed (1992) points to the problems of inferring values 

based on an individual's behavior. For example, researchers 

may look at the statistics and determine that only a small 
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percentage of women on welfare work full-time, year round. 

However, this type of research does not provide a full 

picture of what it is like to be a woman in poverty, trying 

to juggle work and motherhood, and the reality of being on 

welfare. 

According to Thomas (1994), the major problem with 

cultural determinist theories aimed at women's poverty is 

that it is women's b«havior which is the "real" problem, not 

women's impoverishment. This perspective is at odds with the 

following structural perspective. 

1.3.b The Structural Perspective 

While the cultural determinists point to individual 

behaviors as the key to understanding poverty, the 

structural perspective looks to broader macro-level 

processes which place individuals at risk for poverty. In 

particular, structuralists focus on the fundamental 

weaknesses in the economy and offer aggregate data to 

support their claims. Unlike the cultural determinists, 

structuralists have been making points without interruption 

since the late 1950's (Marks 1991). Timmer et al. (1994) 

point to four macro-level processes which place individuals 

at risk for poverty: a shortage of low-income housing, the 

changing economy, changes in family structure, and changing 
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government policies. 

1.3.ba Low-income Housing Shortage 

There are three basic trends in housing which have 

disadvantaged poor people. First of all, there has been a 

steadily rising cost of housing since 1970. In 1970, the 

median price of a single family dwelling was $23,000. In 

1980, it was $62,000. In 1989, it went up to $92,900. 

Finally, in 1993 the median price was $104,000 (Timmer et 

al. 1994:18). These prices vary by city, and may be much 

more expensive in some of the inner cities. In addition to 

the rising cost of houses, between 1970 and 1990, rents 

tripled while renter's incomes only doubled (cited in Timmer 

et al. 1994:19). From these figures, obviously all types of 

housing have risen in cost, and the general tendency is for 

rent increases to outpace the rate of inflation (Timmer et 

al. 1994). 

In addition to rising costs, there has also been a loss 

in the actual niimber of low-income units available. From 

1970 to 1989, the number of rental units for the poor 

declined 14% to 5.5 million. At the same time, the number 

of poor renters (with an income less than $10,000) increased 

from 7.3 million to 9.6 million (cited in Timmer et al. 

1994) . 
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Finally, there has also been a loss in federal support 

for subsidized housing. Federal support for subsidized 

housing dropped from 32.2 billion in 1981 to 6 billion in 

1989 (Timmer et al. 1994). With all of the above trends, 

we end up with a lack of affordability for homes as well as 

a lack of supply. The end result is that the poor have 

difficulty finding adequate, affordable housing and may 

spend too much of their income in order to remain housed, 

which places them at risk for extreme poverty. 

1.3.bb The Changing Eronomy 

The major focus of structuralists is the changing 

economy and the vulnerability workers. Most structuralists 

point to the change from a manufacturing economy to a 

service economy as the critical factor in creating poverty. 

From this perspective, the shift means a loss of well-

paying, blue collar manufacturing jobs which were mostly 

held by minority workers. From 1979 to 1989, approximately 

13.6 million jobs were created in the economy. 

Unfortunately, these jobs involve few skills, are poorly 

paid, offer little responsibility and poor job security, and 

few benefits (Timmer et al. 1994). 

In addition, capital flight and global competition mean 

that manufacturing companies shut down or re-locate in areas 



29 

where they can operate more cheaply. Also, increasing 

technology means that fewer workers are needed as positions 

become mechanized. 

All of these trends produce conditions where workers, 

especially minority workers, are placed in a vulnerable 

position where their job might be lost, or they are forced 

into a low-paying, low-skilled position. Because African-

American males have been overrepresented in the 

manufacturing sector, they are the hardest hit by these 

trends. Since the 1970's, hourly wages have declined more 

sharply for African-American men than for White men (Gordon 

1996) . 

1.3.be Changes in Family Structure 

This trend will be discussed in more detail in the next 

section on structural explanations and women. Briefly, the 

changes in family structure refer to the fact that divorce 

rates have risen since the mid sixties, and half of all 

marriages end in divorce. In addition, there has been a 

rise in out-of-wedlock childbearing. When you couple these 

trends with the previous economic factors which place people 

at risk for poverty, single-parent families, the majority of 

which are headed by women, are at a distinct disadvantage. 
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1.3.bd Changing Government Policies 

Finally, Timmer et al. (1994) list several government 

funding cuts, especially prominent during the Reagan era, 

which leave the poor in a vulnerable position. For example, 

the aforementioned cuts in subsidized, low-income housing, 

cuts in means-tested programs such as Aid to Families With 

Dependent Children (AFDC), cuts in Medicaid (health care for 

the poor), and cuts for nutritional assistance for poor 

people. All of these funding cuts affect low-income 

individuals, and leave them at a severe disadvantage. 

From the structural perspective, the problem of poverty 

is basically a lack of income-producing employment (Marks 

1991). When you put all of the above trends together, they 

paint a picture where many macro-level processes, out of the 

individual's control, work together to produce a vulnerable 

class of people. 

1.3.be structural Explanations and Women 

Unlike cultural determinist theories which target 

women's behavior as producing poverty (e.g. out-of-wedlock 

childbearing and welfare dependency), structural 

explanations focus on how macro-level trends affect women. 

As indicated previously, due to an increasing divorce rate 

there are increasing numbers of female-headed families. 
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This, according to structuralists, is not the problem. The 

problem of poverty comes from the following three factors. 

First, and most important, women's labor market 

earnings are insufficient to support a family. On average, 

full-time working women today earn 76% of what men earn 

(Renzetti and Curran 1995). This proportion has been 

steadily increasing, however the majority of the improvement 

has been due to men's overall decline in earnings (Kemp 

1994) . In general, women who work outside the home are 

concentrated in jobs which are female-dominated, lower-

paying, and lower status occupations (Kemp 1994). In fact, 

the higher the percentage of women in an occupation, the 

lower the earnings relative to comparable, male-dominated 

positions (Kemp 1994) . "With our current job market, in 

which welfare mothers' primary jobs when they worked paid an 

average of $4.88 an hour (in 1994 dollars), 'self-

sufficiency' won't allow a woman with a couple of children 

to escape from poverty" (Gordon 1996:18). 

In addition to low pay, two-thirds of all part-time 

workers are women (Timmer et al. 1994). What this means for 

women is that they miss out on health benefits, they earn 

less, and they have less status and job security. 

The second factor which places women at risk for 
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poverty is that women heading their own families tend to be 

the sole support of their children. In a divorce, women 

retain custody nine times out of ten (Tinuner et al. 1994) . 

With little or non-existent child support from the father of 

the children, women are left holding the bag with few to no 

employment prospects. 

Finally, the lack of affordable child care limits and 

prevents the full labor market participation of many women. 

When you put these trends together, the growth of female-

headed households, low-paying jobs, no child support, and no 

affordable daycare, it is easy to see why poverty has become 

a "female" problem. From a structural perspective, it is 

not the women's behavior that places them in this position, 

but rather forces outside of their control. 

From the preceding theoretical debates, it is clear 

that many issues remain unresolved. In addition, the debate 

is not nearly as clear-cut as presented here. According to 

Morris (1996): 

Most culturalists do acknowledge that culture 
represents an adaptation to a surrounding 
environment, an environment that includes the 
economic and political institutions that 
structuralists believe are crucial... And few 
structuralists would deny that, in a labor 
market that cannot accommodate all those who seek 
well-paid employment, behaviors such as dropping 
out of school, taking drugs, or becoming a teenage 
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mother can significantly impair one's chances of 
avoiding or escaping poverty through work. What 
separates culturalists and structuralists is the 
relative importance they assign to the two 
categories of causal factors (35). 

Both of these theoretical approaches have made important 

contributions to the discourse on poverty, and yet they lend 

themselves to research which glosses over the real lives of 

those experiencing poverty. Quantitative approaches cannot 

truly capture the mechanisms behind falling into poverty, 

staying in poverty, and pulling oneself out of poverty. 

This research hopes to remedy these shortcomings by using a 

life history approach. 

1.4 The Life History 

The definition of the biographical method may include 

all or more of the following: oral history, case studies, 

in-depth life history interviews, biographical interviews, 

life histories, personal narratives, diaries, and letters 

(Denzin 1989). The biographical method was made popular in 

sociology in the 1920's-30's by the Chicago School and 

George Herbert Mead's symbolic interactionism (Smith 1994). 

Sociologists then turned away from the method towards 

quantitative survey methods, however there was a renewed 

interest in the 1980's. 

The benefits of using the life history approach are 
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many, and here are some of its most valuable functions as 

put forth by Becker (1970). 

First of all, a life history can serve as a touchstone 

to evaluate theories. "Even though a life history does not 

in itself provide definitive proof of a proposition, it can 

be a negative case that forces us to decide a proposed 

theory is inadequate" (67). This research will look in 

depth at the mechanisms behind poverty. Have these women 

experienced common turning points and adaptations, and what 

does this mean for our theoretical understanding of poverty? 

The life history also helps in areas of research that 

touch on it only tangentially (68). Becker argues that 

every type of research makes assumptions about settings, 

backgrounds, characteristics and other variables which it 

does not fully investigate. A life history may provide a 

basis on which those ass\amptions can be made. In the case 

of poor women, the life history approach may serve the 

function of dispelling myths and stereotypes about the poor, 

so that further research is not based on fallacies. 

The life history may help give insight into the 

subjective side of much-studied institutional processes 

(68). For example, with all of the current welfare reforms 

targeting women, a missing element seems to be the women's 
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side of the story. What is it really like to be on welfare 

and go through the process? 

When an area of study has grown stagnant, the life 

history approach may suggest new variables, new questions, 

new processes, using the rich though unsystematic data to 

provide a needed reorientation of the field (69). 

The life history can give meaning to the overworked 

notion of process (69). According to Becker, "sociologists 

like to speak of 'ongoing processes' and the like, but their 

methods usually prevent them from seeing the processes they 

talk about so glibly" (69). The life history approach will 

capture these women's lives through time, something that 

survey research rarely does. Granted, this research must 

rely on people's selective memories, however this approach 

comes far closer to depicting the poverty process, the 

choices made and paths taken. 

For the non-sociologist, the life history "describes to 

people the way of life of segments of their society with 

which they would never otherwise come in contact" (70). 

Using the life history approach may help to tell the rest of 

society what it is really like to be a poor woman, 

struggling to survive. It is easy to claim sympathy and 

understanding for the poor, while at the same time remaining 



distant. The life history approach allows the reader to 

briefly enter into another person's world, and thus gain an 

understanding of that world that otherwise would never have 

been achieved. 

In sum, the life history approach has been chosen in 

the hopes that this method will help to gain a more intimate 

and nuanced understanding of poor women. The focus will be 

on identifying turning points and adaptations in the lives 

of these four women to explore the mechanisms behind 

poverty. 

1.5 Turning Points and Adaptations 

According to Mandelbaum (1982), in order to understand 

a person's life one must look at the major turning points or 

transitions, and the person's adaptations to those turning 

points. Mandelbaum defines turning points as encompassing 

three things: 1) the person takes on a new set of roles; 2) 

the person enters into fresh relations with a new set of 

people; and 3) the person acquires a new self-conception. 

These turning points may occur in a single event or 

experience, or they may be a gradual shift. Some turning 

points are ascribed, for example a death in the family, and 

some are chosen, like marriage. Mandelbaum says, "Once we 

understand the major transitions, we also know something 
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about the main parts of his life, that is, about his salient 

roles, social relations and self-conception from one 

transition to the next" (150). 

Once a turning point occurs, individuals then must 

adapt or adjust to these new conditions. Mandelbaum argues 

that personal adaptations are changes that have a major 

effect on a person's life and on his basic relations with 

others. Going back to the example of Kathy from page 9, the 

fact that Kathy's mother sexually abused her was a major 

turning point in her life, and her adaptation to this change 

was to alter her own personality, to become a liar and a 

thief, and it also altered her relationships with others. 

Denzin (1989) goes even further in his definition of 

turning points and identifies 4 different types. Instead of 

turning points, he uses the term "epiphanies". The idea is 

the same, that these are moments and experiences that leave 

marks on people's lives, that alter the fundamental meaning 

structures in a person's life. He argues that: 

Some are ritualized, as in status-passages; others 
are even routinized, as when a man daily batters 
and beats his wife. Still others are totally 
emergent and unstructured, and the person enters 
them with few if any prior understandings of what 
is going to happen. The meanings of these 
experiences are always given retrospectively, as 
they are relived and reexperienced in the stories 
persons tell about what has happened to them (71). 
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Denzin's four types of epiphanies include: 1) The major 

epiphany is the event which touches every fabric of a 

person's life. 2) The cumulative epiphany signifies 

eruptions or reactions to experiences which have been going 

on for a long period of time. 3) The illuminative or minor 

epiphany symbolically represents a major, problematic moment 

in a relationship or person's life. 4) The re-lived 

epiphany represents episodes whose meanings are given in the 

reliving of the experience. 

Denzin argues that to fully understand a life and the 

epiphanies that occur, one must understand the context and 

the larger structures under which they took place. The 

larger structures "provide the languages, emotions, 

ideologies, taken-for granted understandings and shared 

experiences from which the stories flow" (73). 

For this research, I use elements of both Mandelbaiam's 

and Denzin's definitions to identify turning points and 

adaptations in the lives of four women. I conceptualize 

turning points to be a salient event or moment in which 

one's life changes. Using Denzin's four types, this salient 

event may be abrupt, cumulative over time, symbolic, or re

lived in the telling of it. From Mandelbaum, the person may 

take on a new set of roles and acquire a new self-
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conception. The turning point may be internally-imposed, 

such as a decision to get married, or externally-imposed, 

such as being put in prison. In all cases, the turning 

point fundamentally changes the person in some way, positive 

or negative. In contrast to quantitative approaches, this 

in-depth examination of turning points and adaptations and 

the contexts under which they occur will come closer to 

capturing the mechanisms behind falling into and struggling 

out of poverty. 
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Chapter Two: 

Itothods 

2.1 Siih-ier.t-s and Design 

For this research a biographical method, or life 

history approach, was used. Four women, or "character 

portraits" (Wellman 1977), were chosen who embody an array 

of characteristics from one end of the poverty continuum to 

another. While it is limiting not to have a generalizable 

sample, this type of research is invaluable in gaining 

insight into the problems of the poor. In Berrick's (1995) 

study of five poor women on welfare, she states: 

These women's experiences should not be seen as 
"average". Indeed, a sample of five women cannot 
be generalized to the larger population; they and 
their experiences are offered only as a complement 
to existing quantitative studies and are meant as 
an illustration of the effects on women and 
children of living in poverty (166). 

Like Berrick, these women's stories and my observations are 

meant to display the human face of poverty, and to 

demonstrate the interplay between individual agency and 

social structure. 

As Plummer states, the issue of traditional sampling 

strategies is not usually at stake with this method. Rather 

the problem becomes—who to choose (Pliammer 1983:187)? 

Since randomization is not necessary, I specifically chose 
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women who fit certain criteria. In Wellman's 1977 book on 

white racism, he chose five different subjects (he called 

them character portraits) who represented different themes 

of racism common to a larger group. Similarly, Berrick 

(1995) chose five women (she also refers to them as 

"portraits") of different races, ages, educational levels, 

and backgrounds, who represented different types of women on 

welfare. 

In this study, there are many different, important 

variations among poor women. These may include: age, race, 

marital status, welfare use, presence of children, 

employment, and level of poverty. In Wellman's 1977 

research, he chose his five character portraits from a much 

larger quantitative study. Like Wellman, but on a much 

smaller scale, I chose my character portraits from 14 pilot 

interviews conducted in two different shelters in a mid-size 

city in the Southwest. Because my data collection process 

was rather complicated and turned out to be a lesson in 

flexibility, I list the steps in detail below: 

November of 1996: My first step was to write a letter to the co-
executive director of a social service agency which has services for the 
homeless and the person in charge of services for women. The agency 
offers a variety of services such as shelter, a drop-in center, relief 
and referral, and housing for single mothers. The director was very 
supportive and got me in contact with the director of Dignity House, a 
shelter for women. 

December of 1996: The director of Dignity House called me and described 
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the program, said I could interview there, and set it up with several 
women. We waited until after the holidays and I took over a flyer 
soliciting volunteers (see Appendix A). At this point I was simply 
looking for women over the age of 18 who fell below certain poverty 
thresholds. For the pilot interviews, I adapted a questionnaire that was 
utilized on homeless populations in three different cities. (see 
Appendix B). This questionnaire was intended to give me a detailed 
sketch of each woman so that I could accurately select my final four 
subjects. 

January 22, 1997: I conducted pilot interviews with Susan, Dora, Beth, 
Donna, Shelly, and Beverly^. The first five women were drop-in women who 
sleep on the streets, and Beverly was a resident at Dignity House. 

January 24, 1997: I went to Dignity House to conduct more pilot 
interviews, however no one showed up. 

February 4, 1997: Through the director at Dignity House, I contacted the 
director of a transitional housing shelter in town and was invited to 
attend a "community meeting". 

February 4, 1997: I conducted pilot interview #7 at Dignity House, with 
a resident named Carol. 

February 6, 1997: I conducted pilot interview #8 at Dignity House, with a 
resident named Chris. 

February 7, 1997: I conducted pilot interview #9 at Dignity House, with 
a resident named Alissa. 

February 10, 1997: I attended a community meeting at Pueblo Transitional 
Housing. I was introduced to the residents, told everyone about my 
project, and set up interviews. 

February 14, 1997: I conducted pilot interviews #10 and #11 at Pueblo 
with residents Angela and Cathy. 

February 17, 1997: I conducted interviews #12 and #13, at Pueblo with 
residents Amanda and Jeanette. 

Due to the way this data was collected, I realized that I had a nice 
breakdown of women who lived in different housing situations. I had 
interviewed five women who slept out on the streets and used the shelter 
on a drop-in basis, four women who lived in a long term shelter where 
they were not required to have employment, and five women who lived in a 
transitional housing program which consisted of semi-private apartments 

^The names of the people and agencies involved have been 
changed to protect their privacy. The names of the cities 
have not been changed because the individuals * identities 
have been protected and the cities provide the importamt 
context behind their life stories. 
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and where they were required to have enployment (see Figure 2.1.1). At 
this point I decided to pick women from different housing categories. 
Because I was almost 9 months pregnant and I was afraid of losing contact 
with the women who camp out, I selected interview #2, Dora, for a long 
life history interview and set that up through Dignity House. 

February 20, 1997: I conducted my first life history interview with Dora 
at Dignity House. I spent the following weekend listening to the tapes 
and trying to make sense of her history. 

February 24, 1997: I met Dora at a convenience store and she took me to 
her spot in the desert where I took pictures. We then drove around to 
all the places that she frequents, then went to Dignity House for the 
second interview. 

March-April: Maternity leave. 

May 1997: I called Dignity House to see if the people I interviewed were 
still there. Carol had gotten housing through the Veteran's 
Administration, Alissa was gone. Beverly and Chris were still there. 
Because I had already done my long interview with Dora, all other camp-
out women were eliminated from the study (see "choices" section below). 
At 5 points, Angela was gone to California, Cathy had moved to an 
apartment, Amanda had moved back to Dignity House, and Jeanette was still 
there. At this point I decided on Dora, Carol, Cathy, and Amanda. (see 
Figure 2.1.1). 

May 20, May 21, and June 3, 1997: Life history taped interviews with 
Amanda. 

In the meantime, I received no response from letters I mailed to Carol 
and Cathy. The director at Pueblo suggested that Kathy, another 
resident, would be interested in the short interview and thought she 
would make a good interview. 

June 3, 1997: Conducted a short pilot interview with Kathy. 

SUSAN >DORA .BETH*DONNA.SHELLY 
STREETS: I I I I I 

? choose ? ? gone 

BEVERLY.CAROL.CHRIS.ALISSA 
SHELTER: I I I I 

? gone ? gone 

ANGELA*CATHY.AMANDA.JEANETTE>KATHY 
T R A N S I T I O N A L H O O S I N G :  i l l  I I  

gone gone ? ? ? 

Figure 2.1.1. Subjects and Housing Situation 
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June 9, 1997: Set up long interview with Beverly for 6/23/97. 

June 16 and June 17, 1997: Conducted life history interviews with Kathy. 
She was recuperating from back surgery. 

June 23, 1997: I called Dignity House to confirm with Beverly, however 
Beverly had moved out on bad terms. I sent a letter to her P.O. box. 

June 26, 1997, I found Beverly's pager number in my notes and called. 

June 7, 8, 9, 1997: Conducted life history interviews with Beverly. 

2.1.a Choices Made and Whv 

In the end, many interconnected factors led me to my 

four character portraits (see Appendix C for a complete 

summary of all fourteen women interviewed). Initially I 

selected Dora, Carol, Cathy, and Amanda. All women were in 

their mid-40's. Two were Hispanic, two were White. In 

terms of housing, one camped out, one moved to an apartment 

from Dignity House, one moved into an apartment from Pueblo, 

and one moved from Dignity House to Pueblo and back to 

Dignity House. Because housing is so much more than just a 

roof over one's head, but also an important symbol of 

stability, security, and privacy, I felt that the different 

housing situations would be interesting. In addition, two 

were unemployed, and two worked for minimum wage. They were 

also different in terms of their length of homelessness: 8 

months, 1 year, 2 years, and 15 years. 

From the women who camp out, I eliminated 



45 

Susan because she was vague, incoherent, and didn't want to 

answer questions; Beth because she was hard to understand 

and didn't understand questions; Donna because she was too 

brief, only interested in the money, and didn't really want 

to talk; and Shelly because she had disappeared. This left 

Dora who was coherent, quite willing to be interviewed, and 

met the qualification of living on the streets. 

From Dignity House, I initially wanted to interview 

Carol but got no response. That left Beverly, Chris, and 

Alissa. Alissa was gone, so it was between Beverly and 

Chris. Chris was not as open and talkative during the pilot 

interview, so I chose Beverly. Beverly was very willing to 

talk and had a different story from the other women. 

From Pueblo, I initially wanted to interview Amanda and 

Cathy. Cathy did not respond to my questions, but Amanda 

did. She was very articulate as well, and she had a very 

detailed work history. She also made an interesting case 

because she moved from Dignity House to Pueblo and back to 

Dignity House again. I thought she would make an 

interesting case study in housing. So that left Angela (who 

left), Jeanette, and Kathy. Both Jeanette and Kathy are 

White, both were working, battling drug addictions, and both 

have had health problems. In the end they were quite 
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comparable, and since Kathy was my final pilot interview I 

went ahead and set it up with her since she and I were in 

contact. It was more convenient. Table 2.1.1 shows a 

summary of the final four character portraits. 

Dora Kathy Bavarly Amanda 

AOX 48 41 41 45 

KTHHICITX Hispanic White African Am. White 

IDUCAXIOM 10th 1 yr. 
college 

enrolled at 
Pima 
college 

some 
comm. 
college 

mRITlOi STATUS Separated Separated Separated Divorced 

NO. CHILDBOI 4 3 5 0 

JAIL- « tiM« 
SRISON- UN6TB 

yes-15 
yes-7 yrs 

yes-4 
yes-2.5 yr 

no 
no 

yes-1 
no 

HoasniG Streets Pueblo 
Transi
tional 
Housing 

Dignity 
House to 
apartment 

Dignity 
House to 
Pueblo 
and back 
to 
Dignity 

mUN MASON lOR 
HOMILISSIIISS 

Alcohol/ 
Drugs 

Drugs/Lost 
Housing 

Domestic 
violence 

Domestic 
Violence 
and lack 
of 
decent 
employ
ment 

Tabltt 2.1.1 Summary Profiles. 

2.2 Reliabilit-.y and Validity 

I have already indicated that my findings are not 

generalizable due to the purposive sampling and the small 
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numbers. The aim of the life history is to grasp one case 

for what it tells us about that case. "Historians have no 

anxiety in doing this and neither, on occasions, should 

social scientists. They will, however, legitimately get 

into trouble if they naively push their claims too far 

(though they can of course speculate on wider implications)" 

(Plummer 1983:100). While I cannot claim generalizability, 

according to proponents of the biographical method, there 

are steps that I can take which will help increase 

reliability and validity. 

According to Plummer (1983), reliability is ensured 

when a technique can be replicated and the results are the 

same, whereas validity ensures that the technique is 

actually studying what it is supposed to. Plummer argues 

that with the life history, concerns about validity should 

come first. If it is the subjective story which is sought, 

then the life history is the most valid method. Researchers 

must be concerned with and acknowledge possible sources of 

bias. For example, is the informant being truthful? Do the 

characteristics of the interviewer bias the information 

received? Is the setting going to influence the results in 

any way? These are things which must be considered 

throughout the research process. 
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Validity checks may be made by asking the subject to 

read and check the product, and comparing the subject's 

information with that of outside records and other 

informants. All of the interviews were conducted in private 

at either Dignity House or Pueblo Transitional Housing to 

ensure that the women felt safe and comfortable. Because I 

am female and was either very pregnant or recently post

partum during the interviews, I found this to be a great 

ice-breaker and helped in establishing an instant rapport 

with the women. In all cases I met with the women multiple 

times, and I would deliberately ask some of the same 

questions again in order to gauge validity. 

In terms of reliability, Mandelbaum (1982) argues that 

while the life history method has great potential, there is 

a problem with a lack of conventions in how to do it. He 

offers three procedural suggestions for the collection and 

analysis of life history data which may help with the 

reliability problem: 

(1) There are four dimensions of a person's life that 

provide useful categories for understanding the main forces 

that affect a life. The biological dimension sets the basic 

conditions for the life course (e.g. sex, race, age). The 

cultural dimension includes the mutual expectations. 
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understandings and behavior patterns held by the group. The 

social dimension encompasses social acts, conflicts, 

solutions, and choices. Finally, the psychosocial dimension 

deals with feelings and attitudes. In the collection of 

life history data, covering these four dimensions may help 

others in replicating the findings. In this research, I 

attempted to cover the same topics with each of the women: 

family background, employment history, welfare use, 

significant relationships, education, criminal history, and 

drug/alcohol use. 

(2) The principle turnings in a person's life and the 

conditions between turnings provide a way of organizing a 

life. As noted earlier, Denzin (1989) calls these 

"epiphanies", and argues that these may be major events 

(death, birth, marriage, etc,...); cumulative or 

representative events (i.e. many factors add together to 

form an epiphany); minor epiphanies; and episodes whose 

meanings are given in the reliving of the experience (71). 

In this research, I let these turning points emerge from the 

women's stories. Sometimes the women would distinctly refer 

to things that happened which changed them in some way, or 

choices that they made which they would now make differently 

if they could go back. Other times, I inferred from their 
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stories when significant things happened in their lives that 

changed their direction. For example, one of the women quit 

college to stay at home with her baby and get married, which 

set her on a much different path than where she was 

originally headed. 

(3) Finally, the subject's characteristic means of 

adaptation points to changes and continuities throughout the 

life course. 

If the researcher incorporates these three procedural 

suggestions, then we come closer to establishing 

reliability, according to Mandelbaum (1982). In each taped 

interview, I had the women start at their birth and tell me 

their life story as they remembered it, I let them tell me 

what they thought was important. For example, Dora's 

memories of her childhood are fairly dim, and yet she does 

recall certain events with clarity. These are what remain 

important to her after more than 20 years of drug use and 

hard living. In subsequent interviews I would ask more 

specific questions about topics that came up in our previous 

interviews and the topics mentioned above. 

Denzin (1989) goes even further to lay out what he 

calls the "new" life history approach. Following his 

suggestions, "each case is treated as a totality , as a 
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universal singular" (57). He lays out a procedure which, if 

followed, sets a standard or convention for life history 

research: 

(a) Begin with an objective set of experiences related 

to life course stages (e.g. childhood, adolescence) and life 

course experiences (marriage, education). 

(b) Biographical materials are gathered via narrative 

interviewing strategy. 

(c) Read and interpret the data. Here the individual 

biography is reconstructed and the structural factors which 

have shaped the subject's life are identified. 

(d) Focus on (1) the structural processes in the 

subject's life; (2) the different theories which relate to 

these life experiences; (3) the unique and general features 

of a life. 

(e) When finished with the analysis of a single case, a 

second case is selected. 

(f) Go through the same steps and formulate comparisons 

between cases. Develop theoretical generalizations along 

career models, structural processes, models of social 

worlds, relational models of biography, and natural history 

models of the life course. 

This is the procedure which I followed in this project. 
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Each woman was treated as a separate case and analyzed alone 

before putting them together to make comparisons.^ 

In spite of these conventions, Denzin cautions that 

life stories come in multiple versions, they are grounded in 

culture, and that "the biographical method is always 

incomplete, for the lives and experiences this method 

attempts to capture are themselves never done" (1989; 80). 

The procedural suggestions offered by Mandelbaum (1982) 

and Denzin (1989) help to formalize and legitimize a method 

which has suffered from a lack of procedure or convention. 

However, Wellman (1977) in his methodological chapter titled 

"From Theory to Research and Back Again" demonstrates how 

this does not always work out so neatly. In this type of 

grounded research, he argues, "important discoveries are 

sometimes chanced upon through unanticipated, nonlinear 

kinds of probes" (47). In this chapter, Wellman 

demonstrates how his project was continually modified as he 

went along. He was constantly re-defining and creating new, 

^The order of the following chapters reflects the order in 
which the data was coded. For example, after all tapes 
were transcribed, I began by coding Dora's notes and then 
writing chapter 3. When finished I coded Kathy's notes and 
wrote chapter 4, and so on... In this way I was fully 
immersed in the coding and analyzing of each woman or case 
separately, with comparisons between the women made only as 
a final step. 
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important categories, rather than forcing subjects into 

preconceived ones.^ 

Try as I might, approaches that leaned toward 
methodological orthodoxy continually got in the 
way of accurately depicting both the people we had 
spoken with and the genesis of my ideas (64). 

Wellman argues that he does not believe that "proof" comes 

from a method, rather he feels that if his character 

portraits resonate, and "ring true", then his points are 

proven. Basically, he leaves it up to the reader to decide 

whether it is believable and valid. 

Similarly, Denzin (1989) argues that the method, the 

theory, validity, reliability, and generalizability, should 

all take a backseat to concerns about meaning and 

interpretation (25). In my project, I attempted to follow 

the conventions laid out by Denzin (1989) in order to 

achieve some measure of reliability and validity. However, 

my main concern was with accurately capturing these women's 

lives and, like Wellman (1977), claim validity and 

believability on grounds other than purely scientific ones. 

^Each life history that I conducted came out differently, 
often depending upon the personalities of the four women. 
Dora was more reluctant to talk than the others and had to 
be drawn out more, whereas Amanda needed little in the way 
of prompting. As a result, in each case different 
categories emerged as important to the different women, and 
I simply let them emerge from the women's stories. 
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Chapter ThzM: 

Dora 

Dora is a 48 year old Hispanic woman who camps out in 

the desert. She has lived a life of crime, drugs, and 

prostitution since she was 21 years old. She has never 

known a life without poverty. Dora is about 5'2" tall, very 

thin, with olive colored skin that is leathery from years in 

the sun. She has brown eyes and shoulder-length salt and 

pepper hair, although her hair is mostly grey now. She has 

a quick, easy smile which shows off her dentures. She is 

wearing jeans, a sweatshirt, and white tennis shoes which 

she complains she can't keep clean out in the desert. Her 

memories of her early life are vague, and sometimes during 

the interview she got confused about ages and dates that 

things happened. In general when she tells me her story, 

she talks as if these things happened to another person, she 

does not speak about her emotions or feelings, but rather 

relays the events as if she is far removed. And then 

suddenly, at times she would cry when she remembered painful 

things, in particular when she talked about her parents, and 

then stop crying just as suddenly. On the whole, she was 

eager to do the interviews and coherent about her life. We 
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met at Dignity House to do our interviews, and our first 

interview was done inside in a tiny, windowless office, 

while Dora ate her breakfast. Other interviews were 

conducted outside the shelter at a picnic table. This is 

her account of the major events in her life. 

3.1 Dora's Life Story 

Dora was born in January 1949 in Nogales, Sonora, 

Mexico. She was the fourth of seven children, six girls and 

one boy. Her parents were uneducated laborers, her mother 

cleaned houses and her father was a dishwasher. They moved 

to Tucson in 1953 when Dora was four years old, where they 

lived in the "projects", as Dora calls them. Dora remembers 

her father as being very strict and very distant. He was an 

alcoholic and all the children had to stay out of his way 

when he came home from work. When asked what her home life 

was like, Dora replied: 

We lived in the projects and we bought our clothes 
at the second hand store. The only Christmas I 
remember is when we didn't have money for a tree 
and the lady that owned the second hand store gave 
us the biggest Christmas tree to the ceiling, and 
that was the only Christmas I remember. 

Dora recalls her mother as a "good mom" who took Dora to 

clean houses with her. She says that her mom was a very 

friendly person who was always talking to strangers. Her 
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mother went to an office to learn to read and speak English, 

although only Spanish was spoken in their home. When 

describing her father's personality, Dora says: 

He hardly ever talked. We were real distant from 
my dad because he hardly ever talked to us. But I 
remember one time he did take us to the park right 
there on 22nd and 4th, they used to have a kid's 
pool. And he had bought this camera film, and he 
took us out there a couple of times. That's the 
only thing I ever remember him doing with us when 
we were little. (At this memory Dora begins to 
cry) . 

Because her father was very distant, the children spent more 

time with their mother. When asked if her family was close, 

Dora replied: 

No, well none of us were close to each other, that 
was just the way we grew up, I don't know. My 
father, when he would come home drunk we would all 
have to run to the room and stay there and there 
wasn't much talk amongst each other, you know. 

Dora does not recall much about her years in grade 

school, but she does remember not having money. When she 

was in the third grade, all the neighborhood kids used to go 

to the store to buy candy, but Dora's father never gave her 

any money. The other kids in the projects introduced Dora 

to a man they called "Mr. Hands". She says she would go to 

Mr. Hands and let him touch her and play with her, and he 

would give her money so that she could buy candy like her 

friends. I asked Dora if she felt that this was wrong at 
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the time and she replied that she knew it was wrong and she 

never told anyone, especially her parents, about it. This 

was Dora's first introduction to sex for money, which became 

a prominent part of her life again in her twenties. 

By the time Dora was in the 7th grade she had become 

quite rebellious. She says her father was very strict and 

wouldn't let her or her sisters do anything, so she started 

sneaking out her window to go to parties. She says that at 

this point she was not drinking or using drugs, she just 

liked staying out and "hanging out" with her friends. One 

night she went to a party and didn't go back home. Her 

parents called the police and had her picked up and sent to 

juvenile hall. From there they had her sent away to a 

Catholic girls school in Phoenix at the age of 14, where she 

stayed until she was 18. 

At the school, Dora says that she was the "pet" of the 

nuns. She cleaned the convent and painted it and had keys 

to all the dorms. According to Dora, she didn't have to 

attend classes if she didn't want to, and even though she 

was there until age 18, she only completed school through 

the tenth grade. Dora says she was so mad at her parents 

that on weekends and holidays she chose to stay in foster 

homes instead of coming home to Tucson. Her mother wrote 
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letters to her in Spanish but she really did not communicate 

with them for the four years she was there. 

Back in Tucson, from age 18 to 20, Dora did various odd 

jobs. She went to a secretarial school for 11 months and a 

sewing school for a few months, she worked at a laundry 

service for the hospital, a car wash, a sewing factory 

making underwear, a factory where they make vents, and a 

navy recruiting office. At all of these jobs Dora says she 

wouldn't last more than a month or two. She either got 

bored or missed work because she was out "partying" with her 

friends. At this point she was drinking some, but claims she 

didn't really start drinking heavily until she met her first 

husband. When Dora turned 20 she got pregnant by a 

boyfriend who left her for one of her friends. She had a 

miscarriage and was so distraught over the whole experience 

that she left Tucson to go stay with one of her sisters in 

California. 

In California, Dora met her first husband, Carlos, at a 

party. Her sisters warned her that he was trouble but she 

got involved with him anyway. At the age of 21 she got 

pregnant and they were married when she turned 22. Dora 

describes Carlos as a mean man who used to beat her up. He 

was never around because he "liked to party". Dora says she 
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was lonely and fed up. One night he came home with a woman 

and Dora went with them to a bar, leaving her newborn baby 

boy home alone. When they got home, she did heroin with 

them and says "from that day on I just didn't stop". When 

asked if she liked it, Dora replied: 

I didn't like it. It was like alcohol, it makes 
you forget about things, you know. It's not that 
I liked the drugs, it just put me in another 
world. 

Not only was Carlos a drug user, but he also committed 

burglaries. Dora brought him to Tucson hoping to straighten 

him out, but in 1972, a year after they were married, Carlos 

was sent to prison in Arizona for burglary. 

After Carlos was gone, Dora met her next significant 

other while out buying drugs. She describes Bill as a "nice 

guy except for the drugs". She and her son, Carlos Jr., 

moved in with Bill who sold drugs for a living. In 1975, 

when Dora was 26 years old, she was in the room when Bill 

sold drugs to an undercover agent and so she was sentenced 

to 2-6 years in prison, of which she served 11 months. 

While in prison, her mother took care of her son Carlos Jr.. 

In general, Dora does not talk much about her prison 

experience. It was simply a temporary thing that she had to 

do to get back to her life. When she got out of prison, she 
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and Carlos Jr. moved back in with Bill and started doing 

drugs again. In addition, she also began prostituting in 

1975. When asked how she started, she says a lady from the 

neighborhood where she grew up picked her up one day and 

asked if she wanted to make some money. She then took her 

to a man's house and told her what to do. She says that she 

didn't like it, but she didn't want to go back to prison for 

selling drugs or doing burglaries, and she needed money. 

In 1977 Dora left Bill because "there was no 

chemistry", and went to San Jose. Because she was still on 

probation she was not supposed to leave the state. In San 

Jose, she met her husband Carlos, recently out of prison. 

They got back together and went back to their old life of 

heavy drug use. One day, while Dora was waiting in the car, 

her husband and his mother shoplifted in a store and got 

caught. The police ran a check on Dora and found out she 

was in violation of her probation, so she was extradited 

back to Arizona and sentenced to 2 years in prison, of which 

she served 18 months. At this point she was pregnant (by 

Carlos) and gave birth to her second son in prison. Her 

mother came and took the baby, Manuel, home with her, where 

he stayed until he was 10 years old. Carlos Jr., her first 

son, was still in San Jose with her husband's family, where 
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he stayed until he was put in a foster home at age 11 

because he started using drugs. 

In 1979 Dora was 30 years old and just out of prison 

for the second time. She started working the streets again 

and ran into a man named Ronny. She says that once she took 

him home, she couldn't get him out. Here is what Dora says 

about Ronny: 

That time, I had come out of prison and I had quit 
heroin, I wasn't doing drugs. But [Ronny] gave me 
some coke and used to make me go on the street and 
work and get money because he was strung out on 
heroin and I was too scared of him so I would do 
whatever he would tell me. 

In 1982 when Dora was 33 she got pregnant by Ronny and 

had another boy named Christopher. She says that the day 

after she had the baby Ronny forced her to go work the 

streets for money. When she got out of the hospital with 

Christopher she was trying not to do drugs, but Ronny would 

make her go out and work the streets and she had to leave 

the baby with the neighbors even though he was only days 

old. She says that Ronny started giving her cocaine and got 

her hooked again, and he told her to leave the baby with his 

brother and his wife and go work the streets. When she went 

to pick up the baby they wouldn't give her Christopher and 

threw her in jail. Ronny's family took the baby away from 
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her and had the state sever her rights, claiming she was an 

unfit mother. To this day she has not seen or heard of 

Christopher. When she describes this experience, she sees 

herself very much as a victim. Ronny and his family had the 

baby taken away from her, Ronny got her hooked on drugs and 

made her work the streets, Ronny beat her and made her "go 

crazy". All the while she stayed together with Ronny and 

even had another baby by him. Their relationship was 

clearly one of co-dependence and violence. Dora claims that 

Ronny was very controlling and would follow her if she tried 

to leave him. Here is an example of just how volatile their 

relationship was: 

One night he [Ronny] got all jealous, cause I 
couldn't talk to nobody. And I said no, he ain't 
going to hit me. So I was in the kitchen, just 
listening to his mouth, and he was bending down 
like this untying his shoes. So I just got a 
knife and stabbed him. I almost hit his lung. 
I'm glad I didn't cause I'd probably be in prison. 
And after I pulled the knife out he beat me up and 
took off to the hospital, but he didn't tell them 
that I had stabbed him. 

After Dora stabbed Ronny, they still remained together. 

Ronny was put in jail on drug charges, and Dora got a 

job as a bartender while he was in jail. Here she met an 

elderly man in his seventies named Mr. Brown. She says that 

she would "date" him, clean his house and wash his clothes. 
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and in return he gave her thousands of dollars which she 

spent on drugs. She says she doesn't know what Mr. Brown 

did for a living, she was too much into drugs to care. When 

Ronny got out of jail he liked this arrangement and wanted 

her to keep on seeing Mr. Brown. Mr. Brown had a son who 

was a pharmacist who had Dora picked up by the police and 

taken to court. He claimed that Dora was trying to swindle 

his dad and sell his mobile home out from under him (which 

Dora denies). Mr. Brown however did not want to press 

charges and also claimed that he freely gave her the money. 

In 1983 Dora got pregnant by Ronny with her fourth 

child, a girl named Susanna. While doing a three month 

stint in jail for prostitution, Dora's sister took care of 

the baby. Ronny was put in prison for burglary and assault, 

and when Dora got out in 1984 she met a man named Mike while 

prostituting. Mike took Dora and Susanna with him to Yuma 

but after 2 months Dora "went crazy on coke" and left him 

and hitchhiked back to Tucson. She left Susanna at a 

drughouse and called her sister to come pick up the baby, 

and from that point on her sister raised Susanna. 

In 1985 Dora began living with a man named Bob who was 

a guard at the prison. Dora met Bob on the street when he 

asked her for a "date" and asked if she could get some 
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cocaine for him. At this time Dora committed a burglary and 

there was an elderly lady inside the house. While Dora is a 

bit vague on the details, Dora says that she grabbed her and 

the lady fell and bruised herself. Later Dora and Bob sold 

the stolen t.v. from that robbery and Bob was picked up for 

questioning. He apparently told the police that Dora had 

committed the robbery, Dora was picked up and he lost his 

job. Dora was sentenced to six years in prison for burglary 

and assault, of which she served four years. While she was 

in prison her old boyfriend Ronny died in prison of cancer, 

her sister was raising her daughter Susanna, her parents 

were raising her son Manuel, she had no contact with her son 

Christopher, and her oldest son, Carlos Jr., was sent to 

prison for 5 years when he turned 18. Dora is not sure why 

he was sent to prison, she says "probably burglary". 

In 1989 Dora was 40 years old and released from prison 

for the third time. When she got out she moved in with her 

mother because her mother had been diagnosed with Wagner's 

disease, which affects the nervous system. Dora says she 

was trying to take care of her mother, but she was using 

drugs again and prostituting to support her habit. When I 

asked if her mother knew she was using, she said yes and 

began to cry. Before her mother died in 1991 Dora did six 
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months in jail for prostitution, and after her mother died 

she did two more months. After her mother died her father 

moved in with her sister who was now raising her own 

children as well as Dora's daughter and son. Dora also 

moved in with them for awhile but says there were too many 

people living there. 

Back out on the streets, in 1993 Dora met a man named 

Walt and they were married in Las Vegas. (Dora had signed 

papers to divorce her first husband while she was in 

prison). Dora says that she didn't really love Walt, but 

one night she had an argument with her oldest son, Carlos 

Jr., which convinced her that she should marry him. 

So one day my son, my oldest, was choking me to 
death in an alley. He said, "I'd rather see you 
dead than go back out in the streets the way 
you've been living"...So I started crying and he 
started crying and I said o.k., let's go to Las 
Vegas. 

Dora says that Walt did not drink or use drugs, but she 

was still heavily into cocaine and would secretly work the 

streets to support her habit. One night she was thrown into 

jail for prostitution, where they ran an HIV test. Dora 

found out a week later, at age 44, that she was HIV+. Dora 

assumes that the HIV came from her drug use and sharing 

needles. When I asked if she used protection when she was 
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prostituting, she said never, and seemed surprised when I 

said the HIV might have come from unprotected sex as well. 

At this point Dora left Walt and came back to Tucson where 

she says she just went crazy on the drugs for awhile. 

In 1994, Dora moved in with a man she met on the 

streets named Frank. Frank was clean and did not want Dora 

to be on drugs, so she started going to counseling for drug 

and alcohol abuse. In addition, she started HIV counseling 

and regular health check-ups. At this point, her oldest son 

Carlos Jr. was sent to prison for 10 years for burglary. 

This was the first of several blows which set Dora back in 

her efforts to become clean. The second blow was that her 

son Manuel was shot and almost died. Dora stayed by his 

side in the hospital for almost 2 1/2 months and stopped 

going to counseling altogether. When Manuel recovered 

enough to go home, Dora decided to get her act together and 

rent a house for herself, Manuel, and her father. She says 

that she had grown much closer to her father, who had 

stopped drinking when the kids were older and out of the 

house. They were in the house for two weeks when Dora and 

her father were in a car accident. Dora was driving the car 

and her father was killed. She claims she doesn't remember 

anything about the accident or what happened for the next 
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few months. After moving in with her sister to convalesce, 

her niece was "taking care of her" by giving her drugs, 

which sent her over the edge again. 

She was giving me drugs, and I went back into 
drugs and drinking. I tried to go back to 
counseling, I went back once and I only went for a 
day and I quit going. I just couldn't handle the 
fact that my dad had died. And I was just getting 
over my son going to prison for 10 years and my 
mom dying, and then my dad, 'cause those were the 
only three people that I was ever close too. 

In 1995, Dora met a man named Joseph at her brother's 

house. Joseph is also an alcohol/drug addict, and is also 

HIV+. For the last two years, they have been living 

together out in the desert. Dora is trying to stay clean 

now and is trying to get her papers together to receive SSD. 

Dora never received her citizenship even though she has 

lived in the United States for forty years. She has applied 

for citizenship and is waiting to hear from immigration. She 

spends her days going to counseling and to different service 

providers around town. She is trying to get Joseph to get 

his paperwork together so that he can also get SSD and 

AHCCCS. She says that she is tired of living out there in 

the desert and wants desperately to find a place. 

I told him, I said, "Joseph, let's do this now 
while we can. While we're still alive and get a 
place". My sister says, "Dora do you want 
somebody knocking on the door and telling us 
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you're dead out there in the desert?" 

In terms of her children, her oldest son Carlos Jr. is 

still in prison. Her second son Manuel just had a baby girl 

with his girlfriend and they live with his girlfriend's 

parents. She has no contact with her son Christopher, and 

her daughter Susanna just got out of juvenile and is living 

with her sister. Dora says she feels badly that she wasn't 

a better mother to her kids, but feels that she's gotten 

closer to her kids recently. Dora is hopeful about her 

future and her spirits are good, in spite of the fact that 

she now has full-blown AIDS. Her needs are very simple. 

Because her blood count is too low for her to hold a job, 

all she wants is to have a place to stay so that she doesn't 

have to die out in the desert. She feels that this will be 

accomplished once her citizenship comes through and she 

receives SSD. 

3.2 Dora's Current Situation 

On a typical day, Dora and Joseph wake up before 

7:00am, and in the summer at 5:00 or 6:00am. They go and 

sit outside a convenience store, then Joseph heads over to 

the Laundromat where he occasionally works and gets soap. 

He goes over to a church and uses their outside hose to 

clean up. Dora usually goes to Dignity House to clean up 
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and get food. On weekends they both walk over to a soup 

kitchen to get food, but most of the time they split up 

during the day. Dora says: 

I'm not drinking now, not since I started my 
program. Joseph's been drinking a little. So 
when I leave there in the mornings I take off and 
leave him out there and go back when it's time to 
go to bed. 

After Dignity House, Dora usually goes to the bus 

center, or sometimes she goes to see her counselor or to 

doctor's appointments. Different programs that she goes to 

offer food and juices, and she stocks up during the day and 

often takes food back for Joseph. Her day consists of 

waiting around, hanging out, and riding on buses. She says 

that sometimes she's on eight different buses during the 

day, from one to another. She gets a bus pass from a social 

service agency so riding the bus is free. 

My counseling is twice a week. Tuesday and 
Thursday. And then other days I just come over 
here [Dignity House] and then stop at my 
counselor's and chit chat with him and tell him 
what I'm doing and get some juices from there or 
whatever. Just that. Go to the [bus center] and 
talk to people. Get on the bus and just meet 
people every day. 

When the laundrymat closes at 5:00, Dora meets Joseph 

and their other homeless friends and they hang out at the 

convenience store, then they go to bed at 8:00 or 9:00 pm. 
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According to Snow et al. (1995), the homeless 

population engages in three different types of material 

survival strategies: institutionalized assistance, wage 

labor, and shadow work. These different strategies 

demonstrate the resourcefulness of the homeless. Dora is no 

exception to this, for she has engaged in all three types 

and still does. In terms of institutionalized assistance, 

when her children were younger and still living with her she 

received AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) for 

a short time. She now receives $120 in food stamps and is 

trying to get approved for SSD (Social Security Disability), 

and she has AHCCCS (Arizona Health Care Cost Containment 

System) to pay her medical bills. 

As for wage labor, her work history has been spotty, 

with the longest job she ever held being a job for 11 months 

when she was in prison. Currently she picks up odd jobs 

when she can get them, for example she recently worked for 

two weeks at the State Fair. 

Like many of the homeless, Dora's main source of 

material survival has been shadow work. Snow et al. (1995) 

describe shadow work as a set of subsistence strategies such 

as panhandling and scavenging that are pursued in the shadow 

of regular work (16). In their homeless sample. Snow et al. 
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(1995) found that nearly 60% of the homeless had engaged in 

shadow work during the previous month. Dora has spent nearly 

24 years engaging in shadow work, as her main source of 

income was prostitution. Currently, she occasionally 

panhandles and scavenges for useful items for their camp or 

for things to sell. The rest of Dora's needs are met 

through different social service agencies. Like many 

homeless people, she goes to many different agencies. She 

is involved in an HIV counseling program, and another HIV 

program which provides testing and food and other services. 

She also goes to alcohol and drug counseling. For medical 

care she goes to a clinic and to her HIV doctor at the 

hospital. She has adapted to living in the desert and found 

ways of making that as comfortable as possible. She and 

Joseph have a mattress out in the desert which they cover 

with a down blanket. It is surrounded by trees so that they 

have some privacy, and they keep some supplies there. 

Figure 3.2.1 shows a map of the main places that Dora 

frequents, with the mileage from her desert camp to each 

place. Every day Dora travels miles on foot or on the bus, 

as indicated by the distances between places. The longest 

distance that she travels is to Dignity House, 6 miles away, 

where she goes several times a week. 
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Figure 3.2.1. Map of Dora's routine. 
•notes: Map is not to scale, mileage is approximate 

3.3 Family Ties: A Condition of Poverty 

In looking at Dora's life story, it is interesting to 

look at her family as a whole to see where she fits in. Is 

she the odd rebel in her family? Or has her life followed a 

pattern not unlike her siblings? As the fourth child of 

seven, here is a closer look at her immediate family tree. 

3.3.a Julie 

Julie is Dora's oldest sister, age 54. Dora claims she 

doesn't know that much about Julie, except that she lives in 

California and has acute rhe\amatoid arthritis. She is not 

married, does not work, and collects welfare. She has four 
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children, her daughter is on drugs so she takes care of her 

two grandchildren. 

3.3.b 

Gloria is the next oldest, age 52. According to Dora, 

Gloria has serious mental problems and would not come out of 

her house for years. These problems are due in part to the 

fact that her husband molested their daughter, and forced 

the other three boys to watch. Charges were never pressed 

though, and they remain together. Dora says: 

Her friend used to take her out on the bus so 
she'd get around because she was always in that 
house, never came out. And she always used to 
say, well I can't leave him. I've never had a 
job, how am I going to take care of myself? So 
that's why she never left him. 

Currently, Gloria's oldest son is doing time in prison for 

molesting his own daughter. Gloria is now taking medication 

for her mental problems. 

3.3.C Maria 

Maria, age 50, lives in California. When she moved 

there she became a maid for a man named Jerry and his three 

children. Jerry drank and was in the middle of a divorce, 

and he and Maria fell in love and got married. He recently 

passed away and left everything to Maria. Dora calls Maria 

the "rich one", and says that out of all the siblings, she's 
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had the best life. 

3.3.d Connie 

Connie, age 46, is two years younger than Dora. She 

never married and had her first of four children at age 16. 

She does janitorial work and takes care of her son (age 17) 

and his girlfriend's baby. Her daughter Patty (23) is the 

drug user who got Dora hooked on drugs again when she was 

recuperating from the car accident. 

3.3.e Lin^ 

Linda, age 44, had her first of four children at age 

13. Her husband died at age 28 from alcohol abuse, and her 

first son was taken from her at age 7 because he was 

drinking and smoking marijuana. Linda does not use drugs or 

alcohol, and has worked at the University as a janitor for 

many years. She no longer works there because she had a 

nervous breakdown in 1991 after her mother died. Her 

children have had a rough time as well. Her oldest son, the 

one who grew up in foster care, is a drug addict and is 

HIV+. Her daughter Sally is also a drug addict and has 

given up one child for adoption and the other is being 

raised by Linda. Her other son is addicted to cocaine and 

her youngest daughter is starting to rebel at home. In 

addition to Linda's four children and her grandchild, she 
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has also raised Dora's daughter Susanna and taken care of 

Dora's son Manuel. She now lives with a man named Tim who 

is also on medication because he never leaves his bedroom. 

3.3.f George 

Dora's brother George is 40 years old, a drug addict, 

and is HIV+. He worked for the city as a painter until he 

lost his job due to cocaine use. He has been with the same 

woman for 10 years (also a drug addict), who has two 

children, one in prison and a 12 year old who uses drugs. 

George collects welfare and his girlfriend receives alimony 

checks. 

3.3.g Summary 

Figure 3.3.1 shows Dora's immediate family tree 

starting with her parents. Included in the tree are 

employment status and usual occupation, substance addiction, 

current incarceration status, and whether they have known 

mental problems. Out of all seven children, only Dora and 

her brother are addicted to drugs and alcohol, however among 

the next generation drug use is more prevalent, with at 

least seven of Dora's nieces and nephews addicted to drugs. 

Similarly, Dora is the only one of her siblings to spend 

time in prison, but once again that is more prevalent among 

the next generation. What becomes most prominent when 
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Figure 3.3.1. 
Family Tree 

Dora's 

looking at this summary is that 

the six out of the seven 

siblings still experience 

poverty. The only sibling to 

pull herself out of poverty and 

live a more comfortable 

existence is Rosa, and she did 

so through marriage. In terms 

of employment status, all but 

one of the seven children are 

currently unemployed. In 

addition, their job skills are 

mainly unskilled labor such as 

janitorial, following in the 

footsteps of their parents. 

In a 1995 study by 

Corcoran, using PSID data from 

1968 to 1998, she found that 

children raised in poverty 

acquire less schooling, achieve 

much lower incomes, and are 

much more likely to be poor in 

early adulthood than are 
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children raised in non-poor families (247). Dora does not 

know the welfare status of all of her siblings, but knows 

for sure that herself, her brother George, and her sister 

Julie have received welfare. What is missing in the summary 

is complete information about all of Dora's nieces and 

nephews, specifically their work status and job skills. 

Having that information might show whether the cycle of 

poverty will continue with the next generation of her 

family. Given that Dora's siblings live in poverty, one 

might predict, based on Corcoran's findings, that their 

children will be at a disadvantage as well. 

In terms of family stability, Maria and Gloria were the 

only two of the seven children to get married and stay 

married (although Gloria's husband is the one who molested 

their child). According to an article by Smith (1997), the 

children of women who never marry are at a disadvantage. 

Almost two-thirds of never-married mothers and their 

children live in poverty, with a median annual income of 

$9,989. Furthermore, research by Mclanahan and Sandefur 

(1994) indicates that being raised in a non-intact family 

doubles the risk that a child will drop out of high school, 

doubles the risk that a child will have a teenage birth, and 

raises the risk of being unemployed in young adult years. 
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If this is indeed the case, then Dora's nieces, nephews, and 

her own children are at risk. Dora and her siblings clearly 

represent the classic "underclass" as defined by Myrdal 

(1963); they have low levels of education and skills and 

thus they are vulnerable to chronic underemployment and 

unemployment. 

3.4 Turning Points and Adaptations 

I could have been anybody. I could have turned 
out just like you, but I did bad things. It's my 
fault. 

At the conclusion of our interviews, these were Dora's 

thoughts about her life. From her vantage point, she is to 

blame for making bad decisions. However, looking at her 

path to the streets, we see that she has lived a very 

troubled life full of negative turning points from the 

beginning. Born to uneducated, poverty-stricken parents, 

Dora's life constitutes a series of misfortunes and 

adaptations to conditions of extreme poverty. 

In just the third grade, Dora was molested by a man who 

introduced her to the idea of sex-for-money, a survival tool 

which she turned to again in her twenties. She learned from 

this experience that in order to get the things that she 

wanted, she had to sell whatever she could. With no other 

resources, this left her to sell her body. 
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In the 7th grade, her parents sent her away to Catholic 

school, a decision which left her angry and weakened her 

ties to her family. In addition, at this school no one took 

an interest in her education or encouraged her to finish, 

thus she left school with a 10th grade education. This 

turning point destined her to a life of little education and 

minimal job skills, and set her on a path of low-paying, 

monotonous factory work. 

According to the US Department of Labor, Women's Bureau 

(1997), in 1996 46% of all Hispanic women age 25 and older 

had less than a high school diploma. This translates into 

two things: First of all, the majority of Hispanic women 

are clustered into sales and administrative support 

occupations, and service jobs. These two occupations 

accounted for nearly two-thirds of total employment for 

Hispanic women in 1996, and most jobs in these categories 

require few skills, little training, and low wages. 

Secondly, lower levels of education mean higher rates of 

unemployment. In 1996 the unemployment rate for Hispanic 

women with less than a high school diploma was 13.4%, 

compared to 7% for high school graduates, and 4.2% for 

college graduates (U.S. Department of Labor: Women's Bureau 

1997) . 
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These statistics accurately describe Dora's experience. 

Dora had little education and was only qualified to do 

minimiam wage jobs that were boring and tedious like factory 

assembly-line work. As a result, there was no incentive to 

keep these jobs, especially when she found that prostitution 

provided her with enough money to buy drugs and a place to 

stay. 

That's the way I survived all my life until I got 
the HIV. That's why I live in the desert now, 
because I can't work the streets. 

At age 21 Dora got pregnant by her boyfriend Carlos, 

and they married. This turning point introduced her to a 

life of drugs, crime, and physical abuse. Unhappy in her 

marriage and unable to change her husband, she joined him in 

his drug use and was forever changed, an addict for over 

twenty years. After Carlos went to prison, she found 

herself with no money, no job, no skills, no education, a 

child, and a drug addiction. Not surprisingly, from this 

point on Dora attached herself to many different men in 

order to survive, men who were also addicted to drugs and 

were abusive to her. 

In terms of children, the birth of four different 

children did not translate into positive, life-changing 

events. Rather, the children were all born under bad 
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circumstances, to fathers who didn't care and a drug-

addicted mother. They have all been raised by others and 

have grown up with their own problems as well. 

Until 1994, Dora's turning points were all in the 

negative direction: attaching to abusive men, engaging in 

crime and going to prison, having four children she couldn't 

care for, and finally finding out that she had AIDS and was 

going to die. 

In 1994, things began to turn around in the positive 

direction when she started going to HIV and drug counseling, 

and was trying to stay clean and sober. She was planning to 

rent a house for herself and her father and son, but once 

again, negative turning points set her back. Her oldest son 

was sent to prison, her second son was shot and almost died, 

and her father was killed in a car accident while she was 

driving the car. These three events sent her over the edge 

and she quit counseling, started doing drugs again, and 

moved out into the desert with yet another drug-addicted, 

abusive boyfriend. 

Dora's life constitutes a series of adaptations to 

conditions of extreme poverty. To the outside observer most 

of the decisions that she has made appear to be in the wrong 

direction, and yet she has adapted the only way that she 
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knew how. Her dependence on men who were addicted to drugs 

and were abusive was not necessarily a clear-cut choice, but 

rather an adaptation to a dire, dismal situation. Dora 

never obtained the necessary job skills or education to 

obtain a decent-paying, interesting job that would make her 

independent. 

While many people's lives might be a series of ups and 

downs, Dora's life has been a series of one negative turning 

point after another, finally spiraling her to this place. 

She has no home, no job, no money, is addicted to drugs and 

alcohol, and is dying of AIDS. 



Chapter Four: 

Kathy 
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Kathy is a 42 year old Caucasian woman born in Germany. 

She is about 5' 7" tall, with grayish-blond shoulder length 

hair. She has intense blue eyes and a scratchy deep voice. 

She is somewhat top-heavy with thin legs. In contrast to 

Dora, Kathy talks very much about her emotions and how she 

felt at different times in her life, especially about the 

anger that she has experienced ever since she was a young 

girl. Kathy is an intense, intimidating woman because the 

anger is still there, just below the surface, and she is 

just learning to control it. She uses the language of 

someone who has been in extensive therapy, for example words 

like "internalize", "blocked out", "perpetrator", and 

"putting up walls". Kathy has been out of prison for one 

year, currently lives in transitional housing, is in 

recovery from drug and alcohol addiction, is employed, and 

is recovering from a recent back surgery. In the beginning 

of our interviews, Kathy was somewhat reluctant to talk, and 

said that I would probably have to ask her lots of questions 

to get her talking. It turned out, however, that once we 

started Kathy was very eager to tell her story, and even 
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asked for a copy of the transcribed notes when we were 

finished. She said that if I had tried to talk to her when 

she was just out of prison, she never would have talked to 

me because she didn't trust anyone and she didn't like to 

think about her life. In addition, she said that if I were 

a man she never would have talked to me at all. In her 

life, Kathy has not been treated well by men, and her anger 

and hostility are apparent in the telling of her story. We 

conducted our interviews in a small, dark room at the 

transitional housing building. The chairs were very 

uncomfortable, and Kathy, recovering from back surgery, had 

to change positions frequently. This is her account of the 

major events in her life. 

4.1 Kathy's Life Story 

Kathy was born in September 1955 in a town outside of 

Frankfurt, Germany. She does not know if her biological 

parents were married, but she assumes that they were poor 

because they gave her and her brother up for adoption when 

Kathy was 3 years old and her brother was 17 months old. 

They were adopted by well-to-do Americans, their adopted 

mother was a housewife and their adopted father was a field 

engineer. Kathy says that it took her father quite awhile 

to get her mother out of Germany because she loved the beer 
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so much, for her adopted mother was a functional alcoholic. 

The family moved to Phoenix, where Kathy lived until 

she was ten years old. Her father had a good job, and they 

lived in a nice three bedroom house with a swimming pool. 

When asked what her life was like, Kathy says: 

I thought I lived a normal life when I was growing 
up. I thought everybody drank. I thought 
everybody's home life was like ours. I really had 
nothing to compare it to... Everybody on the block 
seemed to drink. They'd sit out by the pool. 
That was how life went. 

In 1962 when Kathy was 7 years old, something happened 

that dramatically changed her life. She says that the 

family was visiting friends in California, and her parents 

had been up late drinking and the party "got ugly". Kathy 

claims that her mother got in bed with her and sexually 

abused her that night. To her recollection, this only 

happened the one time, but once was enough. 

Looking back, I see how I changed, how my life 
changed, how I had to live with something that I 
wasn't allowed to talk about. I was told it never 
happened , that it didn't exist, when in reality 
it did. I sensed myself withdrawing from the 
world...! remember that's when I started becoming 
a liar, that's when I started becoming a thief. 
That's when I started becoming a lot of things 
that went against my nature because this was not 
natural. This was not a normal thing. I had no 
one to talk to about it. 

From this point on, Kathy's mother's drinking grew 
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worse and worse. Kathy claims that she would get into 

trouble and her mother would "thrash her soundly". When 

asked about her father, Kathy says that her father was a 

closet drinker. She says that he had a problem with 

alcohol, but alcohol never interfered with his life the way 

that it did her mother's. He traveled and was away from 

home much of the time. When Kathy was 9 years old, the 

family moved to Tempe, a new house and a new school. Kathy 

says that her father thought that a geographical move would 

give them all a fresh start, but the move didn't change 

anything and her parents' marriage disintegrated even 

further. 

In 1965 when Kathy was 10, her father checked her 

mother into a hospital where she received shock treatments 

and extensive therapy for her alcoholism. While she was in 

the hospital Kathy's father filed for divorce, and he got 

full custody of Kathy and her brother. When asked if her 

mother received partial custody, Kathy replied: 

No, and to my knowledge she didn't even get 
visitation rights. He tried to prove her an unfit 
mother because of her alcoholism and whatnot. 

Kathy and her brother lived with their father in the 

house in Tempe and had a series of housekeepers. The final 

housekeeper was a woman named Jill who had 3 sons who went 
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to Kathy's school. Kathy and her brother at first thought 

this was fun, and before they knew it Jill and their father 

got married, and Kathy was the only girl with 4 brothers. 

They moved to Ohio, and then Maryland. They were well-off 

financially, and Kathy says she never wanted for anything 

materially, yet at this point Kathy was very unhappy. 

When we started to play house, that's when I 
really started to get angry...! was angry at the 
prestige my father had given them. He had 
elevated their position in our lives to where they 
were higher than us. We were secondary, I had a 
problem with that. Being the only girl I had a 
bigger problem with that. 

Jill's son was now the oldest and had his own room, and 

Kathy (age 11) had to sleep downstairs with the other boys. 

While she doesn't go into details, Kathy says that she tried 

to tell her dad that "things were going on", but he wouldn't 

listen. Kathy explains that she started to lie and her 

grades dropped in school and she was incredibly angry. Her 

father took her to therapy but she refused to talk to the 

"idiot doctor". 

Finally things had gotten to the point where the 
family would go on an outing and they would lock 
me downstairs in the basement, they would leave me 
no food or water. I would not be spoken to for 
weeks at a time. I would not be given much of 
anything. A place to sleep. That was their way 
of dealing with me. Pretty soon Dad came forward 
and said, we're going to send you to Arizona to 
your mother. I was not quite 12. 
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In 1967, at age 12 Kathy was sent to live with her 

mother in Phoenix, and that was the last time she ever saw 

her father. Back in Phoenix, Kathy's mother had remarried a 

man named Joe who worked for a construction company. Joe 

and Kathy's mother were both recovering alcoholics, and Joe 

had spent a year in prison for writing bad checks. When 

Kathy moved in with them, they were both clean and sober and 

would take Kathy to AA meetings with them. This embarrassed 

Kathy, she says that she felt a lot of shame and 

embarrassment that her parents were alcoholics. 

Kathy says she and her mother were trying to get to 

know each other again, and things were going fairly well. 

The one thing in Kathy's life that she truly loved was 

animals, and she started doing odd jobs and her parents 

helped her pay for a horse. Meanwhile, Kathy's younger 

brother also came to live with them in Phoenix. Kathy feels 

like Jill, her stepmother, had always wanted to get rid of 

her and her brother so that she could have a "nuclear" 

family with Kathy's father. Since this was the last that 

Kathy or her brother saw of their father, Kathy feels like 

Jill "won". In reality, Kathy's father seems to have no 

problem leaving his children, for it turns out that he was 

married before he married Kathy's mother and had two girls 
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whom he never had contact with after his first divorce. 

When asked about her brother, Kathy says that he had 

serious health problems all his life. When he was young, he 

was very sick with rheumatoid arthritis. 

For a little guy it really messed him up. It 
ended up cooking some of his brain. He was a 
little slow after that for the rest of his life. 
He always had effects of the disease. He had to 
be very careful about where he lived in the 
country and about the kinds of things he did. He 
always had a smile on his face, he was always 
glowing, he was a neat kid. 

Kathy attributes most of her brother's health problems to 

the emotional trauma that they both experienced in their 

home life. She claims that her response to her 

dysfunctional family was to be very angry and physical. Her 

brother, on the other hand, internalized everything and 

became sick. Kathy says, "He didn't know how to take 

himself away from things so he just repressed everything. 

Once again it manifested itself physically with him. He had 

problems with his colon and stuff..." 

At this time things were going fairly smoothly, 

although Kathy says she still had problems with her anger. 

They moved to a house with some property where they could 

keep horses and chickens, and Kathy started doing therapy. 

She really liked her therapist and felt that things were 
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good. 

In 1969, at age 14, Kathy started high school and found 

a whole new world. 

I changed a lot. Different friends, different 
kind of lifestyle, exposure to different things, 
different people. I mean here were Blacks, 
Mexicans, cowboys, hippies. You know you've got 
this big, assorted group of people and they're all 
doing all different kinds of things and you're 
trying to find a place to fit in. 

At this point Kathy started hanging out with a rather loose 

crowd. By age 16, she was seriously rebelling—drinking, 

using LSD and marijuana, and she started to get in trouble 

at school. One night Kathy and her mother were having an 

argument and her stepfather hit her in the jaw, so she 

packed her things and left. She went to stay with one of 

her friends and her friend's mother. They would ditch 

school and drink and have boys over. Kathy didn't stay 

there long and instead went to live with a couple who gave 

her a room in exchange for taking care of their horses. 

This situation didn't last very long either. Because she 

was ditching school and using drugs Kathy's parents had her 

sent to juvenile hall for 3 months. After going to court a 

couple of times she was sentenced to a Girl's Ranch, which 

was a large house with a housemother, two girls in each 

room. Here she had to do chores and go to school and follow 
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the rules. 

Kathy was at a point where she didn't want to follow 

anyone's rules, so she was still heavily doing drugs and 

getting into trouble. Kathy went to her detention officer 

and told her she wasn't going to stay at the Girl's Ranch 

anymore, so they sent her to a junior prison for girls. 

Kathy stayed there for 3 months. 

I liked it there. I was heard. People talked to 
me, they listened to what I had to say. They 
really sincerely tried to help. So I got to stay 
out there for awhile and I felt good about being 
there and being away from the family. I really 
didn't try to make any friends because I was still 
a loner. People hurt you when you got close to 
them. You let them and then they were gone. They 
would hurt you and then throw you away. 

After 3 months at the State school, Kathy went to live 

in a halfway house for a year. Here she was sent to school 

and received her GED. On a trip to Disneyland with her 

housemates, she was caught stealing a $5 bracelet, so she 

was kicked out of the halfway house and incarcerated again. 

From there they sent her to a foster home for the summer, 

until she turned 18. The foster home was with two Phoenix 

police officers, and her job was to watch their two boys for 

the summer and clean the house. At this point Kathy had 

made some friends and was back doing drugs again. She spent 

her summer there until she turned 18 and was no longer 
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considered a ward of the state. 

In 1973, at age 18, Kathy got an apartment with a 

friend and tried to go to coiiununity college which the state 

paid for as part of her vocational rehabilitation. They 

lived next door to some men in the Air Force who they 

partied with. Kathy says she should have been working but 

wasn't. 

I really wasn't attempting to find a job. I was 
just messing up, I was along for the ride, so to 
speak. I was just adrift, I didn't know what I 
was going to do. School was an out, sure it sounds 
good to the ear but... I really had all intentions 
of doing the right thing but I hadn't worked out 
any of my issues. How are you going to do 
anything when you really don't know what's going 
on with you? 

Kathy then met and had an affair with another student, 

a married man who was 27 years old named Keith. They ended 

up living together for awhile but they couldn't manage 

financially. To get back on her feet Kathy moved back in 

with her parents and got a job in fast food and gave up on 

school. Kathy felt that getting a job was more important 

because she needed a place of her own to live. She took a 

different job cleaning motel rooms and got her own place. 

At this point, at age 19, she found out she was pregnant, 

and Keith wanted her to get an abortion. She knew that 

Keith was not going to get a divorce, and her parents would 
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not help her. 

Because I knew that Keith, he's not going to leave 
the situation that he was in. And I knew that 
trying to appeal to my parents was like falling on 
deaf ears and I knew that I didn't make enough 
money. Two jobs, that's not something that you 
have a child for, it was all a mistake. The only 
way I could see to get out of that and save face 
without doing any more damage than was already 
done was to put the child up for adoption. 

After adopting out her baby girl, she and Keith split apart. 

Kathy moved into a trailer and had some animals and worked 

different jobs in food service for the next two years. 

In 1976, at age 21, Kathy met the man who would become 

her husband. Dave was a plumber at the mines in Globe. He 

was a big, blond, "Viking" who swept her away on his Harley 

Davidson. Seduced by his lifestyle and the sense of a 

group, Kathy felt like she had found a place to fit in. 

I was fascinated with the lifestyle, the family, 
everything included in this. It was so totally 
unfamiliar to what I was used to, but I was like, 
finally found where you're supposed to be. But I 
really didn't want him there either, I didn't fit 
into that, I didn't think like those guys. I was 
raised a totally different kind of way, my thought 
process was different. 

Kathy moved in with Dave and his 3 year old son Jack who 

Dave had custody of. Kathy was pregnant with their first 

son when she found out that Dave had a violent. 

uncontrollable temper. Because she was pregnant, had no 
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family support, had no job and no place to go, Kathy stayed 

with Dave and they were married after their son Steve was 

two months old. Kathy knew that Dave had a problem with 

alcohol, and reasoned that it was because of the pain of his 

first marriage and divorce, and she could identify with 

that. They lived a partying lifestyle, and Dave made enough 

at the mines that they lived comfortably. Kathy says that 

from 1976 on (at age 21), she and Dave were everyday drug-

users. They lived in Mesa and Dave commuted to Globe for 

work, while Kathy was a housewife taking care of the two 

boys. 

This lifestyle continued for 10 years, with Dave 

working at the mines and using drugs and alcohol on a daily 

basis. Little by little, they started selling drugs on the 

side, and had quite a substantial income. In 1978, Kathy 

had another baby boy named David. Kathy thought that things 

were going to get better because Dave had stopped drinking. 

Unfortunately, he simply switched his drug of choice to 

speed. 

After Jim came into our life and introduced speed, 
Dave ended up giving the alcohol up for the speed. 
So I thought man my problems are over. He's 
finally stopped drinking. He's going to stop 
beating me and my life was going to be better. 
Bullshit, what a joke. He just traded one 
addiction for another and one made him sicker than 
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he was before. Now he could stay up all hours of 
the day and night for days on end and become even 
more demented. 

From this point on Dave and Kathy's drug use increased and 

they started selling substantial amounts of drugs. 

In 1979, Kathy's younger brother died of a drug 

overdose, and that was the last contact she had with her 

mother and stepfather. To this day, she does not know 

whether her parents are still alive. 

In 1982 Kathy was arrested for possession and sentenced 

to a year of probation, during which she used drugs every 

day. She says they did not do random drug testing on her 

and her probation officer was at a loss when dealing with 

her. She would show up at his office black and blue and he 

didn't know how to help her. 

In 1986, when Kathy was 31, Dave lost his job at the 

mines, and from then on things seemed to downslide. Dave's 

use of speed finally snowballed into disaster. 

Dave's attendance and his drug use are what got 
him laid off. Because he would be up all night 
long and then he would go to work and come home 
and he would be up all night long, and this would 
go on. Then the weekend would roll around and 
he'd go up to the lake and be up all night long. 
Come Sunday he would end up falling asleep on the 
way home from the lake and I would end up kicking 
him out of the truck on the concrete and bouncing 
him four or five times to wake him up so he could 
go to work in an hour and a half. 
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Dave tried to work other plumbing jobs but the same 

thing happened, he had no control over his drug use. At 

this point the drug business became full time. It became a 

career. Dave stayed home and Kathy was the one that did the 

selling. Because she didn't trust Dave with the boys, she 

would take her sons with her on drug runs. 

Then it got to where Dave would spend so many days 
up he would forget things and he would tell the 
kids things...I found out one day that Dave told 
them that they could jump off the roof and then he 
forgot that he told them they could do that, and 
he gathered Steve up and whaled him so hard with a 
belt that he was bleeding down the back of his 
legs...That's when I started taking the kids with 
me, because I couldn't trust them to be with Dave. 
I was afraid. So I would bring them with me, they 
would be watching for the cops, in an environment 
where we were getting high. 

In the end, the three boys have all ended up with serious 

problems of their own. Jack left home at age 16 and later 

was sent to prison. Steve and David ran away at ages 16 and 

14, respectively, and Steve ended up incarcerated as well. 

In addition to the selling, Kathy and Dave began to 

cook their own speed in their home and had partners who 

would help move the product. Financially, this kind of life 

was either very up, or very down. In 1990, things began to 

seriously downslide for Kathy and her family. Dave was sent 

to jail in 1990 for 30 days, and this was the beginning of 



97 

the end. The element of paranoia that is involved with the 

manufacturing and selling of drugs began to take over. In 

fact/ Kathy is still haunted by questions of who "ratted 

out" who, and how it all happened. After Dave went to jail, 

they were black-balled on the streets. Nobody wanted to buy 

their product because they knew they were on the verge of 

getting busted. Kathy had a serious dope habit to feed so 

she began to liquidate her assets and take care of business 

carrying a gun and switchblade. 

I became a scary person, I became a predator. I 
became what I had to to survive and take care of 
my kids. I wanted some answers, I wanted to know 
who snitched us out and I wanted to know why. 
There were all these things, when you have a drug-
infested mind and way of thinking, everything is 
so magnified that you're out places and doing 
things that you shouldn't be doing. 

In desperation, Kathy and Dave took out a second 

mortgage on the house to buy Christmas presents and drugs. 

It was in vain, however, as Dave was arrested in 1991 for 

selling drugs to an undercover officer, and received 9-25 

years in prison. At this point, Kathy was desperate and 

hooked up with some people that Dave knew from jail to 

manufacture some drugs. She knew that it was a mistake to 

get involved with them, but she was desperate. 

It's like survival. You do what you have to do. 
I wasn't selling my ass for anybody, I had too 
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much pride for that. I'm not giving up, I'd go 
down before I gave that up, I'm not stepping down 
to that...I'm already a drug whore, I'm already 
doing things that I wouldn't normally do, selling 
dope to kids. That ruined my pride because I 
can't, I'm stuck in this position. My husband has 
left me with no money, nothing. 

In the end, the bank foreclosed on Kathy's house, although 

she remained in the house due to the kindness of the new 

owner. Every night she would go through dumpsters and 

forage for food and things she could use. Finally, Kathy 

was arrested in 1992 and sentenced to 4 years in prison. 

Before she left for prison, she set it up with some of 

Dave's relatives that they would take care of Steve and 

David (then ages 16 and 14). However, Steve and David 

instead ran away to be on their own. 

From 1993 to 1996, Kathy served her time in prison. 

She spent her time going to meetings, and found much solace 

in different 12-step progrsims. In addition, she has had 

several relationships with different women, and has become 

comfortable in her bisexuality. During her stay in prison 

another inmate cracked her back incorrectly, and she has 

been plagued with back problems ever since. Towards the end 

of her incarceration she was allowed to work outside the 

prison, and upon her release she gained employment at a 

major copy company. After leaving prison, she moved into 
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Pueblo Transitional housing, where she lives now. She has 

been clean now for 3 and 1/2 years, is still employed at the 

copy company, and is looking forward to moving into her own 

place in the next year. 

4.2 Kathy's Current Situation 

Kathy currently lives at Pueblo Transitional Housing. 

She chose Pueblo because she knew that there she would have 

some freedom, but it was still structured with rules to 

follow, which she felt she needed. She claims that she 

would have "choked on all that freedom" of going out on her 

own. 

At Pueblo, members are required to work at least 20 

hours/week and they pay a third of their annual income to 

stay there. When Kathy was working 40 hours/week, she paid 

$377/month to live there, now she pays $277/month because 

she's working 25 hours per week due to her back problems. 

This monthly rent includes utilities, food, and program 

fees. 

The living quarters are far from glamorous. The 

building itself is rather run down, and the ventilation 

system is such that you are either freezing cold or 

sweltering hot. There are two people to each two-room 

suite, with a shared bathroom in the middle. There is no 
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cooking allowed in the rooms/ all cooking is done in a 

separate building that houses the large kitchen, t.v. room, 

common area where meetings are held, and offices for the 

counselors. Dinners are brought in by different groups in 

town and eaten together, and on weekends everyone is on 

their own. 

Kathy has to follow these rules: First and foremost, 

she must remain clean and sober or she will be kicked out. 

They will do random drug testing if they believe that 

anything is going on. Kathy also must attend 3 meetings per 

week pertaining to drug and alcohol abuse, like Alcoholics 

Anonymous, etc,... In addition, she does one-on-one 

counseling with the counselor at Pueblo. She also must 

attend the house meetings which are twice a week. Kathy 

must attend to daily chores which are assigned to each 

person. She must pay one-third of her annual income, and 

contribute to a mandatory savings account. Kathy used to 

bank $80/month in this savings, but now she banks $10/month. 

Kathy has saved $500 in that mandatory savings account, and 

another $500 in her own savings account. 

These are the requirements that Kathy must meet to live 

at Pueblo. With all the mandatory meetings plus a work 

schedule, Kathy is kept very busy. Kathy feels that this 
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very structured atmosphere has been a necessary step in her 

recovery. 

The purpose of this program is to help people 
transition back into the world. I have not 
outlived the usefulness of this program, I've kind 
of outgrown it. I needed it very much in the 
beginning because I was thinking this way, my 
world was very black and white. I was still 
thinking like a convict, like a street person. 
Now I no longer want to think that way. I have 
gleamed a lot of information from this place. I 
am comfortable here. I have made friends. I have 
found out who I am. I kind of like that person 
and I'm not afraid to go out there in the world. 
Get a place to live and I can do it and I can be 
o.k. I don't have to worry about falling down 
because I did it too soon, there isn't anybody 
pushing me to go. 

Clearly, Pueblo has been a critical program in getting 

Kathy back on her feet. Another major factor in her 

recovery has been her job at the copy company. Out of 

prison, Kathy signed on with a temporary employment agency 

that landed her a job with the company. When the second 

season that she worked there came to a close, they asked her 

to fill out an application, and they hired her on 

permanently. 

Well they hired me to work in their store in 
retail, they knew I had a pre-existing condition 
with my back. They knew because they worked with 
me the month before and they knew that three days 
a week I was late because I was seeing a 
chiropractor and getting adjusted so I could come 
in. 
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In spite of knowing about her back problems and her prison 

history, they hired her on. Kathy says, "they gave me a 

career opportunity. They opened doors and invited me to 

become part of their family". Kathy works now as a customer 

service representative, but also has worked the laser 

machines and in the bindery department. She started at 

$5.00 per hour, and now earns $6.25 per hour. Kathy has a 

very changed attitude about money. 

In prison the highest paying job I ever had was 50 
cents an hour and the lowest paying job I had was 
5 cents an hour. After making thousands and 
thousands of dollars in a weeks time, making 5 or 
10 thousand in a night if it was a good night,... 
it was a real humbling experience to go to 5 cents 
an hour. So I really learned the value of a 
dollar. Prison taught me about just getting the 
things that I need, not necessarily what I want... 
I have a roof over my head, I have a job that pays 
me $5 an hour. I figured I have it pretty darn 
good. 

Kathy is very grateful that the company has given her a 

chance, and they have been overwhelmingly supportive about 

her back problems. 

As mentioned previously, Kathy had her back cracked 

incorrectly by another inmate, and has been plagued by back 

problems ever since. One day, while waiting for the bus to 

take her to work, Kathy herniated a disc in her back and was 

in incredible pain. Kathy went to her case manager at 
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Pueblo in so much pain she could barely move, and the case 

manager took her to a clinic where she was treated under the 

Homeless Act for 45 days, free of charge. There she saw an 

osteopath who diagnosed the problem. A chiropractor could 

relieve the pressure so that she could move, but he couldn't 

get her back back to normal because of two bones in her side 

that needed to be cut away. Kathy desperately needed 

surgery to take care of this. Unfortunately, Kathy had made 

too much money to qualify for AHCCCS (Arizona Health Care 

Cost Containment System). Kathy's case manager then talked 

to a representative of the insurance company that the copy 

company used for their group plan. When told that Kathy had 

worked for the company through the temporary agency for over 

a year, the insurance company picked her up right away and 

paid for her surgery. We completed Kathy's interviews after 

her surgery, and she was recuperating very well and eager to 

get back to work. 

Currently, Kathy is still married to Dave, and they 

have written to each other occasionally while incarcerated. 

Dave is still in prison, and he has a parole board hearing 

coming up soon. He asked Kathy to write him a letter of 

support, which she says she will do. She feels that Dave 

has paid his debt to society and should be let out, although 
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she does not want to be with him again. She filled out all 

the papers to divorce him and the papers came back from the 

court saying that she had run out of time, so she was back 

to square one. 

I told Dave you can do it [file for divorce] and 
get it done for free while you're incarcerated. 
As it stands you and I are still legally married, 
but you're not my husband. I'll never be your 
wife again. I'm your children's mother and we 
have that in common but I can never go back again. 
There's too much fear there. I don't want him. 

Kathy says that Dave is remorseful about the way he treated 

her, and he's trying to deal with his issues, but there is 

only so much that can be done in prison. No matter what, 

she doesn't want to be with him again, but feels that they 

need to heal as a family, and together help their children. 

Their oldest son. Jack, is married and expecting their 

second child. Kathy says they're doing pretty well, but 

Jack has his own problems with alcohol and the law and 

dealing with his issues. Steve, her 19-year old, has a 

serious drug problem and is incarcerated. Steve has 

incredible anger towards Kathy and Dave and writes angry 

letters to Kathy looking for answers. David, her 17 year 

old, has quit drugs and works construction and lives with 

his girlfriend. Kathy doesn't really know where Jack and 

David are because she is not in contact with them. One of 
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the things that Kathy wants in her future is to re-establish 

some kind of relationship with her children. 

I don't know where the other two are. Jack I 
could probably find out if I asked Dave but I 
haven't. I don't have a car, I don't have any way 
to get there. The time will come When I go to 
Jack and make the amends that I need to make, face 
to face. That's all with God's help. I've been 
given this gift, this timeframe, this moment in 
time, for myself, to get prepared for what's going 
to happen when I leave here. 

Kathy believes that first she must heal herself before she 

can attempt to make amends with her children. 

In addition to making peace with her children, Kathy 

wants several other things in her future. First of all, she 

wants to remain sober forever. She has been sober for 3 1/2 

years and feels that she can do this, although she admits 

that it is still occasionally a struggle. She wants to find 

a job that meets her needs emotionally and financially. She 

likes the company but would rather not deal as much with the 

customers, for she likes to work alone. She wants to go 

into the institutions and talk to kids or adults about a way 

out of their troubles. She feels like she could contribute 

in women's shelters by helping women see that there is a way 

out of abusive relationships. 

I really don't have a whole lot of desires and 
aspirations for my life. My life is very simple 
and I choose to keep it that way. I don't want 
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big money, I don't want a big house, a fine car. 
I want peace of mind. I want serenity. I just 
want to live in this world and be an asset and not 
a liability. I don't want to be a victim 
anymore... The things I want, you can't buy them. 
A quiet, good living, that's all I want. 

In addition, Kathy says that she has never had a healthy 

relationship with another human being, everything has been 

dysfunctional. For her future, she would like to find a 

healthy partner, male or female, to share her future with. 

But first and foremost, she says she must remain healthy 

herself, because "sick people attract other sick people". 

4.3 Family Ties: A Condition of Abuse 

Kathy's life has been profoundly affected by the fact 

that since she was young, she has been the recipient of 

emotional, physical, and sexual abuse by the people she was 

supposed to trust the most. Not only was she physically 

abused by her alcoholic mother, but her mother sexually 

abused her as well. While Kathy only remembers the one 

experience, she says that she blocked this memory for about 

30 years, so it is possible that there were other 

experiences as well. It is certainly telling that when 

Kathy's parents divorced, her mother did not even receive 

visitation rights to Kathy and her brother. In spite of the 

abuse, Kathy was very angry that she was not allowed to see 
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her mother. 

I was a very angry child. Lots of anger because 
my mother was gone. My dad wouldn't let me 
communicate with her and she wasn't allowed to 
communicate with us, it's like we were just 
totally cut off. 

Kathy was separated from her mother for two years, but in 

that time her life did not improve. Instead, her father 

remarried and she experienced abuse in her new family. 

Kathy does not specifically say, but alludes to the fact 

that there were problems in the new sleeping arrangements 

with her new stepbrothers, and there was certainly physical 

fighting between them. When trying to talk to her father 

about it, her father would not listen and she was singled 

out as the one who had the problem. Because of her anger, 

Kathy was excluded from family events and actually locked in 

the basement. This emotional abuse continued until finally 

Kathy's father sent her to Arizona, back to her mother, and 

she never saw him again. This emotional abuse and 

abandonment from her father is something that Kathy has had 

to come to terms with. 

That's something he's got to live with, the 
children he threw away. He's got the children 
that he has now and I hope he finds a lot of 
happiness there. But, you know, he's a tormented 
soul. He will pay his own price. Maybe not in 
this life but in another. 
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Living with her mother and new stepfather, Kathy 

started rebelling and experienced physical abuse at the 

hands of her stepfather, so she ran away. When she was 

younger, her mother was taken away from Kathy, then her 

father sent Kathy away, and now this time, her parents had 

her sent away to juvenile hall and then to junior prison. 

After her brother died, she lost all contact completely with 

her mother and stepfather. 

Having experienced physical, sexual, and emotional 

abuse at the hands of her parents, and having lost all 

contact with them, Kathy married an extremely abusive 

alcoholic. She found out before they were married that Dave 

was abusive. 

He had a violent temper, he was very volatile. 
You never knew when he was going to explode or 
why. I found that out real early. Unfortunately, 
not early enough. I was pregnant with our son 
when I found out how brutal he could be. When I 
suffered the first black eye and whatnot, by that 
time, my mind was telling me it's too late for you 
to go. It doesn't matter where you're gonna go 
he's going to go get you and bring you back, 
you're pregnant with his kid. 

At first, Kathy put up with the abuse because she 

thought that the drinking and violence were part of his pain 

from his first divorce. Later when Dave gave up alcohol for 

speed, Kathy thought the abuse would lesson with the absence 
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of alcohol, but it actually became worse as Dave would 

become sleep-deprived and irrational. Kathy began to blame 

herself. 

After awhile I got to thinking that it's got to be 
me because I'm not doing something right. I would 
try to do everything perfectly. I would try to 
avoid dissension. It didn't matter what it was. 
So pretty soon I got fed up. I realized that 
didn't work, so I started to fight back. 

Kathy says that every day and every night for about 

five years Dave hit her, and she never knew when to expect 

it. Sometimes she would just walk in the door and he would 

hit her, asking her where she had been. She says that she 

has scars on her head (where her hair is now grey) from 

being hit with telephone receivers and things. One time he 

threw weak acid on her, and didn't even remember doing it 

the next morning. It didn't matter if other people were 

around or if the kids were in the room, the abuse would 

happen anyway. Sometimes their fights would get extremely 

violent, but the police could never be called because of all 

the drugs in the house. Here is a sample of one of their 

most violent fights early in their marriage, when their son 

Steve was just two months old. 

KA: We were gonna go out to dinner with his [Dave's] 
mom and dad, we'd been out in a bar drinking all 
day...So I opened the front door and I'm helping 
him shove the Harley out the front door and he 
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turned around and just cold-cocks me. Bam. This 
is the first time he just splits my face open 
right here. It was on, blood all over the walls 
and stuff. As soon as he saw the blood it was 
like something clicked. This went on for hours. 
Hours and hours. It started about 6:30 and 
stopped around 4:30 in the morning. Trying to get 
away from him, trying to go to other members of 
the family. His sisters were in my face telling 
me, you're an unfit mother, you don't deserve to 
have his child. He's [Steve's] got blood down the 
front of him and I'm trying to get him out of 
there because I knew something was happening. 
Dave had kicked me between my legs and split my 
stitches wide open. And I'm trying to think, 
what am I going to do here? I've got to get the 
baby out of here. 

K: Nobody called the police? 
KA: No. Dave ended up bringing out a gun and the 

family just very politely turned their back on me 
and said, you got into this, sorry we're not 
helping you. So I ended up taking off through the 
desert. He ended up finding me and he threw me on 
the bike and took off. It was a really hairy 
ordeal. I was beat from one end of me to the 
other. I was totally black and blue. By 
the time we got home it was in the wee hours of 
the morning and I walked into the bathroom and 
locked the door. I had to empty the water in the 
tub twice that's how bloody I was. And when I got 
out of the tub I walked down the hallway and 
opened the door and took the 357 out and walked 
out and stuck it right in his [face]. And then 
there's a knock on the door..it's his mom and dad. 
That was a sample of what it was like. There was 
no help from my parents and there was no help 
from his parents. In those days there weren't 
shelters and I was raised that you "stand by your 
man". You married him, you're in this for life. 

Kathy felt trapped in a violent marriage because she knew 

that Dave would not let her leave, she had three children, 

no formal education, no job skills, and she was all beat up. 
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She saw no way out. 

Today, Kathy and Dave are still married and have been 

for 20 years, but Kathy says she will never go back to him. 

When Kathy first went to prison, she was incredibly angry at 

Dave and she filed for divorce. "I had filed for divorce, I 

was leaving him for a woman. I wasn't leaving him for a 

man, I was leaving him for a woman. I totally wanted to 

emasculate him in any way that I could". When she didn't 

get her paperwork filed quickly enough, and the relationship 

with the woman didn't work out, Kathy didn't pursue the 

divorce. However, Kathy now feels like she has options and 

will not go back to him. Looking back at her life with 

Dave, she is able to see the negative effect that it had on 

her. 

Probably being in a dysfunctional marriage was 
probably the single largest factor in how I got 
here. Having children too soon and not being able 
to get out. I think my marriage was the single 
most crippling thing I've ever experienced, having 
been through it and survived, it was survival. It 
was being in prison. I figured once I got to 
prison after living all those years with Dave and 
all the tortures that I had to endure with him, 
prison would be a piece of cake, which it was. 
There was nothing in there that scared me. 
Nothing, except Dave. Dave still scares me. I 
have to find some forgiveness in all this because 
I played a big part in that too. I can't 
completely blame him for everything. We were two 
sick people and we found each other, and we bred 
some more sick people. 
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All her life Kathy has been the victim of abuse— 

emotional, sexual, and physical. The effect that this has 

had on her is profound. She spent her childhood in a state 

of anger and unhappiness, and as a teenager found that drugs 

made her feel better, they helped her escape. Her 

relationships with other people, starting with her parents 

and then with Dave and her own children, have been 

dysfunctional, and in her own word, "unhealthy". Kathy has 

a basic distrust of other people, a pessimism about human 

nature, and a constant feeling that people are going to 

screw her over and then leave her behind. These feelings 

were only amplified by drug use and dealing drugs. Her 

whole life, she has never made any real, close friends. 

I really didn't try to make any friends because I 
was still a loner. People hurt you when you got 
close to them. You let them and then they were 
gone. They would hurt you and then throw you 
away. 

Kathy's anger and distrust of other people was coupled 

with low self-esteem. Now in recovery, Kathy is beginning 

to feel better about herself. 

I had been kept down so far that I never had an 
opportunity to elevate my thinking, to think that 
I was anything better than I was. Today I'm a 
person of worth, I have value. If you'd asked me 
that three and a half years ago I'd have told you 
to go take a flying leap because I didn't feel 
like I was worth anything. I was looking hard to 
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die. What's there to live for? 

These are the issues that Kathy is dealing with in her one-

on-one counseling and group therapy sessions, the fact that 

she has been crippled her whole life by a culture of abuse, 

and now must take steps forward. Unfortunately, this 

culture has now been experienced by her three children as 

well, all victims of physical and emotional abuse. 

Witnessing the abuse of their mother as well as being abused 

themselves will undoubtedly have an effect on their lives. 

Indeed, there appears to be evidence that violence in the 

family of origin may be transmitted from one generation to 

the next (Kantor and Jasinski 1998; Herzberger 1996). 

4.4 Turning Points and Adaptations 

In contrast to Dora, Kathy was raised in a middle class 

family where she never wanted for anything materially. They 

always had a decent house, cars, clothes, toys, even a 

swimming pool. She grew up in a context of material 

advantages that Dora never had, and yet ended up, like Dora, 

homeless and without family support. What happened? 

Kathy experienced some negative turning points as a 

child that profoundly affected the rest of her life. First 

of all, at the age of 3 she was adopted by parents who both 

had problems with alcohol. Because of this, Kathy grew up 
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surrounded by addiction, and later became an addict herself. 

Adopted Mother Adopted Father 
Alcoholic (in recovery) Closet Alcoholic 

Dave Kathv 
Addict Addict(in recovery) 

Brother 
Addict (died of 

overdose) 

Steve 
Addict Addict 

David 
Addict (in recovery) 

Figure 4.4.1. Kathy's Family Tree 

This figure shows the pervasiveness of addiction in Kathy's 

family. Her parents drank constantly while she was growing 

up, she claims her mother "always had a glass of beer in her 

hand and the refrigerator was full of beer". While Kathy's 

father's drinking seemed under control, Kathy says he 

definitely had a problem with alcohol. Kathy's brother died 

of an overdose of alcohol and barbiturates. Kathy and her 

husband drank and used drugs in front of their own children 

on a daily basis, and all three of their children have 

problems with addiction as well. 

Not only did Kathy gain firsthand knowledge of 

addiction, she experienced abuse in her adopted family as 

well. When Kathy was 7 years old her mother sexually abused 

her, and Kathy was never the same. Her adaptation to this 
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turning point was to become very angry and rebellious, and 

her relationship with adults in her life changed forever. 

At age 10 her parents divorced and her contact with her 

mother was severed, causing more anger and rebellion in 

Kathy. When her father remarried, she felt left out and 

experienced emotional abuse by being locked in the basement 

by her new family. Her father sent her away at age 12 and 

never had contact with her again, once again leaving her 

angry and mistrustful of adults. 

From age 16 through 18, Kathy started experimenting 

with drugs and rebelling, finally ending up in juvenile 

halls and then foster care. The end result was that Kathy 

was estranged from her family and used drugs and alcohol to 

numb the anger that she felt towards adults. 

In terms of education, Kathy received a G.E.D. while in 

juvenile hall, and quit community college to work different 

minimum-wage service jobs in order to get away from her 

family. This destined her to a series of low-paying, low-

mobility jobs until she married and became a housewife. 

In her early twenties she met, got pregnant, and 

married Dave, a drug addict and alcoholic. This turning 

point led her to a life of drugs, alcohol, and serious 

physical abuse for over 20 years. Trapped in an abusive 
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marriage, Kathy had few options. When asked about leaving 

the marriage, Kathy says: 

It's hard to do when you have three kids, no 
really formal education, no job skills, you're 
pretty beat up. I had tried in the past to go look 
for jobs and it's like I was not a marketable 
commodity because I had three small kids and 
people were like, well, you've got kids, we want 
someone younger for the job. Or we want someone 
without a bunch of kids. I never really got a 
job. I never went back to school because I could 
never stay healthy long enough to do anything. 

Kathy's lack of education and job skills constrained her 

choices and helped keep her trapped in an abusive marriage. 

Overall Kathy's married life was a series of negative 

turning points, from escalating drug use to manufacturing 

and selling drugs out of their home. Things turned even 

worse when Dave was fired from his job and then arrested for 

selling drugs, leaving Kathy desperate to take care of their 

three children and support her ever-present drug habit. 

When the bank foreclosed on their house, Kathy's desperation 

led to an arrest and 4 years in prison, an event which 

changed Kathy completely and set her on the road to 

recovery. 

Part of Kathy's recovery has been recognizing the part 

that she has played in all this. When she stated that she 

was not going to be a victim anymore, I asked her what she 
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meant by victim. She replied: 

I'm not a victim of circumstance, I'm not a victim 
of the system, I'm not a victim of my marriage, 
I'm not a victim of life. I'm not waiting for 
things to be brought to me, I'm going to them. 
Responsibility, owning up to what I have done. 
Taking responsibility for my past, taking 
responsibility for today, taking responsibility 
for tomorrow. It's not putting it off on the 
other guy, finding someone else to blame. The 
system did this, or this guy snitched me out. 
Well, it's like what part in that did you play? 
You had to put something out there for these 
people to give information to the police. So 
you're not always a victim of everything. Poor 
me. Well, it's not poor me anymore. I know 
there's things I can do. I know what I don't want 
to do in life, which is neat because that leaves a 
whole big thing out here that I can do...It's like 
a whole new world to me opened up... I can 
hardly wait to enjoy it, really enjoy it. 

Kathy has started to take responsibility for her own 

actions, and she learned this through a recovery program in 

prison which was based on the 12 steps of Alcoholics 

Anonymous. The program was 20 hours per week, and in it 

Kathy says she went through a spiritual awakening. "I 

realized that my life was never going to be the same again, 

that I had a chance at a new life and I was a very lucky 

individual". Part of this new life is becoming an asset to 

society, admitting that she has done some bad things in the 

past but that she is not a bad person. 

I cannot afford to live on Social Security, 
AHCCCS, or any of those things because of this new 
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person that I am. See before I would have fallen 
prey to that, I would have become a victim again. 
I would have leeched off the state, I would have 
leeched off the government, instead of trying to 
elevate myself I would have fallen back into that 
role, poor me. And that in turn would end up 
leading me back to drugs, to that addiction, to 
that way of thinking, to that lifestyle. I would 
have ended up finally becoming destroyed because 
of that. No longer being a victim means I don't 
want to do those things. I don't want to live off 
the state, I don't want to live off the 
government. Take me, teach me something new, let 
me be self-sufficient. Let me take care of myself 
so I'm not a burden on society. My Lord I've been 
a burden on society for years and years and years. 
People have carried me who didn't even know who I 
was. 

Kathy accepts the fact that she made certain decisions and 

acted in ways that landed her in prison, and she is ready to 

move on. She adapted to prison by using her time instead of 

wasting it, going to counseling and working hard on her 

rehabilitation. 

Now that she is out of prison and out of the marriage, 

she feels that she has options that she never had before, 

and that is largely because of a positive turning point in 

her life, a copy company that gave her a chance and an 

upwardly mobile job. 

Now the owner of the company will look at me and 
tell me, aren't you proud of yourself for what 
you've done? Thinking in terms that it's all been 
something that I've done myself. I have to look 
at her and go, it wasn't me that did all this. 
People like you did it, reached out their hands 
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and helped me. The program has helped me. I 
didn't do all this on my own. 

The company not only gave her a permanent job in spite of 

her health problems and criminal history, they also provided 

her with insurance to pay for her back surgery, a surgery 

she would never have been able to afford. Kathy was 

fortunate to find a company that would give her the 

opportunity to prove herself, and she was fortunate that she 

was living in transitional housing when she had back 

problems and had to reduce her working hours. They allowed 

her to reduce the amount that she paid to live there so that 

she would not become financially strapped. 

Kathy is a good demonstration of how social class is 

not the only determinant of one's place in society. Kathy 

started out life in a middle-class family, never wanting for 

anything materially. Through a series of turning points and 

adaptations, she ended up estranged from her family, trapped 

in a violent marriage with three children, with little 

education or training, and living with a serious drug 

addiction. From a young age Kathy was emotionally crippled 

by the sexual, physical, and emotional abuse experienced in 

her family. Her anger, distrust, and teenage rebellion are 

all part of this abuse that she experienced. According to 
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Herzberger (1996), victims of abuse tend to blame themselves 

for the abuse, and thus suffer from lowered self-esteem and 

depression. In Kathy's case, she has suffered from low 

self-esteem all her life, and is just now learning how to 

feel good about herself and say that she is "a person of 

worth". She now finds herself experiencing some positive 

turning points in her life; talking to counselors that she 

likes, remaining clean and sober for 3 1/2 years, and 

getting a job with a good company that cares about her 

health and well-being. She is adapting to these positive 

circumstances by moving forward with a positive outlook and 

determination to pull herself out of poverty. 
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Beverly is a 42 year old African American woman born in 

Los Angeles. She is a tall woman, about 5'10", top-heavy 

with a very quick smile and easy laugh. She has black 

freckles all over her face and chin-length black hair pulled 

away from her face. I met Beverly at her friend's house 

where she was temporarily staying until her mobile home was 

ready. Her friend lives in a small red brick duplex that 

smelled heavily of oriental food from the neighboring 

apartment. Beverly complains that her friend is very messy, 

but he gets angry if she moves things around. Since there 

was no room to sit inside, we sat outside on lawn chairs on 

the rocks in the front yard. In spite of the glaring street 

lights and the traffic noise, it was a peaceful summer night 

in the desert. Beverly is very easy to talk to and appears 

to be very warm and easygoing. On our last visit I brought 

her a housewarming plant for her new mobile home. She 

hugged me and cried, saying that she had had a bad day and 

that this was just the nicest thing anybody could have done. 

She was very eager to do the interviews and very optimistic 

about her future. Beverly was raised in a supportive. 
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matriarchal Black family, and this has had a profound impact 

on her life and how she views her future. This is her 

account of the major events in her life. 

5.1 Beverly's Life Storv 

Beverly was born in April, 1955 in central Los Angeles, 

the fourth of seven children. She grew up down the street 

from the University of Southern California in a house that 

her parents still live in, an area that is now full of gang 

activity. 

Back then it was really beautiful. It was so 
different. When we were little, when my mom first 
moved on the street, there were only four Black 
families on the street, and the other families 
were all White or Japanese. Because it was right 
by the University of Southern California so it was 
a really different environment there. It was 
nice, there was no gangs, there was no drugs. We 
used to play in the yard. It was totally 
different. So we didn't grow up around violence. 
But, on the other hand, my kids, which are 23 and 
20, they did. They also grew up in my mother's 
house. It changed alot. 

Beverly's father worked for Douglas Aircraft assembling 

planes, and retired after thirty-one years. Her mother was 

a grade school English teacher, but mostly stayed at home to 

take care of her seven children, and then her grandchildren. 

Her parents will celebrate their 50th wedding anniversary 

next year. When asked about her parents or growing up, 

Beverly rarely mentions her father. She always refers to 
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her "mother's" house, rather than her "parents'" house. For 

example: 

I lived in the center of Los Angeles. We lived 
right down the street from the University of 
Southern California, USC. And my mom moved in 
when I was two weeks old, and she's been living 
there 42 years. She owns her own house. 

Puzzled at why Beverly does not talk about her father, 

I asked her what her father was like. 

Oh, my dad was, at that time, I never talked about 
that before but at that time he was an alcoholic. 
Like, a, what do you call it? An alcoholic is an 
alcoholic, but he was a weekend alcoholic. Never 
drank on the weekdays, but on the weekend he would 
get drunk and he would argue and he would fight. 
And Douglas, at the aircraft they have a 
store...where you can go and purchase computers 
and t.v.'s and stereos and they'd just take like 
$10 or $20 dollars off your check or whatever. So 
we would always have mostly everything that we 
wanted at that time. As a child growing up, we 
all had our own stereos, our own t.v.'s, our own 
everything. And he was making good money, back 
then he was bringing home $400-500 a week. And 
that was in the 50's and 60's, so that was really 
good money. And they dressed us very well. But 
it just disturbed me, and I think some of the rest 
of my sisters and brothers. Because for me, I 
remember me and one of my other brothers used to 
always run down the street after him when my 
mother would tell him to leave when he'd be on one 
of his drinking sprees and I'd be saying Daddy 
don't leave. And that used to hurt me alot. 

When Beverly was 21 years old and had her second child, her 

parents separated for the first time. Her father stayed at 

a hotel for several weeks and realized that he was losing 
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his family. According to Beverly, he took a bottle of 

liquor and smashed it in the sink and went back home and has 

never had a drink since then. 

Overall Beverly says she had a very stable, secure 

childhood, mostly because of her mother. Her mother heavily 

emphasized schooling, this was a priority in their house. 

She always instilled in us the importance of 
education. In fact people used to say that my 
mother spoiled us because I remember the 
neighborhood kids, they used to come home and they 
would say 'we have to get in the house and do our 
chores'. They had chores to do, and 
responsibilities. And we never could understand 
that because we didn't have chores. My mother 
never wanted us to clean up, she never wanted us 
to do chores. All she ever wanted us to do was to 
come in and do our homework, to study. And she 
used to say as long as you get your education and 
you do good in school, that's what's important to 
me. 

Over the years as the neighborhood changed to become 

dangerous and infested with drugs and gangs, Beverly's 

mother provided steadiness and stability for Beverly and 

her siblings. Beverly calls her the "mom of the 

neighborhood" because all the children looked up to her 

mother. 

Her yard is so big, beautiful. She's always been 
like the mom of the neighborhood. All the kids 
when we were little used to come and play in my 
mother's backyard. We would have our little 
lemonade stands and bake our cookies. At 
Christmas everybody would ride their bikes and 
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skate at my mother's house...My mother would have 
stalks of corn and greens and vines of string 
beans and tomatoes... So now she even still feeds 
the people that are homeless, that don't have 
anywhere to go. Some of them are drunks and on 
drugs but she doesn't look at people like that, 
she never has. She always says find the good in 
the person even though there's a lot of bad... 
Even though the neighborhood has got like it has, 
all the kids that are even in gangs now, she knew 
them when they were one and two years old. They 
love my mother. They respect my mother so she's 
not scared. They won't let anybody say anything 
wrong to my mother or touch anybody in my mother's 
family, because they remember how nice my mother 
was to them. 

Beverly says her mother was very strict and she was not 

allowed to date or have boyfriends. She says her mother 

made her scared of dating and becoming pregnant, and because 

Beverly was religious she never rebelled against her 

mother's wishes. In 1971 at age 16 Beverly found out that 

there really was something to be scared of. One day, a 27 

year old man who was a friend of Beverly's family drove 

Beverly to the store. On the way they stopped at his house 

and while giving her a tour of the house he attacked her and 

forced her on the bed. When he pulled a gun out from under 

the bed Beverly says she passed out and does not remember 

what happened. She remembers he threatened to kill her if 

she told anyone, and his brother came in and took Beverly 

home, but she has completely blacked out the whole 
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experience. She never told anyone because she was 

embarrassed, and when she confronted him about it the next 

day he acted like it never happened. This experience still 

bothers Beverly and she would like to remember exactly what 

happened. 

When Beverly graduated from high school her good grades 

earned her a scholarship to California State University, 

which she started attending at age 18. At this time she 

also met Mark, who was a 19 year old high school dropout. 

Mark worked with his father at a cosmetic company in the 

factory. Beverly and Mark began dating and Beverly got 

pregnant. Beverly says she was brought up to believe that 

the parents of a child should be married, so she thought 

getting married was the right thing to do. She gave birth 

to their son Damien at age 19, and she and Mark married when 

she was 20 and he was 21. At this point Beverly dropped out 

of college to stay home with the baby. In 1976, at age 21, 

Beverly had their second son and decided to work. From 1975 

(when they married) to 1983, their marriage was very good. 

It was, oh my God, he was the perfect, people used 
to say you guys make the perfect couple. You'll 
never meet a man that good. He was a good father 
and he was a hard-working man. He would come home 
and he would bring me his check and I would manage 
the money. He'd just have me give him his gas and 
lunch money. And I worked and I was able to keep 
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my money. On Friday we would take the kids out to 
dinner, wherever they wanted to eat. On Saturday 
I would go to dinner. On Sunday it was Daddy and 
sons day, he would take them to amusement parks, 
basketball games, wherever they wanted to go. 

After their second son was born, Beverly began working 

in what became a series of clerical jobs. She says that she 

never had trouble finding work, and her mother took care of 

her sons so she did not have to pay for childcare. Beverly 

and Mark bought a house and Beverly worked different jobs. 

She started working as a secretary for the Internal Revenue 

Service office, and then she worked at a childcare center as 

a preschool teacher. From there she got a job working for 

the city of Los Angeles at one of the libraries, and then 

was promoted to the department of water and power. She 

worked as an operator at the phone company, and then got a 

job as a data control clerk for the L.A. unified school 

district. In this time period Mark also quit working at the 

factory and got a job as a manager at a tire company. 

Beverly says she was very materialistic and having a nice 

house and car was important to her. In fact, she began 

working two jobs because she wanted a Mercedes. She was 

working from 7:00-3:00 for the school district, and then 

from 3:30 to 11:00 as an operator for an insurance company. 

This is when things began to go wrong. While Beverly 
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was working long hours, she left her husband in charge of 

the finances, and her husband started using cocaine while 

Beverly was at work. 

I started noticing changes, his attitude and his 
behavior. He would be really, he didn't want to 
do the things he did before, like with the kids. 
And he was, he used to get really angry with me. 
And then he started getting deep into it. I 
started noticing my diamonds disappearing...and he 
would tell me you probably just put it down and 
misplaced it. So I believed that for awhile, I 
thought maybe I did...Then his best friend is the 
one who told me. He said, you know Beverly, you 
go to work and when you're gone, I'm just going to 
tell you the truth that Mark, he's smoking 
cocaine, smoking rocks with your sister and her 
boyfriend. And I'm going, rocks? What is a rock? 
I didn't know what a rock was, what are you 
talking about?... And one day I came home early, 
on purpose, they thought I was going to work...And 
that's what they were doing. I put my sister out 
and told her to never come back. 

Mark continued his cocaine use, and Beverly found out that 

he hadn't been making the house payments. In addition, he 

had started stealing small amounts of money from work to pay 

for the drugs. It got so bad that he had to make it look 

like somebody had robbed the store because he had taken all 

the money at one time, and shortly after he quit his job. 

In 1984 the bank foreclosed on their house because Mark 

stopped making payments. Beverly thought that a 

geographical move might help them, so they moved to Fontana, 

California, but the drug problem became even worse. Mark 
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started becoming violent and Beverly was scared, so she took 

their sons and moved back in with her parents in 1985. 

In February of 1986, at age 31, Beverly was separated 

from Mark and living with her parents and working at the 

phone company. One day she started feeling pains in her 

arm, and then felt as if something was squeezing her chest. 

She was taken to the hospital and they told her she had a 

heart attack. It was bad enough that they told her she had 

to stop working. Because she is considered permanently 

disabled, she began collecting SSI (Supplemental Security 

Income). She says that the stress of losing her house and 

the breakup of her family probably contributed to the heart 

attack, but that it is more a hereditary problem. Her 

mother was born with an enlarged heart and she has had two 

heart attacks, and Beverly's oldest sister also has a heart 

condition. 

Beverly continued living with her parents and started 

going to school to be a Christian counselor, and sang and 

travelled with the church choir. Through her cousin she met 

a man named Anthony who worked in a factory. She moved in 

with him and got pregnant right away with her third son, 

Marcus. When Marcus was only 3 months old she got pregnant 

again, this time with a girl. While she was pregnant with 
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her daughter, she found out that Anthony had been cheating 

on her with the girl that lived next door to his mother. 

Not only had he cheated on her, but the other woman was 

pregnant too. Beverly left him and moved back in with her 

parents, and he left both women and moved to Mississippi. 

Before he left he went to see Beverly. 

He comes over and he goes, 'Well, you don't look 
pregnant'. I didn't, my mother didn't even 
believe, my sisters didn't believe that I was 
pregnant. I was 8 months pregnant and I carried 
her all in my hips, my stomach wasn't big at all. 
And I told him, God forgive me, I told him no 
because I had an abortion. So he doesn't really 
know that Rachel exists...So all he knows about is 
his son. And he's never called to find out or 
even come see his son. He moved to Mississippi 
and he never came back. I never heard anything 
from him. 

Beverly gave birth to Rachel in 1989, at age 34, and lived 

with her parents for the next 4 years. She now had 4 

children, ages 14, 12, 1, and newborn. With two children in 

diapers her mother helped her tremendously. 

In 1993 her oldest son graduated from high school, and 

her husband Mark (they were not divorced) came to the 

ceremony and was sober. He had gone into rehabilitation and 

seemed to be doing better. Beverly and Mark were both very 

proud of their son and took him out to dinner and gave him 

graduation money. 
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At the high school graduation it was what was very 
important to us, to see our two kids walk across 
that stage was what we looked forward to. In Los 
Angeles, to see a Black, male child graduate, 
nowadays, walk across the stage, is a high honor. 
It's an accomplishment. I hate to say this but a 
lot of them are, the teenagers they're into drugs, 
they've been standing on the streetcorners with 
their pants sagging and these head rags on and 
selling drugs, I mean seriously selling drugs. 
And to see both of our kids graduate with good 
grades and go on to college, just graduate from 
high school. We thought it was, oh my God it was 
just so wonderful. And then they went on to 
college, it was such an honor. And I just feel 
like I did something right. Coming from where 
they were brought up and living in the area they 
lived in. 

At this point Beverly moved in with a friend and her 

children stayed at her mother's house. She says that Marcus 

and Rachel were basically raised by her mother, and it would 

kill her mother to separate from them. She moved in with 

her friend and met Rashim, who worked doing maintenance for 

the city of Los Angeles. They started dating in February of 

1994 and she moved in with him in June. In 1995 she gave 

birth to her 5th child, another boy named Khalid. She and 

Rashim were very happy, they attended a Muslim church and 

plan to send Khalid to a Muslim school. She says she 

finally met a decent man who didn't do drugs, didn't smoke, 

and didn't drink. When Khalid was two months old Beverly's 

second son graduated from high school, and Beverly found out 



132 

that her husband Mark was back into drugs again. For some 

reason, Mark became fixated on Beverly and Rashim and their 

new baby, and he began harassing them. He would hide in the 

bushes and make harassing phone calls. At one point he even 

broke the bedroom window in the baby's room and kicked in 

the front door. 

One time I remember I was coming out of my house 
and it was like, just getting dark, and he must 
have been hiding and I didn't see him. He was 
like, boom, I'll never forget that he started 
beating me up, and beating me up. He's telling me 
he's gonna kill me and I looked in his eyes, I 
knew he was serious. He was drugged out. And he 
choked me so bad that I felt myself passing out. 
I felt myself going under. 

The harassment went on for almost a year. Beverly says 

that sometimes it would be daily, sometimes he would let up 

for a few days to make her think he was going to leave her 

alone, and then start all over again. A restraining order 

did nothing to help, because by the time the police would 

get there he would be gone. Beverly felt angry and trapped, 

and didn't know how to stop the abuse. Finally, as the 

harassment grew and Beverly became more afraid for her life, 

she and Rashim felt that her only option would be to leave 

Los Angeles and get away from him. She chose to come to 

Tucson because her brother lived in Phoenix and told her 

Tucson was nice, and she didn't want to live in a big city 
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like Phoenix. She also wanted to go someplace where she 

knew he wouldn't find her, so staying with friends or 

relatives was out of the question. She made some plans to 

go to a domestic violence shelter, because she felt that she 

needed help and counseling to deal with her fear. Beverly 

found out that her husband was supposed to be leaving for a 

job in Texas because his company was relocating, so her 

immediate plan was to get out of Los Angeles until he was 

gone, and then she would go back. As the violence escalated, 

Beverly found that she had to leave Los Angeles immediately. 

Well I had planned it [the trip], but it was spur 
of the moment at that time, because when I got 
ready to leave, he knew I was on Social Security 
because I have a heart condition, and that was on 
the first, and I was leaving the second. Well, he 
must have been watching me, every move I made. 
Because I always cash my check right across the 
street. And I came back and I had my suitcase and 
I'm walking out the door, and he snatched my purse 
and my money, he was beating me up and stuff...! 
just wanted to get away because he was waiting 
there for me, saying you're not going anywhere. 

Thanks to the help of a neighbor, Beverly was able to get 

away and get to her parents' house. On March 2nd, 1996, 

with a little money from her family and Rashim, and leaving 

her five children in Los Angeles, Beverly found herself on a 

bus to Tucson, alone and afraid. 

Maybe if he thinks I'm gone and gonna stay gone 
maybe he would go away. That's what led me here. 
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God knows I would have never left, especially 
leaving my baby. That was the hardest thing in the 
world, the hardest decision for me to make. 

Once in Tucson, Beverly went to the shelter with whom 

she had previously made arrangements. At that shelter 

Beverly could stay for 30 days, and she began to get her 

head together. 

I liked it there. I felt, coming there, I was so 
scared to come here. And my mind was so gone when 
I came here, I was so scared, so fearful. But 
once I got there and I started getting counseling 
and everything I like the counselors. I actually 
learned the cycle of domestic violence which I 
never knew nothing about, and I never thought I'd 
find myself in it...I liked it because they help 
you mentally, physically, emotionally. It brought 
me out of that state of mind, that hopelessness, 
that's what I felt...I could start seeing at that, 
I'd say after the third week, almost time to 
leave, I started seeing that there's hope and I 
can start rebuilding my life. I can have a good 
future. I don't have to live in fear of this man 
who's going to kill me, because he didn't know 
where I was. 

At the shelter, Beverly spent her time in counseling and 

trying to figure out where she was going to go after 30 

days. She was unable to work and her SSI was not enough to 

live on, so she made arrangements to move into Dignity 

House, a place where she could stay for a longer time 

without penalty. Because of a time delay in the opening of 

Dignity House, She stayed at another domestic violence 

shelter for a week and then moved into Dignity House as one 



135 

of the first residents. When asked how she felt about the 

temporary shelters, Beverly replied: 

When you're actually staying at those kinds of 
places, what's really on your mind is that you 
have to get out of there in 30 days. You don't 
know where you're going to be in the next 30 days, 
so you can't really focus on your life. That's 
why I couldn't really focus on going to school and 
going to work, because you're so busy focusing on 
where you're going to live after 30, 30 days go by 
so fast. 

In May of 1996 Beverly moved into Dignity House. 

Dignity House was the perfect solution for her because she 

needed a place to stay to get herself together and think 

about her future, but she fully expected to go back to Los 

Angeles as soon as her husband left for Texas. As it turned 

out, he never left for Texas and Beverly stayed at Dignity 

House for over a year. Beverly says she no longer cares 

whether he leaves Los Angeles or not, because she is no 

longer afraid. Instead, she is attending community college 

to become a deaf interpreter and has no plans to leave 

Tucson. Rashim is also looking for work here and they plan 

to be married and live here. 

Beverly was very happy at Dignity House for about a 

year. She felt it was a good program that allows a person 

the time that it takes to go to school or work or just get 

counseling. 
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I didn't expect it [Dignity House] to be like a 
home. I expected it to be like a shelter. And it 
was so clean and so beautiful, so peaceful. It 
was home. And we'd go in the kitchen and there 
was the big beautiful dining set with the big 
beautiful table and you sit there like you're 
eating with your family...! couldn't even believe 
that I was there. That's when I really started 
feeling o.k., I felt a little bit more grounded. 
My feet are touching the ground now. I can 
work from here and rebuild my life, because there 
was no limit on the time we could stay there. 

After a year there, Beverly felt that things were 

changing at the shelter. She felt that it was becoming less 

of a home and more of a business. With nine women living in 

one house, there began to be more and more disagreements and 

arguments, and Beverly felt that the staff was playing 

favorites with some of the women and being unusually harsh 

with others. 

It was like any little thing that you did they 
were on your back for. Any little thing. Like I 
remember this one girl that was staying there, 
Ann, she was pregnant. And her fiance had got 
killed. And Ann stayed out, and they warned her 
the first time. But they've never kicked anybody 
out like that easy, and she was 8 months pregnant 
and they told her to leave. Then the next week 
they told somebody else to leave. They were 
telling people to leave like, and they never 
did that. And it had got so different that they 
started all these rules. 

Beverly's problems at Dignity House demonstrate an ongoing 

tension between shelter providers and the clients. The 

rules that are necessary for a smooth-functioning unit are 
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also what cause tension between the two groups. Beverly and 

others began feeling it was an "us" versus "them" situation, 

with the resident manager stuck in-between. 

Another problem Beverly had with the rules of the 

shelter was that it was not conducive at times with going to 

school. She was not allowed to take night classes and some 

of the women could not go to work at night because they had 

to be at the shelter for house meetings and/or curfew. 

Over time things at the shelter began to get really 

tense for Beverly, and finally resulted in Beverly being 

asked to leave. She had made plans to move into a mobile 

home at the end of the summer, but left the shelter a few 

weeks early because of conflict and moved in with a friend. 

Beverly feels very bad about the way that her time ended at 

the shelter, but she does not feel that she did anything 

wrong. 

It's bad it had to end that way for me because I 
was one of the original people there, and I really 
liked it so much and I'm still grateful for that 
place. I'm grateful that it's there for other 
people in the street, other women that need a 
facility like that. So I don't have hard feelings 
for the place. I do have hard feelings about 
[some of the staff]. I will never, the way they 
did that, I will never forgive them for that. 
Because I didn't do anything, there was no 
reason for what they did. You know the reason I 
say that is because I never broke any rules. I 
never ever missed a meeting, I was never late for 
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a meeting. I had a perfect record there...! 
didn't want to leave like that, I wanted to leave 
in good standings. 

For Beverly her stay at Dignity House was very productive, 

and it allowed her to learn about domestic violence and get 

past it, and to enroll and begin taking classes at the 

community college. For that she is very thankful that she 

was able to stay there, but is unhappy about the way it 

ended. 

5.2 Beverly's Current Situation 

Currently Beverly is staying with a friend and will 

move into a mobile home at the end of the week. Her rent 

there will be $320/month, and that includes water and 

electricity. Beverly receives $484/month from SSI because 

of her heart condition. The money left over will be used to 

pay for a phone and the gas bill, and Rashim sends her 

additional money each month as well. She rides the bus and 

does not have many other expenses, but luckily her family is 

there to help her if she needs it. She also receives 

$19/month in food stamps, and AHCCCS (Arizona Health Care 

Cost Containment System) pays for her medical bills. In 

addition, she receives a federal grant which pays her 

tuition at the community college, and she rides the bus to 

get where she needs to go. Beverly does not want to live 
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off of SSI, she would rather graduate and get a job, even 

though her heart specialist does not recommend it. She goes 

in every 2 months and has her heart checked to make sure 

there is no more damage and that they catch a problem before 

it happens. When I asked if SSI could continue 

indefinitely, she replied: 

Yeah because they consider me permanently 
disabled. But I'm not going to have it 
indefinitely. I mean, I'm tired. I want a job, I 
want to get back to work. 

Beverly says that if she got a job which paid $2000/month 

she would be cut off of SSI, which is fine with her because 

she says she can't live off of $484/month anyway. She is 

excited about getting her degree and getting to work. 

Beverly started community college in 1987, and she has 

2 more years left to become a deaf interpreter. Her grades 

in her first year were good enough to get her an internship 

for the summer, so her days are spent working at a 

community outreach program for the deaf. The internship is 

3 months long, 5 hours a day, Monday through Friday. 

Beverly is very happy there and excited about her future 

career. 

In terms of relationships, Beverly is very close with 

her family and they communicate often. She and Rashim are 
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planning to marry in February of 1998 and here with their 

two year old, Khalid. Her two oldest children are in 

college and she says they are very proud of her for going 

back to school. Her two middle children still live with her 

mother, and she worries about them, especially the boy, 

growing up in central Los Angeles now. 

I can only pray and hope that my 9 year old son, 
you know it seems like it gets worse and worse as 
the years go by. Instead of getting better it 
gets worse. And the peer pressure. So I worry 
about Marcus a lot. I can only hope that when he 
gets ready to graduate in ten years that he'11 be 
able to go on with the love that my family, my 
whole family we're very very close, a close knit 
family. Very loving and supportive of each other. 
With that, that will send him in the right 
direction and going to church, that helped my 
other kids. 

In terms of her husband, Beverly has filed for a 

divorce and they have not had contact with each other. She 

says she no longer cares what he does and she is no longer 

frightened. She is getting on with her life and wants no 

contact with him. 

For her future, Beverly simply wants to graduate and 

get a job, get off of SSI, and be reunited with Rashim and 

her 2 year old baby. 

The key to my future is my schooling. I mean, I 
love Rashim but the key to my future for the most 
part is relying on God. God is close to my heart, 
that is my guidance counselor. That's where my 
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direction comes from. And building my future as 
far as going to school, my degree, because I know 
when I get there I can have a good job, a better 
job, and something that I like. Something that I 
enjoy. That is an accomplishment and an honor. 
Something that my kids can be proud of, and for my 
baby. 

Beverly has no doubts that this will happen. 

5.3 Familv Ties: An Emphasis on Education 

Beverly has had some hard knocks in terms of the men in 

her life and her health, but the one thing that comes 

through as a dominant, positive force that has guided her 

and given her stability is her mother's influence. Her past 

and her future are profoundly affected by this family 

support and the culture of education that she experienced. 

All of us were really smart in school. And I 
think that's because my mother was a teacher, and 
her mother was an English teacher. She used to 
always correct our English. Now my English has 
gotten worse. That's the one thing I hated she 
did. 'Don't say ain't, don't say git it's get'. 
I mean every time we spoke she would correct what 
we said. That used to get on my nerves, it did. 
She always instilled in us the importance of 
education. 

Beverly's immediate family tree demonstrates the effect of 

this culture (see figure 5.3.1). Beverly's oldest sister 

(age 46), who also has a heart condition, worked for the 

Post Office for 20 years. After that, she went back to 
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Figure 5.3.1. 
Family Tree 

Beverly's 

college and is a computer 

programmer for a hospital. She is 

married and her oldest daughter 

has a college scholarship and 

wants to be a doctor. 

Beverly's next oldest sister 

(age 45), while she did not go to 

college, has been an underwriter 

for an insurance company for 27 

years, ever since she graduated 

from high school. She has no 

children and her husband passed 

away three years ago. 

Beverly's older brother, age 

43, is a computer programmer in 

Phoenix, married with two 

children. 

Beverly herself received a 

scholarship to attend California 

State University, where she went 

for one year until she had her 

baby. Now, years later she is 

back in school and determined to 
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get her degree. 

A lot of things that I wanted to do I'm able to do 
now, like I wanted to get my bachelor's and I'm 
striving really hard at that. Nothing's going to 
stop me now. It's like I'm driven, this is what I 
want to do. I want to be a deaf interpreter, I 
want to teach, I want to translate for the deaf. 
I'm really doing good in college. I'm getting my 
degree. 

Beverly's two oldest sons are also attending college. Her 

oldest attends University of Southern California and is 

majoring in communications and minoring in education. He 

receives grants to pay for school and also works two jobs in 

addition to going to classes. Her second son wants to be a 

commercial artist and attends a junior college. 

Beverly's younger brother (age 40), is an engineer and 

a consultant for IBM. He is not married and has full 

custody of his daughter. 

My whole family all of us did very well in school. 
In fact, I don't know why it seems like men seem 
to do so much better than women in math, I don't 
know if that's a fact or whatever but both of my 
brothers, I have two brothers, were mathmeticians. 
In fact my younger brother, when he graduated from 
high school. He was the only student in the high 
school to get a six year scholarship. He got a 
six year scholarship to go to Northrup University 
in Indiana. He's an engineer now. In fact, now 
he's an engineer consultant for IBM. He contracts 
and they send him all over the world, different 
places. Just last year he was in Saudi Arabia for 
two years teaching new equipment and new programs 
and stuff. Now he's getting ready to go to Asia. 
He's very brilliant. 
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Beverly's sister, age 38, has breast cancer that has 

spread to her lungs and they don't think she'll live longer 

than 6 months. She is the sister that started doing drugs 

with Beverly's husband, but she got off the drugs after 3 

years. Beverly says that she saw that there was no future 

in it and came to her senses and got a job with the state 

which she has held for 15 years. She is married with one 

son. 

Beverly's youngest sister, age 36, is very sheltered. 

She lives at home and has never been married and does not 

like to go out of the house. In spite of this, she received 

a degree from Stanford and worked as a probation officer for 

two years. 

Beverly feels very loved and supported by her family, 

and knows that she would never end up on the streets like 

some of the other women at the shelter. In spite of growing 

up in central Los Angeles, surrounded by drugs and crime, 

Beverly and her siblings are a testament to the power of a 

parent. 

My mother has always been there for us, through 
bad times and hard times. She'd say 'I don't care 
what you do. No matter what you do, you're a 
garbage man or whatever, you be the best garbage 
man. You be the best at whatever you do, you 
study hard and be the best that you can be.' She 
instilled a lot of principles and morals in us 
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that carried us through life. 

These principles are a dominant influence in Beverly's 

life. Instead of sitting back and collecting SSI, getting 

Section 8 housing, and allowing her boyfriend to support 

her, Beverly is striving to get her degree so that she can 

work at a job she enjoys and support herself. 

5.4 Turning Points and Adaptations 

Similar to Kathy, Beverly was raised in a family where 

she never wanted for anything materially. Even though there 

were seven children in the family, they had a house with a 

big yard, toys, and clothes. Beverly says that compared to 

the families around them they seemed to have more money than 

most. In contrast to both Dora and Kathy, Beverly has had 

an abundance of love and support from her family, and yet, 

like them ended up in a shelter. How did this happen? 

Beverly's childhood was fairly stable, growing up in 

house where education was emphasized and with lots of love 

and support from her mother. She had no major turning 

points in her life until age 16, when she was possibly raped 

by a friend of the family. Her adaptation to this event was 

to completely block it out and keep it a secret from 

everyone, which bothers her still. 

The first major turning point which changed her life 
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occurred when she graduated from high school. Beverly 

always got good grades and was just getting started in 

college when she got pregnant by her boyfriend Mark. At 

this point she chose to drop out of college and gave up her 

scholarship to stay home with her baby. As she says, "I said 

I was going to go back, you know how that is, and that's 

history. I got married and I didn't go back". Beverly 

always wanted to be a teacher, but this decision set her 

down another path, one where she married, had two children, 

and bounced from one clerical job to another. She says that 

her choice to stay at home was easy, she did not want her 

children to be "latchkey" children. 

From age 21 to age 28, Beverly's married life was 

stable and she took a series of clerical jobs. It was after 

8 years of marriage that everything changed when her husband 

began using cocaine. He became violent, stopped paying the 

bills, and disintegrated their marriage. The bank 

foreclosed on their house, leaving them both with bad credit 

and money problems. Beverly adjusted by leaving him and 

moving back in with her parents. 

At age 31, Beverly suffered from a severe heart attack 

which left her permanently disabled and forced her to quit 

working. At this point she became completely dependent upon 
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SSI and her parents for support. 

Beverly then began dating Anthony and had two babies, 

very close together. While pregnant with the second baby, 

she found out that he was unfaithful and he left her. There 

she was with four children (two in diapers), she had had a 

heart attack and could no longer work. At this point she 

might have fallen through the cracks and truly become 

homeless on the streets if it weren't for her mother's 

emotional and physical support. 

Back living with her parents, she met Rashim, the 

father of her fifth child. Beverly feels that meeting 

Rashim was a positive turning point in her life, and that 

she has finally met the right man. Unfortunately, her ex-

husband came back into the picture and upset their lives. 

Back on drugs, he became obsessed with Beverly and began 

stalking her and almost killed her on the street. In fear 

for her life and the safety of her family, she could not 

fall back on her mother for housing this time. 

Beverly's life changed forever as she became the victim 

of a stalking, violent, drug-addicted husband who left her 

no choice but to leave her home. Beverly's fears are well-

founded. According to the National Women's Health 

Information Center (1999), more than half of the women 
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murdered in the United States are killed by current or 

former male partners. Fleeing from her home in fear, she 

left her family and came to a Tucson shelter. Beverly's 

parents and Rashim help with what money they can, but they 

cannot afford to support her. Because of the heart attack 

at age 31 which left her permanently disabled, Beverly is 

not in condition physically to pursue work, and yet the $484 

she receives from Supplemental Security Income is not enough 

to live on. Her previous history of clerical work left her 

with no savings to count on, and her husband's drug-use and 

non-payment of bills left them both with bad credit. She 

ended up in a shelter in Tucson. Emotionally, she needed a 

place to get herself together and think about her future. 

When I asked her what she needed most when she came here, 

she replied: 

Space. Space to focus on me. Even though it may 
be drugs, or domestic violence, or an abusive 
relationship, and you go and you get into another 
relationship, you're still not allowing yourself 
to find out what you're about. To find out what 
you want in life. We need that space, and that, 
coming here gave me the opportunity to give me 
that time and that space to focus on me and to 
realize my past mistakes, and how I wanted to 
establish and rebuild my future. I'm able to focus 
now, on myself. 

Being in a shelter was a positive turning point for Beverly, 

because it was there that she got counseling about domestic 
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violence, and she was encouraged to pursue her education and 

become independent from those around her. Beverly's future 

looks very bright, in large part because she is so focused 

on getting her college degree. She is determined to finish 

school and get a job and support herself, rather than 

relying on SSI. 

I'm going to school because I want to get off SSI. 
I don't want to be in the system anymore, I don't 
want to be dependent on the system anymore. 

In spite of several negative turning points which led 

Beverly to the shelter, she has something in her favor which 

both Dora and Kathy do not. She has the love and support of 

her family and significant other. The culture of education 

that was instilled in Beverly as a child is now being 

realized, and Beverly is proud of herself and determined to 

succeed. 
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Chapter Six: 

Amanda 

Amanda is a 45 year old Caucasian woman who was born in 

a little village in Germany. She is about 5'5" tall, very 

thin, with chin length black hair peppered with grey. She 

has large dark eyes which match a very intense personality. 

All of our interviews were done on the outside patio of 

Dignity House. When other residents would come out to smoke 

or do laundry, we would move to the front of the building 

for more privacy. Amanda took the interviews very 

seriously, and for the most part I did not need to ask very 

many questions. Amanda's story flowed from her, filling six 

ninety-minute cassette tapes. She is very reflective about 

her life and is trying to make sense of the things that have 

happened to her. For the most part, Amanda has lived a very 

unstable life, jumping from one job to another, one place to 

another, and one relationship to another. Her insecurities 

and low self-esteem are prominent throughout her story. 

This is her account of the major events in her life. 

6.1 Amanda's Life Story 

Amanda was born in December of 1952 in a small town in 

West Germany, the daughter of a Geman mother and a 
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Yugoslavian father. Her parents' marriage only lasted two 

years, because according to Amanda her father never wanted 

to marry her mother in the first place, but had to because 

she was pregnant with Amanda. Amanda says her father wanted 

custody of her, and for a long time her mother and 

grandparents were afraid he might try and kidnap her. 

Amanda says she was very sheltered for this reason, and she 

grew up in her German grandparents' house with them, her 

mother, and her two aunts. Amanda's grandfather was a 

Certified Public Accountant and had an office in the house, 

and was also a Party Mayor in the town. After her parents' 

divorce in 1954, Amanda never saw nor heard from her 

biological father again. She and her mother, an interpreter 

for the armed forces, shared a room in her grandparents' 

house and Amanda always thought of her grandmother as more 

of a mother figure than her own mother. 

She was never like a 'mommy-friend', she was more 
like a cool aunt. I considered my grandmother my 
mom in my heart. ..and ray aunts were like my 
sisters. So I had it all mixed up. And she [my 
mother] was more like, not even a sister, like an 
aunt. I was never really relaxed, I always made 
sure that I pleased her. I felt like a real 
pressure, in a way, if you want to call it that, 
to please her. Well she always brought me 
presents and she always made sure I had beautiful 
clothes. She spoiled me like crazy. 

For the first six years of her life, Amanda and her 
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mother shared a room there in her grandparents* house. 

Amanda has many fond memories of that house and of her 

grandparents. 

It was a big old house, the walls were this thick, 
they used it as an air raid shelter in the war 
because the walls were so thick. We used to dry 
our clothes outside all the time, until later 
years my grandmother got fancy and got a washer 
and dryer. But we used to have a wash kitchen 
downstairs, a copper kettle. We used to boil and 
stir laundry in it...And we had a coal cellar, 
with wood, coal, and briquets. When I was little 
all we had was the coal stove. The other cellar 
there was wine, beer, potatoes, cabbage, apples, 
and canned stuff. And so, it was fun. We had 
this big courtyard with a gate. There was a 
little play yard where I used to play, and my 
uncle built an aviary. Those were the best years 
of my life in a way, as far as being innocent. 

Amanda's relationship with her mother, even at this young 

age, was one of being spoiled materially, and yet something 

was lacking emotionally. In 1958 Amanda's mother began 

dating a coworker, an Italian-American from Jersey City, New 

Jersey. Apparently he had been engaged to his mother's best 

friend's daughter when he left the United States, but he 

broke it off when he met Amanda's mother. Amanda's mother 

got pregnant and they were married in Germany in 1958, a 

fact which did not endear Amanda's mother to her future 

mother-in-law. In 1959 Amanda's half-brother was born and 

Amanda's mother, stepfather, and new brother moved to an 
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apartment in another village, while Amanda continued to live 

with her grandparents. 

I stayed living with my grandparents for a long 
time and I went and sometimes would go to visit 
them on weekends. But I never really liked it. 
My stepdad was really nice, he was sort of like a 
big brother friend. He would always spend time 
with me...The baby was born and that was a real 
bummer because suddenly I felt crowded out, 
threatened. My stepdad did such a cool thing he 
bought me this enormous box. He knew I liked to 
play with clay, colorful clay, and he said it was 
a present from the baby. He was a great guy. I 
don't think I ever talked to my mom hardly in 
those days. If anything I noticed she became more 
distant and I thought she was critical of me, that 
I felt that she didn't care about me. I felt that 
I was in her way, which I probably was. 

Amanda was in for huge changes when her parents 

announced that they were taking her with them and moving to 

America. On Memorial Day, 1959, the four of them landed in 

New York City. Amanda was seven years old and didn't speak 

a word of English. 

It was Memorial Day, 1959, this waft of 
unbreathable air hit me. It was terrible, and 
smog and everything was weird. It was like 
landing on a different planet. It seemed like it 
took forever, my mom was real tense. I don't 
think I even talked to her. I think I worried 
more about her than she worried about me. I was 7 
years old and I could sense that she was, she 
wanted to be left alone. 

Once in New Jersey, they moved into a flat above her 

new Italian grandmother's hair salon. Amanda's stepfather 
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had a bachelor's degree in economics and he got a job at the 

Sears and Roebuck. At this point Amanda's stepfather was 

just 26 years old, with a new German wife who was four years 

older than him, a 7 year old stepdaughter and a new son. 

His family was not very supportive of his new family, and 

Amanda says it was a struggle, especially for her mother, to 

fit in. 

What really made life miserable for her was that 
her mother-in-law lived downstairs and her mother-
in-law hated her, big time. They just did not get 
along. This is a bitter Italian woman who just 
lost her husband, the personalities just didn't 
mix. This is how the house was, it was a big old 
two-story, right on the main street. Down below 
was the shop, in the back was her house, and 
upstairs was a walk-up flat, it was enormous, was 
where we lived. So she used to have fits, holler 
up the stairs, cuss out my mother, then my dad 
would get all upset and start yelling at her, then 
my parents would start fighting, it was hell. 

Amanda started Parochial school in 1960 at age 8, where 

she was forced to learn English quickly and try to fit in to 

the foreign culture. She says that she learned most of her 

English from television and the kids on the street, because 

nobody paid much attention to her at home. Amanda liked 

school and the other children, but her home life was one of 

emotional turmoil. Amanda's mother had sunk into such a 

depression that she wouldn't get out of bed until 1:00 or 
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2:00 in the afternoon. It got to the point where Amanda had 

to do most of the chores, including taking care of the baby. 

K: You think she [your mother] was depressed? 

A: Very depressed. She would drink lots of 
coffee and smoke lots of cigarettes and when 
there was extra money, which wasn't until a 
year or two later, she'd drink wine. That 
got worse. 

K: What about the baby? 

A: The baby. Well he was shaking his crib in 
the morning. In the beginning when he was 
tiny, for the first year or so she would tend 
to him. But after that, she started sleeping 
more and more, and she knew that when I was 
on vacation, it was just the standard. 8, 9, 
10 years old, 11 going on 12, every vacation 
I spent every day taking care of that baby. 
In the morning he would rattle his crib, and 
I'd get up early anyway, 6:00. Get dressed 
and make my bed, get the baby dressed and 
cleaned and kind of washed up. Sometimes 
he'd get up really early and I'd come out and 
he'd be in the kitchen and have the garbage 
pail turned over and he'd eat banana peels 
and crushed up cigarettes. So I'd feed him 
cereal or something... I felt sorry for him. 
I knew back then there should be somebody to 
take care of him, there wasn't. And so like 
a lot of times I would be pissed because I 
couldn't run off and do what I wanted to do. 
But I just took him along. 

In spite of her mother's depression, her mother still 

managed to put on an appearance to outsiders that everything 

was fine. Amanda says that she was always perfectly 

groomed, no matter what her mental state or their financial 
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situation, and her mother never lost a sense of superiority 

over the other women in the neighborhood. 

My mom was a very class conscious person. You 
know social classes? And she just couldn't abide 
socializing with women who wore curlers during the 
day, in public no less. That's what we were 
surrounded by. 

Her mother's social class awareness led her to censure 

Amanda's friends to the point where Amanda did not bring 

friends over to her house at all. One time Amanda brought a 

friend over and her mother yelled down the stairs, "Did I 

see you playing with that Angela Clark? Well I don't ever 

want to see you with that dirty, filthy child again". 

Amanda was terribly ashamed of her mother. 

I felt so bad, ashamed like crazy. All the other 
mothers in the neighborhood, even if they were 
poor, considered like slum people, at least they 
would tend to their house, they would cook and 
bake and clean. They would hang with their 
family, they would mix with the other women. They 
would be sociable, they would integrate themselves 
into the community. My mother never would. I 
could only bring certain people over that I was 
allowed to bring. They had to be approved first. 
The parents had to be approved, otherwise I 
couldn't. 

Amanda, at age 9, began to feel very insecure about 

herself and gained weight. She says that began to get quite 

a complex about her weight, and her friends would tell her, 

"you'd be so cute if you weren't so chubby". Food and her 
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weight became a major issue in her life from then on. 

In 1962, at age 10, Amanda's aunt and uncle moved from 

Germany to New York City, and Amanda felt like a weight was 

lifted when she visited them. They were well-off 

financially, and even though Amanda's parents were doing 

better (her dad was now a credit manager at Sears), her 

mother was very jealous of the life they led. At one point, 

Amanda's mother was shopping with her sister, and to show 

off her mother bought a gold bracelet for herself with what 

was supposed to be the birthday and Christmas money. 

She made us starve, literally, I mean we didn't 
but she would have brought it down to that, for a 
gold bracelet. She was horrible like that. 

Amanda's aunt and uncle offered to take Amanda back to 

Germany for Christmas, just after she turned 11 years old. 

She left knowing that she was not going to go back to her 

parent's house again. 

Back in Germany, Amanda pleaded with her grandparents 

to let her stay and they agreed. Life was different back in 

Germany, but Amanda was much happier. Her mother and 

brother came to visit once in 1964, which Amanda says was a 

strained and awkward visit, and then in 1967 Amanda spent 

one sxammer back in New York, which she hated. Amanda says 

that the only good thing to come of the visit was that she 
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lost a lot of weight which made her more popular back in 

Germany. Amanda has fond memories of being a teenager in 

Germany. 

I went to an all-girls school, but a few streets 
up and away was an all-boys school, and like we 
dated each other. We weren't allowed to date 
until we were like 14. Then it wasn't really 
dating. Actually the girls had to be 14 and the 
boys had to be 16, that was the social structure. 
And you had to go to dance classes, dancing 
school. That was the first time that you ever met 
the boys. And this was like a six week thing. 
First you went for six weeks, then you had a 
middle ball, then you went another six weeks, then 
you had your big graduating ball with fancy 
dresses and dancing in a big old hotel and stuff. 
And after that you could kind of date. 

Things changed dramatically for Amanda in 1968, at age 

16. Several things happened which changed the course of her 

life. In the summer she began dating and had sex for the 

first time with a 22 year old clerk. After skipping a period 

she had to confess to her grandmother, who took her to a 

doctor and gave her a pill which immediately brought on her 

period. Amanda was not allowed to date this man, due to the 

age difference and social class difference as well. Amanda 

(age 16), felt she was deeply in love with him, and was 

devastated to find out that he was sleeping with several 

other women at the same time. Feeling like she couldn't 

live in the same town with him, she decided to go back to 
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America. She didn't leave Germany right away, and might 

have stayed there, but her grandfather passed away that 

December. Amanda says that he was the glue that held 

everyone together, and when he died everyone fell apart and 

lost respect for themselves and each other. After he died, 

Amanda's grandmother stopped paying attention to what Amanda 

did, and Amanda sunk into a depression. She stopped going 

to school, cut her hair off and dyed it, and just hung out 

at the pool or went shopping during the day. After months of 

doing nothing, Amanda decided to get away and go back to 

America. She left in August 1969, at age 17, and never 

returned to Germany. 

Back in America, Amanda's parents had moved to a suburb 

in New Jersey, and her father was doing well as a manager at 

a big department store. They had a nice house, but Amanda's 

mother was still unhappy, and she made Amanda feel like an 

intruder in their house. 

She was drinking. This was in '69, in the burbs. 
All the women did cocktails and valium, all the 
kids did acid and beer. And she had her little 
circle. Finally she had a little circle where 
like. Babe, that was one of her friends. Babe was 
a housewife. It's like Valley of the Dolls. 
Babe's husband was a PhD. So they introduced me 
to Troy, who was like a teenage hooker, that was 
their daughter...My mother was happy she'd met 
people who had lots of money and education. The 
social bit. A far cry from the slums and women in 
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curlers in broad daylight. 

Amanda finished her senior veai 

and instead of going to college 

got jobs in a department store, 

her parents and would go to New 

in high school in 1970 

she and her best friend both 

She continued to live with 

York city to party on the 

weekends. She was not satisfied at the department store and 

wanted to be in New York. 

I wanted the big time, I wanted New York City. I 
wanted to rub elbows with important people. I 
always admired people that were successful and had 
a great life and a good time, that were happy. I 
always liked glamour and power, I didn't know it 
then...I was very easily bored actually. That's 
why, I have such a hard time making up my mind 
about certain things that are important. Because 
I want, I mean the real good stuff is not easy to 
get, and I'd rather pass up on the mediocre stuff. 
I'd rather not do it, than do mediocre stuff. 

Amanda and her friend then went and found secretarial jobs 

at an insurance company in Newark and continued to party on 

the weekends. She and her friends were too young to legally 

drink in New Jersey, so they would go to Greenwood Lake in 

New York. According to Amanda, the mafia owned most of the 

clubs there. 

1971, we were at the age of sex, drugs, and rock 
and roll. You know disco, the Rolling Stones came 
out with Brown Sugar, Hells Angels, that was that 
summer...Everybody started doing acid, and drugs 
were, it was getting away from that hippie thing, 
you know that flower stuff. 
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Amanda would go there to the lake on weekends and tell her 

parents she was staying with a friend, when in reality she 

would drink and do drugs and stay with different men. She 

says, "I started getting really carried away with the 

parties, and I started having a different boyfriend every 

two, three weeks. And I became, almost like a flaky little 

whore in a way. Not for money, I was just stupid." 

Amanda quit working at the insurance company and got a 

job in New York City as a secretary. She still lived with 

her parents and they had to help her at one point because 

she had a very bad acid trip. Her stepfather drove her 

around for hours and her mother made her herbal tea and put 

her to bed. She says they were very understanding about the 

whole thing. Amanda stopped going up to the lake when 

things seemed like they had gotten out of control and her 

boyfriend said to her: 

'You know, I'd take you to Spain except for one 
thing, you're such a screwball.' And that really 
hurt. He goes, 'Why don't I take you home, you 
shouldn't come up here anymore. You really 
shouldn't, you're a mess. For your own good don't 
come up here anymore'. And I cried. Actually he 
was doing me a favor. 

Amanda quit her secretarial job and went back to work 

for the insurance company, but found herself snorting heroin 

in the bathroom on her Friday lunch breaks. She quit that 
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job and took a job at a curtain factory. When I asked 

Amanda why she kept quitting jobs, she replied: 

I had an attitude. Because of all the drugs I was 
doing I was forming attitudes like, I felt 
uncomfortable. I felt like, this is not worth it, 
I don't want to stay here. I felt like it just 
wasn't worth it. I just didn't feel like this is 
what I wanted to do. I was always looking for 
something. Up until that point I hadn't found it, 
so I was getting into all these thrills. 

Amanda was a very unhappy and dissatisfied 20 year old. 

She says she felt a lot of guilt and shame toward her family 

and the way she was raised, and yet she didn't want to deal 

with her feelings. She says her parents really disliked her 

at this point, just as she disliked them, and there was 

nothing to feel good about. So she took a bottle of her 

mother's Valiums and drove up to the lake and bought a 

bottle of Sangria. First she went to the area where she 

used to party to "tie up loose ends". She says she had 

degraded herself so much there, but when she went back they 

were very nice to her and treated her with respect, which 

was all she wanted. Then she went and sat on top of a hill 

and took the whole bottle of valiiam and washed it down with 

Sangria. Then she went into a club and had more drinks. 

Amanda hit someone's car in the parking lot on her way in 

and gave him her insurance card. After her drinks, she 
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decided to leave the club. 

I was kind of like, really there, functioning for 
quite awhile. Then I decided I was going to 
leave. Somehow I drove out of there, and I feel 
something, impact. I hear people yelling, 
screaming, dogs barking, and I got scared and 
backed up, and I blitzed down the road. And I 
lost control of the car and it spun off. There's 
that big reservoir that they have up there, with 
guard rails up. And I hooked my car, I could have 
gone right into the reservoir, but I hooked my car 
up on one of the guard rails and tore up the whole 
undercarriage of it. I don't even remember that 
part anymore, I must have blacked out. The next 
thing I remember is cops shining light in my face. 
Then I remember seeing a stretcher, I remember 
seeing my dad, and I remember crying. I remember 
being in the hospital, the emergency room, and I 
remember going 'oh no not down my nose'. They put 
this tube down my nose to pump my stomach, it was 
horrible, but I really don't remember too much 
because I was so high. I didn't have a black or 
blue mark on me, I didn't have a scratch on me. I 
took a chain link fence with me, that's what all 
the hollering was about. 

At that time in New Jersey if you tried to kill yourself 

they put you in jail, so they called it an accidental 

overdose, claimed Amanda had drug problems, and put her in 

the psychiatric ward of the hospital for three weeks. It 

cost her stepdad $10,000 because he wasn't insured for that. 

After Amanda got out she spent the summer at her 

parents' house, not doing anything but resting and gardening 

and exercising. She thought about going into the Navy, but 

decided she couldn't stand the thought of being told what to 
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do. Then she qualified to go into dental technician 

training, but decided against it. Instead, she found a 

place to move into and took an assembly job in a factory, 

which paid enough for rent and clothes. Amanda says she 

hardly ate anything, did a lot of speed, and went through 

several boyfriends. She found herself hanging out with 

different men, and had two experiences where she was almost 

raped. 

It was 1973 and Amanda was 21 years old. Her parents 

had moved to Syracuse and wanted her to come visit. She 

says she had gotten very skinny and everyone was worried 

about her, so she decided to move to Syracuse. She moved in 

with her parents and took a job at an insurance company. 

Through a friend she met Billy, a 25 year old who worked for 

an ice cream company. Billy was married and had been in 

prison for burglary. He was having problems with his wife 

and once he met Amanda they separated and he and Amanda 

moved in together. Amanda quit her job at the insurance 

company and started waitressing so that she and Bill would 

work the same shift. They decided to get married, and not 

long after Billy had a job offer that they decided to take. 

The head baker told Bill about a job opening for 
someone who could be a trouble-shooter, with a 
background in baking. Bill had a background in 
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everything, but baking was something he previously 
had experience in. And he was such a great 
bullshitter, he was such a con. Although he had 
been very straight all the time we were together. 
He worked very hard. But he decided this was 
something we should do, sell all our stuff and go 
on the road. We got this really nice used 
Maverick that would hold up, and the pay was good. 
I knew I could always work in restaurants, so we 
decided to go. 

They left October of 1973 and travelled different places 

until they were both homesick. They moved back to Syracuse 

in the spring of 1974. 

Back in Syracuse, Amanda went back to restaurant work 

and started working double shifts. She found out from a 

neighbor that Bill was cheating on her with another woman. 

From 1974 to 1976 they stayed together and continued to work 

at the marriage, but Amanda caught Bill cheating again, this 

time with a prostitute. She kicked him out and their 

marriage was over. 

From 1976 to 1978 Amanda continued working in 

restaurants and drinking and doing drugs with her friends. 

She met a man named Ian and they lived together off and on, 

and finally married in 1979 when Amanda was 27 years old. 

Ian was a machinist and worked for a company that makes 

street lights. Amanda says he made really good money and 

they did a lot of partying. Ian and all his friends had 
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been to college, and Amanda says she started to feel 

inferior and unhappy in the marriage. 

We were doing great, we had more money, more 
stuff. We were just bored. There was nothing 
going on in our lives. I felt nothing. I mean 
the only thrill that I got was how much money 
could I spend in one Saturday afternoon. I would 
take the car and drop Ian off at the bar with his 
buddies, to watch sports and drink. And I'd go to 
the mall and blow $500, come back to the bar, 
party with him, we'd go home. Just like, our life 
was nothing really. It became nothing. 

Amanda took some courses at the community college and 

says they just opened her brain to a new world. She decided 

she had to get out of there, to leave and try to find some 

kind of new life. She tossed a coin between going to 

Colorado and Arizona, and ended up coming to Tucson on a 

Greyhound bus, with lan's blessing. 

In October 1980, at age 28, Amanda found herself 

working in a restaurant in Tucson, making friends with the 

"hippie" crowd. She didn't stay long, and went back to 

Syracuse to see where things stood with Ian. She says that 

he had returned to a bachelor lifestyle, and she just didn't 

want to stay with him anymore. She stayed with her parents 

for a month and worked for her stepfather. They had moved 

to New Jersey and her father had an import/export business 

in New York City. She couldn't stand to live with her 
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parents, and she decided that she missed the sun and came 

back to Tucson. Back in Tucson, she took a job as a 

bartender and started dating a "biker guy" named Chip. Chip 

took her to Austin, Texas, for a job, and Austin became 

Amanda's home for the next 14 years. 

In Austin, Amanda lived a "hippie" lifestyle, hanging 

out, dating different men, doing drugs and taking odd jobs. 

She stayed in the attic above a friend's restaurant and took 

showers at the YWCA, and worked for a landscaping crew. In 

1984 she met Michael, who was to become her obsession, her 

on-again off-again lover for the next 13 years. Michael had 

come from Louisiana where he had been working on an oil rig. 

He had some money saved and was collecting unemployment and 

looking for work. He and Amanda lived in his van for about 

a month while they were both unemployed. 

I took a job at the University of Texas, in a 
dormitory which had its own cafeteria. I was a 
pastry baker. We had a pretty mellow life, we 
didn't have much social contact. Mike still 
wasn't working, he was trying to go to school. He 
couldn't figure out what to do after the boats. 
His unemployment was fixing to run out so he 
decided to go to school. His savings were pretty 
much used up because he was spending alot. He 
would just get the best, shop at Whole Foods. He 
was just that kind of guy. Everything organic... 
Mike loves his tie-dyes, doesn't like wearing 
shoes at all. He's used to having it his way. 

Amanda quit working as a baker because she says she was 
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getting fat, and she felt like she and Michael were growing 

apart. She says that they had always been close when she 

wasn't working, but with her having a "straight" job, she 

felt estranged from him. She knew he was never going to go 

into the straight world, so she applied for a job at the co

op to be a part of his world. She suggested that he take a 

job as a delivery driver for an organic food company, and he 

did and loved it. He liked it so much he decided that he 

wanted to own his own business. In order to raise the money 

for it he decided to grow and sell marijuana out of the 

house they were living in. 

Little did I know this was going to turn into a 
state of the art enterprise for 2 or 3 years. It 
was a 3 bedroom house, it got narrowed down to a 
front room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. Because 
one was the growing room, one was the starting 
room, and the other was the drying room. 
Everything got painted totally white, everything 
got disinfected. Fake AG's were put in the 
windows to account for all the electric 
consumption. Books were ordered out of High 
Times. You know, the hay lights and sun circles, 
hydroponic systems. 

Amanda told Michael she didn't want to have anything to do 

with the pot-growing business, to which he replied, "Fine, 

if I take all the risks that means that you won't have any 

part of that business because you're not helping me get 

started, if I take all the risks." Amanda didn't care, she 
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just didn't want to go to jail. Through 1985 and 1986 

Amanda took different jobs, they did a lot of drugs and 

Amanda was drinking pretty heavily, oftentimes by herself. 

In 1987 Michael had enough money to invest in a sprout 

farm with a partner, and he and Amanda briefly separated 

when he moved out to the farm. In 1988 Michael asked Amanda 

to move out to the farm and she jumped at the chance. When 

she got there she says the place was a mess, and she loved 

every minute of fixing it up. Amanda took charge of the 

books, which she says she has an aptitude for given that her 

grandfather was a CPA and her father an economics major. 

I had a natural aptitude for it. I always loved 
to create, to make something out of nothing, to 
fix something. And this was my project, my baby. 
Nobody else had time for it, nobody else wanted to 
do it. But I loved it. It gave me a sense of 
purpose and importance, and I took to it like a 
fish to water. And I remember when I first 
started there was $263 in the bank, and the help 
weren't paid, and the next day was payday. I 
remember that. When I left that place, when I 
cfuit that job with Mike, you know what the gross 
annual income was? $250,000. And that wasn't 
counting the assets in the land, that was paid 
for, 12 acres at the lake, and the buildings paid 
for, mobile homes he owned and rented. 

Because Amanda never took the risks at the beginning, 

Michael never let her forget that she had no rights to any 

of the business when it became successful. 

For the next few years, Amanda and Mike went back and 
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forth between living together and separating. Amanda would 

move back into Austin and do restaurant work, and then would 

move back out to the farm and do the books. Amanda had a 

very hard time living with Michael there, she was intensely 

jealous of everyone who had contact with Mike. At one point 

she became convinced that he was bisexual, and had 

surrounded himself with goodlooking young men. Amanda says 

that he was always so mean to her and distant, but then nice 

to everyone else. 

For some reason I became less and less secure. 
It's like, it was totally Mike's world and I had 
no say-so whatsoever. I wasn't used to him being 
my boss, either... He totally stopped 
communicating, like everything was none of my 
business. He would tell me, like, 'You're not 
open-minded'. That made me real suspicious and I 
started freaking out. Suddenly I faded into 
oblivion, nothingness, nobody. It was, everything 
revolved around Mike. I was jealous, I didn't 
know how to deal with it. All these gorgeous 
health creatures would come over there, business-
related maybe, or not. I don't know, it just 
drove me crazy. 

By 1991, the sprout farm business was doing very well, 

and Michael expanded by buying more land and mobile homes. 

The mobile homes were then rented out to people who worked 

for Michael on the farm, or just liked to drink and do 

drugs. Amanda and Michael's relationship was still up and 

down, and occasionally their fights would get violent. 
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Amanda felt very insecure out at the farm. She says people 

kept telling her that she "freaked out too easily" and that 

she's "not open-minded". She found out later that some of 

the people were engaging in sex orgies, and she assumes 

Michael was involved as well. For years she would move out 

to the farm, then move back into town and take a waitressing 

job, then back to the farm again. They couldn't seem to 

stay together and yet they couldn't stay apart. Part of the 

problem was that Amanda couldn't stand living on the farm 

and being in Michael's shadow. 

Michael didn't really have any friends, it was 
just what could people get from him. He had a lot 
of power over people because he controlled jobs 
and housing...! mean people would owe him back-
rent. This would be more than just one tenant. 
They'd come asking favors and borrowing money...He 
liked the power. In the end I got the impression 
that Michael liked to see people squirm and beg. 
And say 'Yes Master'. And that's something I 
never did. He told me, as long as I did 
everything as I was supposed to, and as long as I 
didn't open my mouth, didn't give my opinion, did 
what I was told, I was welcome to stay. If I put 
up any kind of argument, showed any kind of 
disrespect, that I was immediately history. Of 
course I couldn't keep my mouth shut. 

In 1993 Amanda thought she might be pregnant, but 

instead the doctors found some bad cells in her cervix. She 

was supposed to have a colonization done, but never did. 

In August of that year Amanda's mother died of 



172 

congestive heart failure. Amanda had not seen her in 12 

years. Amanda tried to talk to her stepdad but it didn't go 

too well. She says, "I tried to say something that I had no 

feeling for. It was so hard. I couldn't have cared less. 

As far as I was concerned, the woman was never really in my 

life". Amanda has not spoken to her stepdad or stepbrother 

since then. 

Amanda and Michael had a big fight on Thanksgiving of 

1993 and Michael kicked her out. Once again she moved back 

into town and got a job at Dunkin Donuts. At this point she 

met a man named Jesse and they began dating. Jesse was into 

metaphysics, and Amanda started getting into it as well. 

She says she started losing touch with reality and stopped 

paying bills and let everything slide. 

I had gotten into this strange relationship with 
Jesse too much. And I wasn't concerning myself 
with commonsense things and I was letting 
everything slide. Also what didn't help was that I 
had gotten into ritual again and I'd burn certain 
candles. I did it again, I made negative contact. 
It kind of caught up with me. Before I knew it, I 
didn't have any place to go. I had no job, I had 
no money. 

In desperation, she called Michael and moved back out to the 

farm in February of 1994. Things seemed to be going better, 

but Amanda soon found out that Michael was having an affair 

with one of his clients, a woman who owned a juice bar. 
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I was just furious, I was angry, I was jealous, I 
was hurt, I was insulted. I flat out lost it. We 
started arguing like crazy. Finally, one day, I 
just left again. I had about $700, went back to 
Austin and got a hotel room. Spent all my money 
in a week and a half, shopping and eating. Went 
visiting all the friends I knew, just hung out. I 
also got myself in trouble. One time I lost a 
whole bunch of stuff. I just bought all this 
brand new underwear, and I stashed it in a locker 
at a community college. I was leaving my stuff in 
little stashes. I'd stay with friends on their 
sofa, take showers at rec. centers, go swimming or 
something like that. One day I went to get all my 
underwear, all my brand new underwear was gone. 
And you know what I did? I went and shoplifted a 
pair of underwear and got caught. It was real 
expensive underwear, it came to over $22... Had 
it been $20 or less it would have been a city 
ticket and a fine. Anything over $20 is a 
misdemeanor...and so I had to go to jail. 

Amanda stayed overnight in jail and had to go to court. She 

received 6 months probation, a fine, and community service. 

She lagged behind on her community service so her probation 

officer had her picked up and she spent another 8 days in 

county jail. 

After all that trauma I went back, I was living on 
herbal pills and coffee and water and apples, 
fruit samples at the grocery store. I had some 
stuff that I'd hawked and I'd donated plasma...I 
went back to the lake one morning, I hitchhiked 
out there. It was 6 in the morning and I walked 
in, it was weird. He just pulled me in bed and we 
had sex. 

Being back with Michael only lasted a month, and then Amanda 

moved into a motel and took a job in a biker bar. On 
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Memorial Day, 1994 Amanda met Roger, a biker. 

I figured it was a good way to get back at 
Michael. Roger was taller than Mike, had longer 
hair than Mike, better hair than Mike, was all 
around cooler-looking than Mike. Plus he was very 
charming and he really liked me alot. He was 
giving me all this loving attention that I really 
needed. I mean I was so due for just really good 
hugs and kisses and good words. Somebody who told 
me they really got into me. 

It turned out that Roger was an alcoholic, and even 

though he was nice when he was sober, he was a mean, violent 

drunk. From 1994-1995 Amanda went back and forth between 

Roger and Michael. 

So for the next year I go back and forth between 
Mike and Roger. Because one is not violent toward 
me, but doesn't show me any attention, and one 
shows me attention but has a tendency towards 
violence. And I can't make up my mind. I'm 
trying to find the middle but I can't find it. So 
we kept on playing musical beds, musical houses, I 
think like three times in one year. And then 
comes this one time where Roger gets really 
carried away and he had a tin can in his hand, he 
was doing something and we were arguing. I had my 
back turned, like angry. And he was behind me 
tinkering with some nails and an open coffee can. 
Before I know it I feel this really sharp pain. 
And I feel and saw blood massively coming from my 
head. I thought he broke my nose but he cut it. 
And the way it was it's like he could have cut my 
throat but he cut my nose because my face was 
down. I ran across the street to the grocery 
store and they sent the police and an ambulance 
and I had my nose stitched and he went to jail. 
He was in jail for 7 weeks. 

Amanda went back to Mike's, and everything was fine 



175 

until they started doing more and more acid. Amanda worked 

until 2 in the morning, she'd come home and they'd drink and 

do drugs and go out for breakfast. Then Mike started having 

"young people coming in droves who had big mass parties 

there". And Amanda would come home and Mike would be 

getting high with teenage girls. Once again, Amanda got 

jealous and they began fighting. In the summer, 1996, 

Amanda and Mike got into a huge argument that got violent. 

Michael ended up beating her up very badly and she called 

the police. She pressed charges, and Michael told her to 

never come back on the property again. The police got 

Amanda in contact with a domestic violence counselor, who 

told her she needed a "geographic cure" to get away from 

Mike. 

She urged me to think about making what she called 
a geographical cure, and I said I have to get 
away, get away for good for a long time. Major 
distance. Every other time if I stayed in Austin 
I could not get my head clear. It would be like I 
never left. I had to get far far away where I 
didn't know anyone. I just have to have time to 
find out what's going on with me, what's going to 
be my life from now on. It can't go on the way it 
had been, and I don't want it to. 

Amanda spent a week in a shelter in Austin, and in June of 

1996 took a Greyhound to Tucson. 

Once in Tucson, Amanda stayed at a domestic violence 
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shelter for a month, and got a part-time job serving at 

banquets at the university. She noticed that her abdomen 

was swelling up and she was having pains, but tried to 

ignore it. When her time was up at the shelter she moved 

into a Traveler's Aid motel, but she had to leave because 

she was given a roommate who was a young gang member and 

Amanda was scared of her. She went to Helping Hand Shelter, 

and found that she was in so much pain she could hardly 

walk. They sent her to a doctor, where she found out she 

had contracted Trichinosis, a sexually-transmitted disease. 

In addition, they found cancer throughout her cervix, 

uterus, and ovaries, and she had to have a radical 

hysterectomy. She spent two weeks in the hospital and then 

went back to the shelter. 

You know to stay there you know what they make you 
do? This is when I became my own hero, I was 
tough. You know they go out and hit the streets, 
you couldn't stay in [the shelter during the day]. 
At night I came in and looked and felt like hell. 
And they said I guess you can stay in the next 
day. And I did stay in that one day, but that day 
only. I figured bullshit, I can do this. That 
day I did all my walking around, shuffling around. 
I shuffled to the university and got my check. I 
shuffled back downtown, I got some bus tickets, I 
paid my storage. All that stuff. And then, after 
a couple of weeks I went back to work at UA, 
almost three weeks. I wasn't supposed to lift 
anything over 5 pounds for about a month. So 
three weeks after the surgery I went back to work 
and just did light things. 
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Amanda's time was up at the shelter, and she found out 

that they had an opening at Dignity House, and she jumped at 

the chance. Since Dignity House is a long-term shelter, she 

wouldn't have to worry about finding a place to stay after 

30 days. Amanda was still having health problems, 

especially balancing her hormones after the hysterectomy. 

She experienced extreme depression and lost her job at the 

university because she just couldn't get out of bed and make 

it to work. In addition she experienced contusions and a 

bowel obstruction and had to be in the hospital for two more 

weeks. Luckily AHCCCS covered all of her medical expenses. 

In December of 1996 she hired on with a Graffiti 

program to paint over graffiti around town. 

I felt better right around my birthday, I hired 
on, they had this graffiti program going on...I 
went down there and talked to those people. I 
figured it was a start on something to do. When I 
got that job going I moved out of here [Dignity 
House]. I felt like I wanted to make progress, I 
moved into Pueblo. But it wasn't real good 
because I didn't like Pueblo very much and that 
job petered out. While I had it I took 
another one, I found another one at a diner. 

Working at the diner was very difficult because it was a 

long way from Pueblo and often Amanda got off after the 

buses were running and had to walk over 5 miles to get home. 

She says it would take her about 1 1/2 hours to get home. 
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walking late at night through unsafe neighborhoods. Amanda 

did not like living at Pueblo, in fact she hated it. 

It really wasn't worth it because I was paying 
like $340/month. I mean, you were there. It was 
gross. The food was horrible. I didn't have a 
roommate for awhile which made it bearable. I 
think I was there for a month, then I got a 
suitemate, straight out of prison. Which is like, 
I just didn't want to deal with it. And another 
thing I really hated was the terrible bathroom 
[water] pressure. You couldn't open the windows. 
And the people were really starting to depress me 
and gross me out. Because it was filthy there. 
It was dirty, there were bugs. People would leave 
stuff uncovered in the fridge. If there was ever 
any good food somebody would eat it out of the 
bowl and stick the spoon in there and just shove 
it back in the fridge...It wasn't worth the money 
to stay there. 

Amanda decided to take her chances and move into a 

hotel. She found a place which she said was "bearable" for 

$110/week. She says, "I was living off of money I'd set 

aside to supplement my hours which were constantly 

decreasing. I kept on saying to myself, oh it will get 

better, but it didn't". She found her hours cut, sometimes 

to only 10 hours a week. She ended up having to leave the 

hotel and go back to Helping Hand Shelter, where she stayed 

for a month. Her hours kept getting cut at work and she 

finally quit. She was still stopping in at Dignity House, 

and when a bed opened up there she moved back in in January 

1997. Once at Dignity House, she took short term jobs at 
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the state fair, and at the Greek festival. She took a job 

at a bagel deli, and finally has been hired on with a 

landscaping company. Currently she is living at Dignity 

House and works for the landscaping company 30 hours/week. 

She is trying to save up enough money to move to Las Vegas, 

because she feels that there will be more job opetiings 

there. 

6.2 Amanda's Current Situation 

Currently Amanda lives at Dignity House shelter where 

she can stay for up to two years. Dignity House is an old 

house with 5 bedrooms and 3 bathrooms, and houses 9 women. 

In the center of the house is a large kitchen with a big 

dining room table which seats all the women. They have 

their own small t.v. area, and then in the evening when the 

drop-in center (for homeless women) is closed the residents 

use that area as well. There is a large outside patio with 

picnic tables, and there are about 6 cats that the women 

help take care of. There is also a laundry area outside, 

and all the laundry soap is provided. The women are each 

assigned to be on different teams, for example Amanda is on 

the kitchen team and they are responsible for the grocery 

shopping and cooking. Dignity House requires the following 

from its residents: Sunday through Thursday everyone has to 
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be there for dinner at 6:00 p.m. Monday and Thursday nights 

are mandatory house meetings from 7-8:00. The women may go 

out again but have to be in by 10:00 p.m. From Friday 

morning to Sunday at 6:00 p.m. people are on their own, but 

if they stay at the shelter the curfew is 12:00 a.m. One of 

Amanda's biggest complaints is that she cannot take jobs 

that interfere with these nightly curfews and meetings. 

While I was looking for a job, it would have been 
clean-up on Toole Ave. between 4:00 and 6:00 p.m., 
it would have made me 15 minutes late for dinner 
with the later bus leaving at 6:00, but I couldn't 
do that. So it's just all such a mess, can wear 
you down. 

In terras of finances, the women pay 15% of their net 

income to stay there. If they are not working but receive 

food stamps, they can pay it in food stamps. Amanda also 

pays $25.75/month for a storage unit, and $10.50/month for 

the bus. For 15% of her income she gets a bed, breakfast, 

lunch, and dinner, toiletries, and a laundry facility. Here 

is what Amanda says about her life there: 

It's hard, gotta go shopping, gotta fix dinner, 
gotta meet with [your case manager], gotta do the 
house meeting, can't work nights, you ride the 
bus, you don't have your own phone. You have to 
work your personal things around everybody else. 
It's not easy. This place seems so plush and cush 
to so many people, like you're all a bunch of 
house cats. Not really. Yes this is a wonderful 
place. It's ideal for someone in our situation. 
But when you really get down to it, you can only 
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stay here so long. 

Amanda moved from Dignity House to Pueblo in order to gain 

more flexibility, in order to be able to work evenings, to 

not have to share a room with two different people. But she 

found out that she much preferred the atmosphere and the 

people at Dignity House. For her future, she desperately 

wants a stable place to live. She wants to settle down and 

quit moving, perhaps buy herself a mobile home. 

In terms of employment, Amanda is working for a 

landscaping crew 30 hours/week for $4.85/hour. Sometimes 

she has to be there at 6:00 in the morning, which is a 

problem because it is located a long way from the shelter 

and sometimes the buses aren't running yet. 

Tomorrow I'm going to have to walk downtown and 
take the Broadway bus and walk from the VA to the 
job. A pain in the ass. I'm really starting to 
feel this. You have to get up so early, you have 
to do all this physical stuff and it's so hot. 
Then you get so little money, it's not really what 
you want to do anyway, then you come back here and 
get tied in with all this stuff. You gotta work 
around all these other people and their schedules. 
I mean it just makes you crazy. 

Amanda's main goal is to save up enough money and move 

to Las Vegas or maybe Laughlin, Nevada. 

It's a 24 hour, 7 day-a-week town. People from 
all over the world, it's constantly busy. I got 
some stuff from the library and they have tons of 
stuff going on there. And the rents are real low. 
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I mean compared to here, the rents are actually 
lower. They are, they have lots of rooms, lots of 
studios. They have so many jobs. The lowest 
paying waitress job I saw was $5.50. And I think 
it'd be really good for me. 

For her future, Amanda would like to find a job and get 

training in massage therapy, or possibly holistic health and 

nutrition. 

In terms of relationships, Amanda has lost all contact 

with her stepfather and stepbrother and her other close 

relatives have all passed away. She has not spoken to 

Michael since she had her surgery and he asked her not to 

call him anymore. She did try to call him once after that 

and there was a woman's voice on the answering machine. 

In the past I used to throw fits if I just thought 
he was seeing somebody. Now he's living with 
somebody and it's like, so what? What am I going 
to do about it? I'm here and he's there and it's 
probably just as soon. It was really horrible, 
emotionally, to live with all these other people 
in his life so much. So this is better, this 
being alone is better than being in that. It's 
worse to be alone with somebody than it is to be 
alone by yourself I think. At least you know 
where you're at. You're alone, you don't have any 
illusions. 

Amanda feels that she is over Michael and ready to move on. 

For her future she would like a relationship with someone, 

but she says that is just a dream. She would rather focus 

on finding the right job and place to live. 



183 

6.3 Family Ties; A Condition Of Mental Instabilil-.y 

Amanda's life has been negatively affected by the 

relationship that she had with her mother and her mother's 

mental instability. From a very young age, Amanda thought 

of her mother as more of an aunt that she had to please and 

perform for, rather than a mother who would love and take 

care of her unconditionally. Amanda's mother clearly had 

mental problems, even before Amanda was born. Amanda says 

her mother, when she found herself pregnant and unmarried, 

made plans to kill herself and wrote and suicide note. 

A lot of this my mother told me later on when I 
was older. I asked questions later. But anyway 
the deal on that was that she wanted to kill 
herself because she wasn't going to be married and 
she would have a baby and she might as well kill 
herself because her life would be over, she'd be 
disowned, she'd be shunned, she'd be ostracized, 
she'd be just a nobody, a kind of pariah. My 
uncle found the suicide note and he went and 
stopped her. 

After her mother married her stepdad, they moved and left 

Amanda with her grandparents. When Amanda would visit she 

felt her mother was very distant and that she was just in 

her way. She says this about her parents' relationship: 

I guess it's safe to say they were in love. They 
had a solid thing between themselves. But somehow 
they didn't spread it around, they didn't share 
it. My dad tried but my mother was never that 
kind of person. She never ever was. She was 
really distant. 
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When they moved to America, Amanda's mother's mental 

instability became apparent. 

She never worked again. As a matter of fact, she 
got really depressed, progressively. I mean I was 
depressed too but I was a kid and I got over it 
better. She was real stuck. She started becoming 
real dissatisfied because we had very, very little 
money. And she was used to making good money. 
And suddenly there was nothing. She had all her 
clothes and jewelry she brought with her but there 
came a point when things were bad and she had to 
start selling some of her jewelry and she got real 
depressed. And she just couldn't fit in to that 
society. She just hated the street. 

Amanda's mother got worse and worse, to the point where she 

stopped taking care of the house and Amanda started doing 

most of the chores. Amanda says, "I wanted to please and I 

wanted everybody to like me. I just didn't want them 

bitching at me, so I started doing all this stuff that my 

mother should have done...she would still be in bed, she 

wouldn't get up until 1, 2 o'clock". In many ways, Amanda's 

mother acted like the child, and Amanda acted like the 

grown-up. Amanda says her mother would pout because they 

didn't have any money, and Amanda would save up her 

allowance and buy her mother little gifts to make her happy. 

I took my own stash and said 'please take it, it's 
a present. Take it to the hairdresser, I want you 
to have it'. Well, she took it. Which was good, 
I mean I gave it to her. But it was just the way 
she was. 
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Amanda's mother was never very happy with her life, 

even when they had more money. She continued to take 

Valiums and drink wine and sleep too much. Amanda says that 

she was very depressed. 

She told me one time that she just didn't want to 
deal with reality. But she had a buzz too, she 
would never talk unless she had a buzz. Then it 
was all this stuff that I really didn't think I 
should hear, it was really personal. About her 
intimate relationship with my stepdad, and I just 
didn't want to hear that. I mean God knows I had 
been around myself, it just felt icky. Oh then 
she'd get all melodramatic. Oh gosh then she'd 
wind up crying and I'd feel really bad. Then 
she'd curl up into this little ball and just want 
to be alone. It was a mess. It was like some of 
these "hollywood moms" that you hear about. 

The result of Amanda's mother's depression and mental 

state was that Amanda never felt loved by her mother or felt 

that anyone cared what happened to her. This had a huge 

effect on Amanda's own mental state. When she was only 9 

years old, she started over-eating and has been obsessed 

with eating and her weight ever since. When they moved to 

America, she had to learn English from television because 

nobody paid any attention to her. 

I never felt anybody would pay any attention to 
what I was doing. Who cares, who's going to pay 
attention? I'll do whatever I'm going to do. I'm 
not happy so I might as well try to make myself 
happy. And I was pretty mixed up. 
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When Amanda moved back to Germany to live with her 

grandparents she had a chance at happiness, and things were 

good until her grandfather died. Once he died, Amanda was 

back in the position of feeling that nobody cared what she 

did, because her grandmother was grieving and didn't pay 

attention to her. Amanda started having some serious 

problems. 

Shortly after my grandfather died I got really 
depressed because I partially blamed myself. Not 
really, but subconsciously. I realize now that I 
blamed myself. I should have been better, I 
should have been nicer. He was terribly upset 
about me when he was probably already not feeling 
good, feeling bad when my grandmother was gone [on 
a trip], and I had a lot of guilt. I should have 
been nicer, I should have been better. And I got 
really depressed so one day, I didn't start 
getting really depressed until one day in the 
spring, April '69. I was walking through the park 
and I started crying. I cried and cried. I sat 
on this bench for like two or three hours, and I 
cried. And then I just walked home and I was 
never the same. I got really weird. I used to 
have really pretty, nice long hair. I cut it off 
really short and dyed it red. I started wearing 
makeup, like big, exaggerated, really whorish eye 
makeup. I started wearing really short clothes, 
high heels. I stopped going to school. I started 
having sex with a university student. I started 
going to these parties that university students 
had, drank a lot, smoked hash. And I started 
coming home late. And my grandmother was so much 
in her own grief, taking sleeping pills, we'd 
drink apple wine together. Everybody was messed 
up. 

Amanda's problems continued when she moved to America, 
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and she did lots of drugs and alcohol. She says that she 

preferred alcohol over anything else, because it was "total 

numb-out", which is what she was looking for. Finally, her 

depression deepened to the point that she attempted suicide 

with her mother's Valiums and alcohol. She felt lonely and 

unloved by her parents and didn't like her life, she felt 

there was nothing good to live for. 

Amanda's entire adult life she has slept with countless 

men and jumped from one relationship to another. Amanda 

says that she was always looking for a "family substitute". 

Talking about her family, she says: 

It wasn't nurturing, it wasn't cozy, it wasn't 
loving. It was just like something you want to 
leave. It was never anything I wanted. And maybe 
that's why I was always so eager to jump into 
possible relationships. Oh man this seems pretty 
cool, this will work out. I always wanted my own 
family. That's why I know I got married to Ian, 
my second husband. Not because I didn't like him 
or anything...it's because I wanted a family. I 
wanted a real family. I wanted to dump myself 
into it, and that's why I married Ian. He had 
cool parents and brothers and sisters. I felt so 
good around them. They were really very 
accepting, really nice to me. I'm always looking 
for a family substitute...I was always in a real 
big hurry to have a family. So like most people 
they sit back, they wait. They don't move in 
together as soon as they really like somebody. 
They don't necessarily have sex immediately. It 
was just instant consummation like marriage, 
family. Instant gratification. 

The end result is that Amanda has had many 
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relationships but none of them have lasted. Her 

relationship with Michael was the longest, lasting 13 years, 

and yet it did nothing but exacerbate Amanda's insecurities 

and low self-esteem. 

I just couldn't live out there [at the farm]. I 
felt too bad about myself. I felt like such an 
ugly duck. I felt totally in the way. I had this 
feeling about myself like, I just couldn't deal 
with it. I couldn't deal with being so 
insignificant next to Mike...He became very 
callous towards me as far as sex was concerned. 
He would always put me down and criticize me... 
Every little thing I did was wrong, he'd start 
yelling at me. 

All her life Amanda has been plagued with feeling 

unloved and insecure about herself, and then she ends up 

feeling bad for being so "emotional". When I asked Amanda 

what brought her to this point in her life, she replied: 

Not having any true connection, not ever feeling 
connected. Always feeling like never having any 
true sense of belonging. Never really feeling it 
mattered to anybody what I did. Because I felt 
like, I've been used to running away because I was 
so angry because I figure people don't care. I 
mean really mad. I'd just run away because it 
hurt me. I think I was just too much in need of 
needing to be loved and accepted. I was always 
missing that. And when I felt I wasn't getting 
it, I'd freak out. 

When I asked what Amanda would change about her life, one of 

the things she said was that she wouldn't have been so 

emotional around Mike's friends about their relationship. 
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She still feels that it is her fault for being overly 

jealous and emotional. 

Is it ignorance, is it plain old stupidity why I 
wound up here? Self-centeredness, always thinking 
why don't I have somebody? Why don't people love 
me? Because I was loving toward them for some 
reason. It's a lot of things, a lot of 
ingredients. But mostly I think, because of my 
insecurities made me really react the wrong ways 
at the wrong times. Like I'd throw fits, I'd blow 
things out of proportion. Because I was so damn 
insecure. So afraid. Nobody loves me, they don't 
like me, I'm not good enough, I'm not smart 
enough, I'm not cute enough. All that stuff. 
Then I'd freak out and do something really nuts. 
And then I'd wind up on my own. 

A manual published by the American Psychiatric 

Association provides the standard criteria for diagnosing 

mental disorders. In this DSM-IV (Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders), both Amanda and her 

mother appear to fit the criteria for Major Depressive 

Episode. Table 6.3.1 lists the criteria for a major 

depressive episode. There are more symptoms than those 

listed here, but these are the criteria that either Amanda 

or her mother exhibit. Both Amanda and her mother have 

experienced #1 (depressed mood) and Amanda's mother 

certainly showed a diminished interest or pleasure in 

activities. Amanda never talked about her mother's weight. 

but Amanda has experienced #3, weight gain 
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Criteria For Manor Depressive Episode: 
Five (or more) of the following symptoms have been present 
during the same 2-week period and represent a change from 
previous functioning; at least one of the symptoms is 
either 1)depressed mood or 2)loss of interest or pleasure 

(1) Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day. 

(2) Markedly diminished interest or pleasure in all, or 
almost all, activities most of the day, nearly every day. 

(3) A significant weight loss or weight gain, or decrease 
in appetite nearly every day. 

(4) Insomnia or hypersomnia nearly every day. 

(5) Fatigue or loss of energy nearly every day. 

(6) Feelings of worthlessness or excessive or 
inappropriate guilt nearly every day. 

(7) Diminished ability to think or concentrate, or 
indecisiveness, nearly every day. 

(8) Recurrent thoughts of death, recurrent suicidal 
ideation without a specific plan, or a suicide attempt or 
a specific plan for committing suicide. 

Table 6.3.1 Criteria for Major Depressive Episode 
Source: Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, 4th Edition (DSM-IV) 

when she was 9, and serious weight loss in her 20's after 

her suicide attempt. Amanda's mother definitely experienced 

#4, hypersomnia, when she wouldn't get out of bed until 
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afternoon. Both Amanda and her mother have experienced #6, 

fatigue or loss of energy. In fact Amanda, when looking 

back at her life, always refers to "feeling great, I had so 

much energy", or the opposite, having no energy at all. 

Amanda definitely experienced #7, feelings of worthlessness, 

her whole life. And she also experienced excessive and 

inappropriate guilt over her grandfather's death. Amanda 

also experienced #8, indecisiveness and inability to think 

or concentrate. Both Amanda and her mother have thought of 

suicide (#9), and Amanda actually carried out her plan. 

Amanda's mother's mental instability had a huge, 

negative impact on Amanda's life, especially Amanda's own 

mental state. Her mother's problems and treatment of her 

lowered Amanda's self-esteem, and the insecurity that she 

felt and still feels has affected all of Amanda's 

relationships with other people, especially men. She has 

spent her life looking for happiness, a way to feel good 

about herself, and runs away when she feels insecure. 

6.4 Turning Points and Adaptations 

Amanda, like Kathy and Beverly, was born in a middle 

class family, and her grandparents in Germany, where she 

spent many years, were upper-middle class. Her parents went 

through some hard financial times when they first came to 
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America, but Amanda says they always had a nice place to 

live, nice clothes, and nice things. Given her social class 

advantage, how did Amanda end up in a homeless shelter in 

Tucson? 

Amanda's life changed dramatically at the age of 6 when 

her mother re-married an American and her half-brother was 

born. At this point Amanda stayed living with her 

grandparents and became more and more estranged from her 

mother. When Amanda moved with her parents to America, she 

was then separated from her grandparents and the only 

stability she had ever known. Her unhappiness and isolation 

grew as her mother became more and more depressed. The end 

result is that Amanda's childhood was very unhappy and 

unstable, and she adapted by taking over the chores in the 

house that her mother should have done, and doing anything 

she could to please her mother. 

At age 11, Amanda experienced a positive turning point 

when she moved back to Germany and her grandparents' house. 

She has fond memories of being a teenager in Germany and 

refers to that time as the best time in her life. This 

happiness ended, however, when her grandfather passed away. 

At this point, her grandmother stopped paying attention to 

her and she began rebelling and quit school. In order to 
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escape, she moved back to America at age 17. 

Back in America, she graduated from high school and 

chose to work in a department store rather than go to 

college, and worked a series of clerical jobs as well. She 

had begun partying on the weekends and was not concerned 

with having a career. From this point on, Amanda started 

using drugs and alcohol almost daily. She slept with 

numerous men, and often chose to be with men who were 

abusive to her. She admits that she is impulsive, and jumps 

into things without thinking. 

I find some of these things that I've done 
incredible. I would never do them anymore. 
They're all so wrong! But back then I just did, I 
just always went with my emotions. I guess I 
should have been the poster child for "if it feels 
good, do it!" I mean really...At this point I 
would not make any more of these mistakes, I would 
make different choices. But at that time I just 
did it, I didn't think about it. To me it wasn't 
like committing a sin on purpose, it was just 
like, there's a possibility and I'll go for it 
because I think it will make me happy. I suppose 
I always thought too much of what would make me 
happy, more than what would make other people 
happy. That's just how I lived my life for the 
most part. I never hurt anyone on purpose. If I 
knew it was really going to hurt somebody, I 
didn't do it. Like just do mean things on 
purpose, I never did that. 

Amanda was working different jobs and drinking and doing 

drugs on the weekends, and was altogether unhappy. Her 

relationship with her parents was very strained, and 
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finally, at the age of 2 0 ,  Amanda's unhappiness consumed her 

to the point of a failed suicide attempt. After this 

happened, she took some time living with her parents to 

relax and get herself together, but soon resumed her old 

lifestyle of working and partying. 

Amanda's adult life has been filled with niomerous jobs, 

numerous men, and numerous parties. She married twice, both 

times ending in divorce, but none of these relationships 

were life-altering events. Instead, her relationships and 

jobs have all been minor turning points which led to the 

same place—a dead end. 

At age 32, Amanda met Michael and embarked on a rocky, 

on-again-off-again, devastating relationship. Amanda has 

always gravitated towards men who have not treated her very 

well, being both emotionally and physically abusive. She 

admits that she likes power, and she likes to know powerful 

people. It is ironic that the very thing that attracted her 

to Michael, the power that he has over other people, is also 

the thing that she couldn't live with. By attaching herself 

to Michael, she in turn left herself powerless. Their 

relationship was a series of negative turning points which 

ended when he beat her up and kicked her off the property. 

In order to get away from the vicious cycle that was their 
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relationship, she needed to relocate. Even though she had 

invested years of her life, her energy, and her resources 

into Mike's business, legally she had no stake in it. 

In 1993, Amanda's mother died, which has caused her to 

re-think her family relationships. She admits she would do 

things differently if she had the chance. 

I would have, despite the feelings I had for my 
parents, I probably should have maintained a more, 
not civil relationship, but a more respectful one. 
Just stay in contact for forms sake, just out of 
respect. Just stay in touch more often, just do 
the family structure thing a little bit better. 
Not everything is just temporary, some things 
remain. I would have liked to have left a better 
impression behind that way, because I think the 
impression I left behind is not good...There are 
some things that I could have done a lot better, 
but I chose not to. Because it was easier not to, 
I figured who cares anyway? 

Amanda has ended up, at age 45, with virtually no family 

support. Amanda's favorite aunt and uncle died in 1984 and 

1985, her grandfather died in 1969 and her grandmother in 

1986. Her other aunt died in 1987, and Amanda's mother in 

1993. She has a few cousins that she doesn't know who live 

in Germany, and she is estranged from her stepfather and 

stepbrother. Because Amanda was quite a few years older 

than her stepbrother and she spent much of her youth living 

in Germany, she never felt close to him and they rarely 

communicate. The fact that she did not attend her mother's 
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funeral severed what ties she had to him and her stepfather. 

Amanda has come to terms with the fact that she is alone, 

and pulling herself out of these circumstances is completely 

up to her. She will not be receiving any love or financial 

support from family. 

After her major breakup with Michael, Amanda decided to 

change her life and she moved to Tucson. When she first 

came to Tucson it was difficult because she didn't have any 

references, she was staying at a shelter and didn't have a 

permanent address or a phone where she could be reached. So 

she got a day labor job, which turned into a part time job 

for the university. This job would have worked out fine 

except Amanda's health interfered and she had to have a 

radical hysterectomy. 

So I was working a little at the university, but 
then I got this major depression for some 
reason...out of the clear blue sky I'd feel so 
drained I'd just start crying. I'd just feel so 
wrecked, I think it was a hormonal thing...I went 
to see my doctor again and he gave me Premarin, 
which balanced out this lack of hormones, this 
chaos that was going on in my body. Physically I 
was healing o.k.. That's how I lost the job. I 
was supposed to go up there for a major weekend 
and I was having one of my fits and couldn't make 
it...I didn't come up with a good enough excuse. 
It was like 'I feel terrible', but that wasn't 
good enough. I didn't know what to tell them, I 
felt like saying, 'Who cares'? 

Amanda has experienced some major turning points in terms of 
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health problems in the last year, as she had cancer, 

trichinosis, a bowel obstruction, contusions, and a hormonal 

imbalance. She has found it very hard to find a job with 

all of her problems, and has adapted by staying at the 

shelter while she tries to find work and get some money 

together. 

Amanda's path to the shelter has been a long, 

complicated one. Overall, her life has been seriously 

affected by what Denzin calls the "cumulative epiphany", 

where over time the repetition of actions constitutes a 

turning point. In Amanda's case, her mother's mental 

instability and treatment of her is a cumulative turning 

point which has affected all the other aspects of her life 

and changed her as a person, making her insecure and 

unstable. In addition, Amanda's repetitive drinking and 

drug use, sleeping with countless men, and shifting from job 

to job also constitute the cumulative turning point. Amanda 

has ended up with no college education, no job security, no 

housing, no family support, health problems, and an 

uncertain future. 
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Chapter Smvmn: 

Conclusion 

I have presented the lives of four women, all in their 

40's, all currently single, all living below the poverty 

line and living in shelters or on the streets. They have 

come from different backgrounds, led very different lives, 

and yet all ended up in the same place. Dora, a 48 year old 

Hispanic woman, was born to poor, uneducated laborers. She 

and her six siblings have all grown up knowing serious 

poverty, and only one of her siblings has escaped this 

poverty through marriage. Dora only received an education 

through the 10th grade. After being introduced to drugs by 

her first husband, Dora has spent over twenty years of her 

life as an addict and prostitute. She has attached herself 

to men who were physically and emotionally abusive, has had 

four children who now have serious problems of their own, 

and now finds herself camping out in the desert with full 

blown AIDS. 

Kathy, a 41 year old Caucasian woman, was adopted by 

middle class parents at the age of 3, and as a child never 

wanted for anything materially. However, her entire life 

Kathy has been the recipient of emotional, physical, and 
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sexual abuse. Her mother was an alcoholic who sexually 

abused her as a child. When her parents divorced, Kathy was 

emotionally abused, locked in the basement by her father and 

her stepmother. She married an extremely abusive alcoholic, 

and spent almost 20 years addicted to drugs and experiencing 

violence on a daily basis. This abuse ended when both she 

and her husband were sent to prison for manufacturing drugs 

in their home, and her three sons now all suffer from 

addiction problems themselves. Kathy now finds herself 

living in a transitional housing shelter, working at a copy 

store part time, and has been clean and sober since she went 

to prison 3 1/2 years ago. 

Beverly, a 41 year old African American woman, was born 

to middle-class parents in central Los Angeles. Beverly's 

mother was a school teacher and Beverly and her siblings 

always did well in school. In contrast to the other three 

women, Beverly had a fairly stable, secure upbringing. She 

has never had a problem with drugs or alcohol, she has 

always worked and had stable housing. Ending up in a 

shelter was mainly the result of marrying a man who became a 

violent drug-user. After he began stalking her she had to 

flee from her childhood home and stable life. In addition, 

having a heart attack at age 31 left her permanently 
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disabled and on SSI, which left her with no job and not 

enough money to live on. She now finds herself enrolled in 

community college and working on a degree to become a deaf 

interpreter. With the help of family, her boyfriend, and 

her SSI checks, she will soon be moving into her own mobile 

home. 

Amanda is a 45 year old Caucasian woman who was born to 

middle class parents in Germany. She spent her youth in the 

shadow of her emotionally unbalanced mother, and as a result 

has battled depression and self-esteem problems her whole 

life. Instead of going to college, Amanda opted to get a 

secretarial job, and has spent over 20 years doing clerical 

or waitressing work. She has jumped from job to job and had 

many different intimate relationships, always searching for 

something to make her happy. She has had problems with drug 

and alcohol addiction, and was in a 13 year relationship 

with an emotionally and physically abusive drug addict. 

When that relationship ended violently, she found herself 

with no family support, no job, no housing, and no money. 

She is now in a long-term shelter, struggling to find work 

and save money so she can move on to the next place. 

These four life histories reveal how truly complex the 

hxaman life is, and how impossible it is to attribute poverty 
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to one simple explanation. 

7.1 Turning Points and Adaptations; A summary 

Although each life is unique, looking at turning points 

and adaptations also reveals some commonalities among these 

troubled lives. Table 7.1.1 summarizes some of the major 

negative turning points in the women's lives. The following 

are common among all four women: 

1) All were treated badly by an adult as a child. For 

three of the women this meant they were sexually abused as 

children, and Kathy and Amanda were also emotionally abused. 

2) All four women had at least one parent who was an 

alcoholic and/or drug addict, and thus experienced problems 

with that parent. For Dora and Beverly it was their fathers 

who drank, and for Kathy and Amanda it was their mothers. 

All but Beverly ended up with their own addiction problems. 

Out of all four women, Beverly is the only one who looks 

back fondly at her family life. She credits her mother with 

providing unconditional love, support, and stability for the 

family. This love and support is still there. In contrast, 

Dora's family never offered much love or support, and she 

finds herself now without anyone to turn to. Kathy was 

abused emotionally, physically, and sexually by her own 

family, and now is without support. And Amanda was also 
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toraAsivx 
TDmxns vonrr 

DORA KATHT BBVIRLX AMAHDA 

lOLTRiftmniT 
BX ADTO.T 

molested in 
3rd grade 

sexually 
abused by 
mother; 
emotional 
abuse 

raped at age 
16 

emotionally 
abused by 
mother 

NIAK tus to 
PABOITS 

alcoholic 
father; 
parents sent 
her away to 
school 

parents both 
alcoholics; 
sent her to 
juvenile hall 

father 
alcoholic 

mother 
acholic and 
drug addict, 
mentally 
unstable 

IDUCAIZOII quit 10th 
grade 

G.E.O., quit 
community 
college 

quit college 
to have baby 

H.S., chose 
work over 
college 

JOBS factory work; 
prostitution 

motels, 
service work 

clerical clerical or 
service work 

UmZVBCXKU 
PUGMMICIKS 

four-first 
was at age 
21, got 
married 

at age 20, 
got married, 
has 3 
children 
total 

age 19, got 
married; 2 
more 
unexpected 
by a 
boyfriend 
who left 
her, has 5 
children 

SZGMinCMIT 
OTHER 

married 
abusive drug 
addict 

married 
abusive drug 
addict 

married man 
who becsmie a 
drug addict 

12 year 
relationship 
with abusive 
drug addict 

ABUSI by husband 
£ind 
boyfriends 

by husband 
for 20 years 

by ex-
husband 

by boyfriends 

CRIMB arrested for 
drugs and 
prostitution 

arrested for 
drugs 

arrested for 
shoplifting 

DRUG USS heavy from 
age 20-
present 

heavy from 
age 16-
present 

heavy from 
age 17-
present 

HXALTB AIDS back surgery major heart 
attack age 
31 

atten^ted 
suicide; 
cancer 

DKATHS father killed 
in car 
accident 

most 
relatives now 
deceased 

Tabl« 7.1.1 Siammary of Negative Turning Points 
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abused emotionally by her mother, and now most of her family 

has passed away. She too is without family support. 

3) All four women quit pursuing their education for 

one reason or another. Dora quit in the 10th grade, and the 

other three tried college or community college but quit. 

4) All four women have a history of taking jobs that 

have been minimum wage, no upward mobility, few benefits, 

and little job security. Dora worked doing assembly in 

factories and doing laundry, and then quickly found out that 

prostitution offered better pay. Kathy worked in 

restaurants and cleaned motel rooms, and then found that 

selling drugs was much more lucrative. Beverly worked 

clerical jobs until she had her heart attack at age 31, and 

Amanda has worked one service job after another, and is now 

struggling to find full time employment. None of them have 

held jobs that offer any type of upward mobility. 

5) All four women have had prolonged relationships 

with men who were alcohol/drug addicts and were physically 

abusive. Dora's first husband introduced her to drugs and 

from then on it was a string of men that she met on the 

streets who were abusive addicts. Kathy's husband 

physically abused her every day for almost 20 years. 

Beverly's husband got hooked on cocaine and became violent. 
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He stalked her and threatened her life daily for a year. 

Finally, Amanda's 13 year relationship with Michael was one 

of emotional and physical abuse and addiction. 

6) All four women have had major health problems which 

affected their ability to work and has altered their lives. 

Dora, at age 44, found out that she was HIV+, and now has 

AIDS. AHCCCS pays for her medical treatment, but she often 

misses appointments and forgets to take her medication. 

Camping out in the desert is a constant risk for her, as a 

minor cold can send her to the hospital. Because her blood 

count is so low, she cannot hold any long term jobs, and she 

no longer prostitutes to get by. She desperately needs a 

place to live for her health but cannot work. 

Kathy is recovering from back surgery and will be able 

to start working more hours soon. When this happens she 

wants to move into her own place. Her company, a copy 

store, had group insurance which paid for her surgery, which 

was lucky because she made just over the amount that was 

necessary to qualify for AHCCCS. She was also lucky that 

she was living in a shelter at the time, for they lowered 

her rent to accommodate the fewer hours that she worked. 

Her company was also very understanding in allowing her to 

recuperate and saving her position for her. If she would 
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have been living in private housing, surely she would have 

lost it as a result of her health. 

Beverly, who had always worked, suffered a heart attack 

at age 31. She still needs constant monitoring and is 

considered permanently disabled. Her doctor recommends that 

she does not work, but she is tired of trying to live off of 

SSI and wants to work. 

Amanda has had cancer, trichinosis, contusions, a bowel 

obstruction, and a hysterectomy in the last year. This has 

seriously hindered her ability to work and hold jobs, and 

she also fights depression and fatigue. This has made her 

year in Tucson particularly difficult. 

In summary, these six things are common to all four 

women: experiencing abuse as a child, having parents with 

substance addictions, quitting school, taking low-paying 

jobs, attaching to abusive/addicted men, and experiencing 

major health problems. Also significant is the fact that 

three of the four women experienced unplanned pregnancies at 

a young age and married the father. Amanda never used 

protection but was apparently never able to have children. 

Three of the four women also have had serious addiction 

problems all their adult lives, and these same three have 

also been arrested. 
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Clearly, all four women have led troubled lives full of 

negative turning points. In looking towards their futures, 

the question of positive turning points comes into play. 

Table 7.1.2 summarizes the few recent positive turning 

POSITIVE 
TUHMIMG 
SOniTS 

OORA KATBT BBVBBLT AMANDA 

SMtlNTS cumulative 
turning point: 
continued 
support from 
parents 

GBOSRAPBICAL 
MOVl 

prison 
separated 
her from her 
violent 
husband 

move to Tucson 
got her away 
from her 
stalking ex-
husband 

move to 
Tucson 
released 
her from 
her 
abusive 
relation
ship with 
boyfriend 

•DUCAXION attending 
community 
college 

JOBS has stable 
job with 
copy company 

has internship 
to become a 
deaf 
interpreter 

B0DSIM6 moving into 
mobile home 

COONSILIHO attends 
counseling 
for HIV and 
drug 
addiction 

attends 
counseling 
for domestic 
violence and 
drug 
addiction 

attends 
counseling for 
domestic 
violence 

Tabl« 7.1.2 Summary of Positive Turning Points 

points in their lives. In looking at Table 7.1.2, it 

becomes apparent that Beverly's future looks the brightest. 
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She not only has the continued financial and emotional 

support from her family, she is attending college, has a 

career set in her mind, is moving into her own home, and is 

attending counseling. All of these things have happened 

because of one specific turning point—she got away from her 

ex-husband and got counseling. Kathy's future also looks 

fairly positive, as she is recovering from her surgery and 

has a stable job. She is on the road to getting her own 

housing and becoming independent. Dora and Amanda, on the 

other hand, have some serious obstacles ahead. Dora's 

counseling is helping to keep her clean and sober, but she 

desperately needs housing. Amanda has had the positive 

turning point of getting away from a rocky, abusive 

relationship, but she is still in the same position of not 

being able to find work or support herself. 

7.2 ThsQcetical and Research Impiicatigns 

While the small sample size is limiting, there are some 

conclusions that can by reached from this data. In terms of 

theory, examining turning points and adaptations provides a 

better analytical handle for explaining poverty than the 

dichotomous theories of the past, the cultural versus the 

structural. These women's paths are complex and clearly 

involve elements of both. At any given moment a life may go 
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one way or another, based on either internally or externally 

imposed turning points and the context under which they 

occur. At each point there are numerous possibilities, and 

yet among these four women we find some common threads; 

problems with parents, education, employment, health, and 

choices in mates to name a few. Their stories are a lesson 

in both the commonality and the complexity of a life, no 

simple theory can possibly capture this. 

Secondly, the life history method is an invaluable 

research approach to human behavior. It provides rich data 

and a deeper understanding of what it is like to be poor, to 

live in shelters or on the streets, to juggle work with 

shelter life, money problems, and health problems. 

Quantitative research alone cannot provide a full picture. 

If we are to really address the issue of poverty, it is 

important to see that poverty is a process that involves 

many factors. Life history data allows us to see that 

process, to examine all the turning points and adaptations 

in a person's life. 

This data shows the extraordinary effect that family 

context has on children: Dora was raised in conditions of 

poverty; Kathy was raised in conditions of abuse and 

addiction; Beverly was raised with an emphasis on education; 
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and Amanda was raised under conditions of mental 

instability. It is also apparent from these data that 

social class, while important, does not guarantee a certain 

kind of life. Only one of the four, Dora, was financially 

handicapped by the social class she was born into, the other 

three were all born into middle class homes. All four women 

were affected by the substance addiction of their parents, 

and three ended up with serious substance addictions of 

their own. In addition, three of the four now find 

themselves with no family support at all. Given the 

influence that family background has, future research in 

this area might use life history data to examine what it 

takes to overcome family background. How does someone like 

Dora overcome this overwhelming culture of poverty? How 

does someone like Kathy overcome the culture of addiction 

and abuse? 

In addition to family background, all of these women 

were deeply affected by the types of employment that they 

held once out of high school, and the education (or lack of) 

that they received. If they had more education or special 

skills which made them more marketable, would they still 

have ended up where they did due to domestic violence and 

drug addiction? A larger sample of life histories may help 
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to answer these questions. Future research should compare 

life histories of women in poverty to the life histories of 

middle-class, successful career women. What are the 

similarities and differences in terms of turning points and 

adaptations? 

These data also point to the important role of good 

health, something that many people take for granted. All 

four women have experienced serious health problems which 

hindered their ability to work and support themselves. When 

one has no other means of support (unlike Beverly who turned 

to her family), poor health can be devastating to one's 

future. Future research in this area might expand on the 

issue of health problems and health care for the poverty 

population. 

Finally, how do the life experiences of women differ 

from men in poverty? Quantitative studies have shown there 

to be some gender differences in poverty (North and Smith 

1994; Burt and Cohen 1989; Crystal 1984). It would be 

interesting to compare men and women using life history 

data, focusing on turning points and adaptations. 

7.3 Implications for Policy 

If indeed lives are a series of turning points, 

negative and positive, what can be done to change the course 
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of a person's life? Recalling the common negative turning 

points between the women leads to some tentative ideas about 

where to start. The first three common turning points have 

to do with factors that happened when the women were young. 

In all four cases, the women were abused as children and/or 

had parents who were addicted to substances. In three of 

the four cases the women clearly came from troubled homes 

and started acting out and rebelling by the time they were 

in high school. In terms of policy, this is a signal for 

everyone—educators, neighbors, religious leaders, youth 

organizers—to be on the lookout for troubled children and 

to intervene when possible. 

In addition, all four women gave up on education at 

some point. Dora, who quit in the 10th grade, was never 

encouraged or pushed in school. Beverly had a scholarship 

but quit when she got pregnant, and Kathy and Amanda both 

opted to work instead of going to school so that they could 

move away from their parents. The result is that all four 

women were not able to get jobs that would make them 

financially independent. They want to work and actively 

pursue it, but they don't have the education or training to 

get the kind of jobs that will support them. Amanda is 

still struggling to find full time work that will provide 
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her with a livable wage. Beverly is pursuing a college 

degree so that she will have a career. For Amanda and 

Kathy, who are not interested in college, their only hope is 

that the minimum wage is high enough to live on. Their 

stories demonstrate the difficulties of finding decent work 

while you have health problems, finding affordable housing, 

finding a job that is fulfilling and stable, a job that is 

going to take you somewhere. 

Another common turning point among the four women was 

that they attached themselves to violent, abusive men. Both 

Beverly and Kathy have freed themselves from these violent 

relationships, and thanks to counseling feel strongly that 

they would not get into such a situation again. Their 

stories show that domestic violence counseling really does 

work, but the problem is getting the victims to come forth 

and seek out counseling in the first place. Kathy was 

forced to participate once she was incarcerated, and Beverly 

engaged in counseling because she was afraid for her life. 

The more educated all women are about domestic violence the 

more likely women will be to seek help. 

Finally, all four women had serious health problems 

which hindered their ability to work. This points to the 

importance of affordable healthcare and support systems for 
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people with health problems. If Beverly didn't have her 

family to fall back on she would have surely become 

homeless. If Kathy hadn't been in transitional housing 

where they adjusted her rent she would have been thrown out 

as well. In addition her company was willing to cut her 

hours while she recuperated. Amanda was already in a 

homeless shelter and was completely unable to work when her 

health problems occurred. And Dora's HIV status leaves her 

unable to work and homeless. Their stories demonstrate the 

need for a healthcare program which guarantees quality 

healthcare to everyone, regardless of their income, and a 

safety net for those who become ill and unable to work. 

7.4 Conclusion 

These four women, while having some common turning 

points, also demonstrate that there are no easy answers to 

the poverty problem. The following are some ideas of what 

these four women need to move beyond their current 

circumstances. 

7.4.a Dora's Future 

Due to the fact that Dora has AIDS, what she needs 

first and foremost is housing, and enough welfare benefits 

to live on. All she receives right now is food stamps, but 

she needs a roof over her head before anything else. In 
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addition, she needs healthcare and considerable medical 

attention, she needs AIDS/HIV counseling, and substance 

abuse counseling. If someone was willing to hire her, she 

might be able to do work that was not strenuous as long as 

her health holds out. Given her condition, she will not be 

able to hold a long-term job, and what she needs most of all 

is housing. 

7.4.b Kathy's Future 

Kathy needs continued healthcare to monitor her back 

problems, and physical therapy to get her back stronger. 

She has a good job, and with this she needs to find 

affordable housing that will not eat up most of her 

paycheck. In addition, she needs to continue with substance 

abuse counseling and domestic violence counseling. As long 

as she keeps her job, what she needs most is affordable 

housing. 

7.4.C Beverly's Future 

Beverly, with the help of her parents and boyfriend, 

has enough money saved to move into a mobile home. With 

their help, her SSI check, and grants to pay for school, she 

should be able to finish school and get a job. She needs 

continued healthcare to monitor her heart problems, because 

if something happens to her health and she can't finish 
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school she will have to rely on SSI and her family 

indefinitely. First and foremost, she needs the continued 

financial support from her family and she needs to complete 

her education. 

7.4.d Amanda's Future 

7\manda has spent her life going from job to job and 

never getting ahead. What she needs is training and 

education, some special skill that she can rely on to find 

employment that she enjoys. She needs to find a stable job 

so that she can save money and find affordable housing. In 

addition, she needs continued healthcare to check for 

cancer, and she needs substance abuse and domestic violence 

counseling. Most important, Amanda needs to find a stable 

job and affordable housing. 

Clearly there are no easy solutions or answers to their 

problems. Their paths to homelessness have been long and 

complicated, filled with unanticipated turning points. In 

spite of the complexity of their lives, these life histories 

also point to some common turning points regarding parents, 

health, employment and education, and harmful relationships. 

This demonstrates a need for further life history research 

which studies and refines the idea of turning points and 
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adaptations. As for Dora, Kathy, Beverly, and Amanda, their 

futures lie ahead with numerous possibilities. 
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APPENDIX X: FLYER SOLICITING VOLUNTEERS 

RESEARCH PROJECT 

DO YOU FIT ALL OF THE FOLLOWING CHARACTERISTICS? 

*FEMALE 

*OVER 18 YEARS OF AGE 

*NOT FINANCIALLY SUPPORTED BY A 
PARENT OR SIGNIFICANT OTHER 

*UNDER THE FOLLOWING INCOME 
LEVEL: 

Family of One: $9,072/year 
Two: $12,264/year 

Three: $15,468/year 
Four: $18,660/year 
Five: $21,864/year 

I'M LOOKING FOR WOMEN WHO FIT THESE 
CHARACTERISTICS TO PARTICIPATE IN A COMPLETELY 
CONFIDENTIAL INTERVIEW. THE INTERVIEW WILL BE SET 
UP AT YOUR CONVENIENCE, AND YOU WILL BE 
COMPENSATED FOR 30 MINUTES OF YOUR TIME. 

IF INTERESTED PLEASE CONTACT A STAFF MEMBER 



218 

APPENDIX B: Pilot Quttstionnairtt 

SCBKENIN6 QOESTIONS 
1. Are you currently homeless? 

a. yes b. no 

2. Are you currently unattached, that is never married, 
divorced, separated, widowed, or living alone? 

a. yes b. no 

3. Are you over age 18? 
a. yes b. no 

4. Do you receive food stamps or are you eligible to 
receive food stamps? (see income guidelines below) 

a. yes b. no 

Family Size Monthly $ Yearly $ 
1 756 9,072 
2 1,022 12,264 
3 1,289 15,468 
4 1,555 18,660 
5 1, 822 21,864 
6 2,088 25,056 

If you would like to answer some questions, it will take 
about 30 minutes, and I will pay you ten dollars. All 
answers you give will be completely confidential. May I ask 
you a few questions? 



219 

1. LIVING CONDITIONS 

1. In the last 30 days did you spend any nights in 
a. a residence you owned? 
b. an apartment you paid rent for? 
c. a hotel or motel room you paid for? 
d. a boarding house, halfway house, or board and care 

facility? 
e. a hotel or motel that you paid for with a voucher? 
f. the home or room of a family member? 
g. the home or room of a friend or acquaintance? 
h. a hospital? 
i. government subsidized housing? (explain) 
j. jail? 
k. prison? 
1. mission or shelter? 
m. transition program? (examples) 
n. church (not a conventional shelter)? 
o. all night theater, or other indoor public place? 
p. abandoned building? 
q. car or other vehicle? 
r. street or other outdoor place? 
s. railroad car? 
t. other? 

2. Which place do you think of as your usual place to stay? 
(same categories as question #1 
a b c d e f g h i j  k l m n o p q r s t  

3. Is there another place you also stay frequently? 
a. yes 
b. no 

If yes: same categories as question #1 
a b e d  e f g h i j  k l m n o p q r s t  

4. How do you feel about the place you stay in general? 

rprobes: aafetv. nrivacv. amount of space, payment 1 
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5. When was the last time you stayed for more than two 
months in a house or apartment you paid for? 

a. staying in one now 
b. less than a month ago 
c. one to three months ago 
d. three to six months ago 
e. six months to a year ago 
f. one to one and a half years ago 
g. one and a half to two years ago 
h. two to three years ago 
i. more than three years ago 

6. Now I'd like to talk about your eating habits during the 
past 30 days. Is getting enough to eat a problem usually, 
sometimes, rarely, or never? 
a. usually b. sometimes c. rarely d. never 

7. Over the past 30 days, has obtaining clothes been a 
problem for you 
a. usually b. sometimes c. rarely d. never. 

8. Over the past 30 days, when you needed to wash your 
clothes, have you had opportunities to wash them 
a. usually b. sometimes c. rarely d. never 

9. During the past 30 days, has finding a restroom with a 
sink and a mirror that you could use been a problem for you 
a. usually b. sometimes c. rarely d. never 

2. DEMOGRAPHICS 

1. What ethnic group do you identify yourself with: 

Caucasian/White Afro-American American Indian 

Hispanic Asian Other 

2. What is your current age? 

3. What is the highest grade you completed in school? 

a. 8th grade or less b. 9th to 11th grade 
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c. high school graduate d. vocational training 

e. some college f. college graduate or more 

4. Why did you stop at this level of schooling? 

3. FAMILY NBTNORKS 

Now I have some questions about your family and friends and 
other people you know. 

1. Are you currently 
—<a. married 

b. widowed 
c. separated 
d. divorced 
e. or have you never been married? 

2. Are you currently living with your spouse? 
a. yes b. no 

3. Do you have any living immediate family or other 
relatives, such as parents, grandparents, brothers and 
sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins, or adult children? Do 
not include current partner or foster parents. 

a. yes b. no (skip to children section) 

4. During the past month or 30 days, how many times have you 
seen or had contact with any of these relatives? _ 

5. In the past month, how many different family members 
or relatives have you had contact with? (# of people) 

6. Would you say that the last month was unusual in terms of 
how often you saw your family members? 

a. yes (explain) 

b. no 
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7. How many family members would you say you were close 
to? . 

8. Which family member would you say you were closest 
to? 

9. How many of these family members you are close to live in 
Tucson? . 

10. Think about how often different kinds of support are 
available to you from family members. By "available" I mean 
that you can count on at least one family member providing 
that support if you need it, and that you would feel 
comfortable asking for that support. (Hand Card #2) You can 
answer "none of the time, a little of the time, some of 
time, most of the time, or all of the time". 

At the present time, how often is at least one family 
member available to: 

a. have a good time with? 1 2 3 4 5 na 
b. provide you with food? 1 2 3 4 5 na 
c. provide you with a place to stay? 1 2 3 4 5 na 
d. listen to you talk about yourself or your problems? 

1 2 3 4 5 na 
e. accompany you to an appointment to provide moral 

support? 1 2 3 4 5 na 
f. show that they love or care for you? 1 2 3 4 5 na 
g. take care of your child/children for you? 
1 2 3 4 5 na 

(If available none of the time) 
11. Was there ever a time when at least one family member 
was available to provide you with these things? (probe: 
when, what happened?) 

12. Are any of your family members homeless? 
a. yes b. no who? 

13. Do any of your family members currently receive aid like 
food stamps or general assistant? a. yes b. no 
who? 
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14. How do you feel about the way things are in general 
between you and your family? 

4. CHILDREN 
Now I want to ask you some questions about children in your 
life. 

1. Have you ever had or adopted any children? 
a. yes b. no (skip to friends section) 

2. Are you currently living with any children, either of 
your own, or children you have acted as parent for? 

a. yes b. no (skip to #4) 

If yes, 
3. a. How many? 

b. How old are these children? 
c. Are they in school? 
d. Do you put them in daycare? why or why not? 

e. How are their days spent? 

f. Are you the only caretaker for the child(ren)? 
a. yes b. no 

g. If no, who else takes care of the child(ren)?_ 

h. Do you receive any monetary support from the father 
of the child(ren)? 
a. yes b. no If yes, how much per month? 

i. Do you receive any emotional support from the father 
of the child(ren)? (give excunples) 
a. yes b. no If yes, explain what kind of 
support 

If no, 
4. a. How many children have you had? 

b. How old is this child(ren)? 
c. Where is this child now? 
d. In the past month or 30 days, how many times have you 

seen or had contact with this child(ren)? 
e. Was this contact by phone or in person? 

a. phone b. person 
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f. How often would you say you have contact with your 
child(ren) in a year? 

g. Please look at this card again (Hand Card #1). How do 
you feel about the way things are in general between 
you and your child(ren)? 1 2 3 4 5 6 na 

(probe for explanation) 

5. FRIENDSHIP TIES 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your friends. 
1. If you think about friends as someone you talk to about 
important things, or can turn to in a pinch, how many 
friends do you have today? . 

******If they have nfi friends, go to next section******* 

2. During the past month, how many times have you seen at 
least one of these friends? . 

3. In the past month, how many different friends have you 
had contact with? (# of people). 

4. How many of these friends would you say you were really 
close to? . 

How many of these friends live in this city? 

6. Think about how often different kinds of support are 
available to you from friends. By "available" I mean that 
you can count on at least one of your friends for providing 
that support if you need it, and that you would feel 
comfortable asking for that support. (Hand Card #2) You can 
answer "none of the time, a little of the time, some of 
time, most of the time, or all of the time". 
At the present time, how often is at least one friend or 
acquaintance available to: 

a. have a good time with? 12 3 4 5 
b. provide you with food? 
c. provide you with a place to stay? 
d. listen to you talk about yourself or your problems? 
e. accompany you to an appointment to provide moral 

support? 
f. show that they love or care for you? 
g. take care of your child(ren) for you? 
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(If available none of the time) 
7. Was there ever a time when at least one friend member 
was available to provide you with these things? (probe: 
when, what happened?) 

8. How many of your friends are homeless? 

9. Would you say you are closer to your homeless or non-
homeless friends? a. homeless friends b. non-homeless 
friends 

6. CHILDHOOD CONDITIOHS 
Now I would like to ask you about the kinds of places you 
lived in before you were 18 years old. 

1. During the first 18 years of your life, did you spend any 
time living: (circle any that apply) 

a. with at least one of your natural or adoptive 
parents? 

b. with relatives who were responsible for your care 
(other than your parents)? 

c. with foster parents? 
d. in a juvenile hall or juvenile residential treatment 

institution? 
e. in an orphanage or other group care facility? 

2. Which of these places did you spend the most time in? 
a b c d e 

3. When you were between 6 and 18, did you ever live in 
public or subsidized housing? 

a. yes b. no 

4. While you were between the ages of 6 and 18, were you and 
the people you were living with ever thrown out of your home 
because you were unable to pay the rent or make a mortgage 
payment? 

a. yes b. no 
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5. Compare your family to American families in general. 
When you were between the ages of 6 and 18, would you say 
your family: 

a. was rather well to do? 
b. had more money than most? 
c- was about average? 
d. had less money than most? 
e. was rather poor? 

6. When you were between 6 and 18, how often did you or 
anyone in your family not have enough to eat? Would you say 
a. often b. sometimes c. rarely d. never 

7. When you were 6 to 18, did your family ever receive 
welfare or food stamps? 

a. yes b. no 

8. When you were 6 to 18, did your parents or other adult 
members of your household have a problem with alcohol or 
drugs? 

a. yes b. no 

9. When you were between 6 and 18, did your parents or adult 
members of your household physically assault someone in the 
household — that is, hit them so hard that it left bruises 
or they had to seek medical care? 

a. yes b. no 
If yes. 

Did any of these people physically abuse you in 
this way? a. yes b.no 

How often did this occur? 
a. often b. sometimes c. rarely 

10. When you were between 6 and 18, were you and your family 
ever homeless for at least a week? 
a. yes> 1 

How old were you when this first happened? 

b. no 

7. BONBLESSNESS AFTER AGE 18 
Now I'd like to ask you about places you have lived since 
you were 18. 
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1. Since you turned 18, have you ever been homeless for a 
week or more? Age Years ago . (If no, skip to next 
section) 

2. Thinking about where you were living just before that 
period, what city or town and state was that? 

City 
State or Country 

3. What kind of place were you living in right before you 
became homeless that first time after you turned 18? 

a. homeless with parent 
b. motel or hotel room 
c. apartment or house 
d. rented room (Single Room Occupancy) 
e. jail/ prison/ other correctional institution 
f. hospital, residential care/treatment facility 
g. other place? 
What was that? 

4. How did you become homeless this first time? 
Probe for explanation 

5. During the 6 months before your first period of 
homelessness, did any of these things happen to you? 
(circle any that apply) 
a. Did you experience a major drop in your income because 

you lost a job? 

b. Did you experience a major drop in your income because 
you lost welfare or disability benefits? 

c. Did you experience a major increase in your expenses, 
such as rent? 

d. Did you experience a major increase in your expenses, 
such as health care, or anything else? 

e. Did you become separated or divorced, or experience a 
break in a relationship with someone you were very close 
to? 
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f. Was someone you were depending on for housing, food or 
money no longer willing or able to help you out? 

g. Did you frequently get high on alcohol or drugs? 

h. Did you experience any serious physical or mental health 
problems? 

i. Did you spend any time in a hospital, jail or prison, 
group care or treatment facility, or a foster home? 

j. Did you experience any misfortunes, such as automobile 
accidents, home or work accidents or injuries? 
Other 

6. a. How long were you homeless this first 
t ime ? 

b. Have you been homeless since then? 
a. yes b. no If yes, how many 

t ime s ? 

7. Adding together all the different times you have been 
homeless since you were 18, how much time have you spent 
being homeless? 

/ 

8. EMPLOmENT AND WORK 

Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about work and 
making it on the streets. 

1. Think for a moment about your experience with paid 
employment. Since you were 18, would you say that you were 
employed 

a. all of the time, 
b. most of the time, 
c. some of the time, or 
d. none of the time? 

2. During the times you worked for pay since you were 18, 
what kind of work did you do most often? (record verbatim) 
Probes: What did you mainly make or do? 
What were your most important activities or duties? 
What kind of business or industry was this? 



229 

3. Since you were 18, what was the longest time you spent 
without a regular job, not counting times when you were a 
full-time student? 
Longest period unemployed / (years/months) 

What was the reason for this period of unemployment? 

4. During the last month, how many days did you work for pay 
(adding together all the days you worked)? 
Number of days: (if 00 go to #9) 

5. During the last week, how many days did you work for pay? 

6. How many different jobs did you hold in the last 30 days? 

Number of jobs: . 

7. What kind of work did you do most often in the past 30 
days? 
Record verbatim. 
(Probes: See question #2 above) 

8. During the past 30 days, how much money did you make 
all together from your regular job{s)? $ Amount: 

9. Thinking about other ways to supplement your income, in 
the past month have you: (circle all that apply) 
a. received S.S.I, payments? (supplemental security income) 
b. received social security payments? 
c. received general assistance? 
d. received AFDC? 
e. received W.I.C.? 
f. received AHCCCS? 
g. received S.S.D.? (social security disability?) 
h. received unemployment compensation? 
i. received money from family members? 
j. received money from friends? 
k. received food stamps? 



230 

I. sold junk or personal possessions? 
m. exchanged sex for money? 
n. sold drugs? 
o. sold plasma? 
p. asked strangers for money? (panhandling/begging) 
q. performed in public for money? 
r. had some other source of income? 

10. Including day labor, regular jobs, and these other ways 
of getting by we just talked about, which is currently the 
most important means of physical survival? 
(circle answer - a through q are the same as above) 
a b c d e f g h i j  k l m n o p q r  
s. day labor t. regular job 
u. food or shelter from service providers 

II. How often do you look for a regular job? 
a. have a job 
b. every day 
c. several days a week 
d. one day a week 
e. several times a month> 
f. never 

I 
On days when you look for work, on average, about how 
many hours do you spend looking? Hours spent: . 

9. INSTITUTIONS 

1. Since you were 18, have you spent any time in jail? 

a. yes> 
b. no 

How many times have you been in jail? 

2. Have you ever spent any time in prison? 
a. yes 
b. no 

If yes. 
How many times have you been in prison? _ 

How much time did you spend in prison all 
together? / (years/months) 



231 

3. Did you ever spend any time in a mental health facility? 
a. yes> 
b. no 

How much time did you spend in such facilities 
all together? / (years/months) 

4. Did you ever spend any time on active duty in the Armed 
Forces, not including active duty in the reserves? 

a. yes> 
b. no 

If yes: Were you permanently disabled in any way 
as a result of active duty? a. yes b. no 

10. ALCOHOL AMD DRUG USE 

Next, I would like to ask you about alcohol use. 
1. Did you drink any alcoholic beverage yesterday? 
a. yes b. no 

2. In the past 30 days, about how often would you say you 
drank any alcoholic beverage? 
a. every day 
b. almost every day (more than four times a week) 
c. two to four times a week 
d. once a week 
e. less than once a week 
f. none at all 

3. In the past 30 days, has there been a day when you had at 
least 6 drinks, that could include beers, glasses of wine, 
or other drinks of any kind? 
a. yes b. no 

4. Have you ever had problems getting things done that you 
wanted to do because of alcohol? 

a. yes b. no 
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5. Have you ever been in a hospital or overnight treatment 
program for alcohol use? 
a. yes b. no 

6. Now I would like to ask you some questions about drug 
use. In the last 30 days did you use cocaine in any form? 
This would include crack cocaine. 

a. yes> 
b. no 

Al. About how often did you use cocaine? 
a. every day 
b. almost every day 
c. two to four times a week 
d. once a week 
e. less than once a week 

A2. Have you ever had trouble getting things done 
that you wanted to do because of cocaine? 

a. yes b. no 

A3. Have you ever been in a hospital or overnight 
treatment program for cocaine use? 
a. yes b. no 

7. Think for a moment about other drugs you may have used. 
In the last 30 days have you used any: (circle any that 
apply) 
a. marijuana 
b. stimulants (amphetamines, speed, crystal) 
c. sedatives (barbiturates, sleeping pills, tranquilizers) 
d. heroin 
e. PCP 
f. psychedelics (LSD, mescaline, peyote) 
g. inhalants (glue, toluene, gasoline, paint) 
h. other drugs 1. 

2 .  

Speaking of drugs other than alcohol or cocaine: 
8. Have you ever had trouble getting things done that you 
wanted to do because of drugs? 

a. yes b. no 

9. Have you ever been in a hospital or overnight treatment 
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program for use of one of these other drugs? 
a. yes b. no 

11. VZCTZMZZATZOH 
Now I'd like to ask you about some things that may have 
happened to you in the last year. 

1. In the past 12 months, was something taken from you by 
someone who threatened you with violence if you didn't give 
it to them? 

a. yes b. no 

If yes, 
a. was this a stranger or someone you 

knew? who? 
b. what was the race of the offender? 
c. what was the sex of the offender? m f 
d. what was the approximate age of the 

offender? 

2. In the past 12 months have you been hit, slapped, 
punched, or kicked? 

a. yes b. no 

If yes, 
a. was this a stranger or someone you 

knew? who? 
b. what was the race of the offender? 
c. what was the sex of the offender? m f 
d. what was the approximate age of the 

offender? 

3. In the past 12 months have you ever had something stolen 
from where you were staying? 

a. yes b. no 

If yes, 
a. was this a stranger or someone you 

knew? who? 
b. what was the race of the offender? 
c. what was the sex of the offender? m 
d. what was the approximate age of the 

offender? 
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4. In the past 12 months has anyone attempted to or forced 
you to have sex against your will? 

a. yes b. no 

If yes, 
a. was this a stranger or someone you 
knew? who? 

b. what was the race of the offender? 
c. what was the sex of the offender? m f 
d. what was the approximate age of the 
offender? 

12. PSYCHOLOGICAL VULNERABILITIES 

Below are some statements regarding public issues, with 
which some people agree and others disagree. Please give us 
your opinion on these items, that is whether you strongly 
agree, agree, are uncertain, disagree, or strongly disagree, 
(see card #3) This is a measure of personal belief; 
obviously, there are no right or wrong answers. 

1. This world is run by the few people in power, and there's 
not much the little person can do about it. SA A U D SD 

2. More and more, I feel helpless in the face of what's 
happening in the world today. SA A U D SD 

3. My actions can make a difference in getting assistance 
for those who are poor or homeless. SA A U D SD 

4. I can make a difference by participating in organizations 
that try to help homeless people. SA A U D SD 

5. My future looks very dismal. SA A U D SD 

6. People are just naturally friendly and helpful. SA A U D 
SD 

7. Every person in our country has a right to have a place 
to stay. SA A U D SD 

8. In this country, people have a right to a job. SA A U D 
SD 

9. The average citizen can have influence on government 
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decisions. SA A U D SD 

10. It is not the responsibility of the government to see 
that everyone has a home. SA A U D SD 

11. In general, I am satisfied with myself. SA A U D SD 

12. Most homeless are on the streets due to problems they 
have made for themselves. SA A U D SD 

13. It isn't wise to plan too far ahead because most things 
turn out to be a matter of good or bad luck anyway. SA A U 
D SD 

14. I feel that most homeless people could be described as 
victims of circumstances beyond their control. SA A U D SD 

15. I believe that a person can be the master of his/her own 
fate. SA A U D SD 

16. I think that it is more important to be respected by 
people than to be liked by them. SA A U D SD 

Now I am going to ask you some open-ended opinion questions. 

17. Generally speaking, why do you think other people are 
homeless? 

If homeless: 
18. Besides not having a permanent place to live, do you 
feel you have a lot in common with other homeless people? 

a. yes b. no 

19. Do you feel that you have a lot in common with other 
poor women? 

a. yes b. no 
explain 

20. How do you feel in general about welfare and the people 
on welfare 
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21. What do you think will happen if large cuts in welfare 
are made? 

22. Do you see any possible solutions to the problems of 
poverty in this country, and in particular poor women? 

23. Where do you see yourself in the next 10 years? 

24. Would you be willing to do a longer taped interview? 
If so, how can I contact you? 

Interview # 
Any other important comments: 
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APPENDIX C: PILOT IMTBBVinr SUMMARIES 

CAMP OUT: 

#1: Susan 
35, White, high school graduate 
no contact with family, no children, no friends 

- has had drug problems, definite mental problems 
no work, collects food stamps, been in jail, homeless for 
12 years 

notes: Very vague on childhood details—answered "don't 
know" most of the time. 

#2: Dora 
48, Hispanic, 11th grade education 

- has contact with brothers and sisters, has 4 kids-all 
raised by others, has friends 
poor family background, parents had problem with alcohol 
alcohol and drugs, prostitution, jail and prison, 

depression 
- has AIDS 

no work, ACCHESS, food stamps, homeless for 2 yrs. total 

notes: interesting life story, coherent. 

#3: Beth 
54, White, 10th grade education 
contact with daughter, daughter doesn't know she's 
homeless 
1 child, no friends 

- poor family background 
death and sickness in the family caused her to leave 
Tucson temporarily, lost her housing (SRO) and couldn't 
make enough to get it back, no alcohol or drugs, on 
waiting list for an apartment 
homeless for 5 years 

- works at McDonalds as a lobby person, makes $115/week, 
ACCHESS 

notes: At time of interview was sleeping out on the 
streets, has now moved into Dignity House. She has major 
health problems and a big problem staying focused. I have a 
hard time following her train of thought and finding the 
answer in her rambling. 
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#4: Donna 
49, White, high school graduate 

- very little contact with family, no children, no friends 
poor family, parents problem with alcohol and drugs 

- drug problem since she was 18 
homeless for 3 years 
no work, gets some income from the sale of her dad's 
house, no aid 
jail, no prison, no alcohol, just heroin 

notes: Very brief, doesn't talk much. She sleeps in her 
car, is very interested in the money only and doesn't really 
want to talk. 

#5: Shelly 
41, Black, 10th grade education 

- has contact with family, close to mother but stepfather 
doesn't want her around, no kids, no friends 
poor family 

- husband left her, lost a job, has serious health 
problems, has had alcohol and drug problems 
homeless for 3 years 

- no work, panhandles, no aid 
yes jail and prison, spent 1 yr. in mental health 
facility 

notes: Had problems staying awake during the interview, but 
coherent. Very transient and hard to find. 

Dignity Hous^ 

#6: Beverly 
41, Black, some college 

- has contact with family, has 5 kids (none with her), no 
friends 
family had more money than most, parents prob. with 
alcohol 
domestic violence, husband stalked her so she left L.A. 
Has had a heart attack 

- homeless for 9 months 
no work due to health problems, SSI, ACCHESS 
no alcohol or drugs 
going to community college to be a deaf interpreter 

notes: Has never really been on the streets, straight from 
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husband's home to Dignity House. Bright, articulate, strong 
opinions. 

#7; Carol S. 
44, White, some college 
close to her children (2), 15 yr. old is with C.P.S. 
family was poor, physical abuse and alcohol problems in 
family 
divorce, no child support, couldn't make enough working, 
drugs and alcohol, depression 

- homeless for 15 years 
no work, food stamps, has applied for general assistance 
but hasn't got it yet 
yes jail, armed forces, victimized by ex-husband 

notes: She's been sober for 8 months, desperately trying to 
get it together so she can get her son back, is on 4 
different waiting lists for housing, fights depression, 
wants to talk, has strong opinions about the institutions 
and caseworkers that she deals with. 

#8: Chris 
44, White, some college 
has 4 kids, 2 in jail, contact with daughter, has friends 
parents had more money than most, problems with alcohol 
and drugs and were physically abusive 
divorce, domestic violence, drugs and alcohol, lost a job 
homeless for 6 months 
did some work cleaning houses, made $120 last month, 
receives general assistance, food stamps 
jail 

notes: Chris is #12 on a housing list for a conventional 
family 1 bedroom. In therapy, wants to go back to school. 
She's been sober for 1 year. 

#9: Alissa 
31, Hispanic, 10th grade education 
has contact with mother, has problems with sister, has a 
9 yr. old daughter-joint custody, has friends 

- parents were well off, had problems with alcohol and 
drugs and were very abusive 
she ran away when she was 14. Later went through a nasty 
divorce, domestic violence, lost AFDC and food stamps. 
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has health problems 
homeless for 6 months 
no work, sometimes works for mother, no aid 
no alcohol or drugs 

notes: Very willing to talk and has strong opinions. Very 
bitter about men. 

Pu«blo Transitional Housing 
#10; Angela 

39, Hispanic, 10th grade educ, got GED in prison 
- no contact with family, no kids (although later referred 

to a daughter), has friends at 5 points 
- poor family, mother had problem with alcohol, physically 

abusive 
got into trouble being wild, alcohol and drugs 

- homeless for 2 years 
- works as a seamstress, makes $139/week, food stamps 
- been in jail and prison (9 1/2 years) 

notes: She said she was really wild and would like to tell 
her story, although she didn't offer me much information. 
Has spent most of her adult life institutionalized. Good 
example of minimum wage job, however she was not completely 
truthful (about having kids) so would not make a good long 
interview. Very interested in the money. 

#11: Cathy 
45, Hispanic, some college 
has contact with her mother, has 3 children (2 live with 
her mother), has friends at Pueblo 
family was poor, now they are comfortable, were 

physically abusive 
drugs 
homeless for 1 year 
works in a factory, makes $4.75/hour, takes home 
$8000/yr., no aid 
jail and prison (5 years) 

notes; She has drug and alcohol problems, is a good example 
of working a minimum wage job. She complains she can't earn 
enough to make it. 

#12; Amanda 
45, White, some college, born in germany 



241 

no contact with family, no kids, has friends 
family was well-to-do, had problem with alcohol 
lived with a man for 8 years, he started doing drugs and 
became abusive, she lost a job, had drug and alcohol 
problems, and was depressed 
homeless for 8 months 

- worked the graffiti crew and restaurant training, both 
$5/hour, received AHCCCS, food stamps 
jail, no prison 

notes: Her goal is to earn enough $ to get back home to 
Austin. She was very depressed when talking about money and 
living at Pueblo. She cannot make it without her 
boyfriend's financial help, she has no living family for 
support. Was very articulate and would be good for long 
interview. 

#13: Jeanette 

33 years old. White, has had some college 
- has contact with family but has family problems 

has one daughter, her rights were severed last May 
- poor family, drugs and alcohol abuse in the family, 

physical abuse 
left abuse husband 

- works data entry, nets $800 per month. 
yes jail, no prison 

- has had cancer, tried to qualify for AHCCCS, but made 
$5.00 an hour so didn't qualify 

- mom was an alcoholic who married 5 times 
3 dysfunctional marriages, attempted suicide, was 
sexually and mentally abused and an alcoholic at age 13. 

notes: very verbal, articulate 

#14: Kathy 

41 years old, White, has had some college 
has three kids, one in prison, no contact with other two. 
adopted, parents had more money than most, mother was an 
alcoholic 
spent 2 1/2 years in prison 
drug and alcohol abuse 

- home was repossessed 
- works at a copy store, $6.25 an hour 
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back surgery 

notes: Kathy has a history with AHCCCS, she was making too 
much money to qualify for it, but wasn't making enough money 
to afford medical care, but needed surgery. She has an 
interesting story. 
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APPENDIX D: BOMMf SUBJECTS CONSEMT FORM 

Turning Points and Adaptations: 
A Case Study of Four Women in Poverty 

Subject's Consent Form 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND 
OF HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. 
SIGNING THIS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED 
AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE 
WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY 
PARTICIPATION AND CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT 
PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

PURPOSE 
I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above 
titled research project. The purpose of this project is to 
(a) gather the life histories of women who live under the 
poverty line; and (b) to examine the current living 
conditions of women below the poverty line. 

SELECTION CRITERIA 
I am being invited to participate because I am female, my 
income falls under the poverty line, I am over 18, and I am 
currently single. Approximately four subjects will 
participate in the life history portion of this project. 

PROCEDURES 
If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to the 
following: (1) Approximately six hours spent in taped 
interviews, where I will recount my life history and current 
life conditions. (2) Approximately half a day, or four 
hours, showing my daily routine and living conditions. This 
will entail showing where I live, work, and the places that 
I frequent. All transportation will be provided for me, and 
will be set up at my convenience. 

RISKS 
During the interviews, topics such as substance abuse and 
other private issues will be covered. I understand that if 
I feel uncomfortable, at any time I may refuse to answer or 
withdraw from the project completely. I also understand 
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that my name will never be connected to the interviews, and 
thus the risk to myself is minimal. 

BEMBriTS 
I understand that the information that I give may be helpful 
to society in demonstrating the unique problems that poor 
women face. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
I understand that my name will never be connected to the 
interviews, and in the reporting of the data my name will 
never be used. In addition, only the investigator will have 
access to the data. 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION 
I will be compensated $30 for approximately ten hours of my 
time. I understand that time spent may be less or more than 
10 hours. 

I can obtain further information from Kelly Eitzen Smith, 
M.A., at 621-3531. If I have questions concerning my rights 
as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects 
Committee office at 626-6721. 

ADTBORIZATION 
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO 
ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I UNDERSTAND THAT I 
MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND THAT I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW 
FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. 
MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE 
INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW 
INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH 
MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH 
PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE. I 
UNDERSTAND THAT THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, KELLY EITZEN 
SMITH, M.A., OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE SOCIOLOGY 
DEPARTMENT. I UNDERSTAND THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY 
LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED 
CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 

Subj ect's Signature Date 
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mVBSTIGIiTOR'S AFFIDAVIT 
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the 
above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my 
knowledge the person who is signing this consent form 
understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks 
involved in her participation and her signature is legally 
valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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