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The concrete confrontation of welfare claimants or recipients with welfare agents provides a 

good vantage point from which to analyze the relationship between ‘moral economies’ of the 

poor (i.e. the way they view their own situation and deal with their problems and with 

institutional injunctions) and the ‘moral machinery’ of official representations and social 

expectations towards the poor2. I will illustrate this general statement with two examples: the 

reception of poor people in welfare agencies; the control of welfare recipients. 

 

 

Reception, bureaucratic routine and moral judgements 
 

I will start with some points issued from a research on interactions at the desks of welfare 

offices, where clients meet employees (i.e. clerks and not social workers) to have information 

on their benefits, to apply for new ones or to complete their files (Dubois, 2010).  

 

Legal and bureaucratic rules can be viewed as the objectification of social norms. Since they 

deal with major aspects of individual life (childbirth, family, relationships, illness, work) these 

bureaucratic norms are also moral norms. This is true but not sufficient. Even in France (a 

country supposed to be an example for universal and formalized rules), legal categories and 

their bureaucratic translations are often ill defined and require adjustments to individual cases. 

Then the enforcement of these rules and the definition of their precise contents depend on the 

                                                
1 This paper is the written version of the notes used for the oral presentation. Please refer to the publications 
given in the references. 
2 On moral economies and moral machinery, see Fassin, 2009. 
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habitus of welfare agents and on the course of their interactions with clients. To sum up I 

should say that the moral economy of the welfare state is also produced in these daily routines 

and at least cannot be reduced to official policy discourse and norms. 

 

Far from the managerial discourse of a client-centered modernized public administration these 

encounters remain structured for various reasons by the dominating position of the agent. This 

has direct effects on the moral aspects of these interactions. It prevents them from turning into 

discussions about ‘what is fair and what is unfair’. Usually the agent stops it very quickly 

(‘the law is the law’), withdrawing into his bureaucratic function of subordinate or sending the 

claimant to another office where he or she can complain. 

 

Their dominating position enables the agents to pronounce moral judgments. These judgments 

can express the personal feelings of the agents with no kind of administrative justifications, 

even though he argues in that scene: ‘Stop changing your partner every two months because 

it's too much paper work’. But the judgments or injunctions can also be formulated with the 

intention to change the attitudes of the clients. In a coercive way, the agents remind that the 

clients have duties and threat of possible sanctions if they don't fulfil them. In a more 

paternalistic way, they provide advices (‘If I were you...’) for a better way to organize their 

paperwork, sometimes explicitly conceived as the necessary first step towards a better 

organization of their personal life. 

 

Of course all of this is far too simplistic and my book provides not only nuances but also an 

attempt to analyze the principles for the variations of these attitudes. But this could be the 

elementary basis for a possible analysis of ‘the moral economy of bureaucratic relationships in 

welfare’, if I may use this somehow pretentious formulation. 

 

 

Welfare control, from moral evaluation to moral rectification 
 

I would now like to turn to a specific point for which these questions are directly at stake: the 

practices of control of welfare recipients. These practices are not new but they have been 

reinforced especially for the last ten years in France. They also changed status: they came 

from behind the scenes to policy discourse, political and media debate, together with the shift 
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towards a more workfare oriented social policy. While discourses are focused on fraud, a far 

more general control policy is implemented. I will focus here only on some aspects directly 

connected with moral economies, based on two fieldworks: on the control of minimum benefit 

recipients, with observation of home interviews made by welfare investigators; on the control 

of the unemployed, summoned to the controller’s office. 

 

These interviews partly if not mainly consist in a moral evaluation. What is controlled is 

supposed to be the ‘situation’ of the recipients: housing, employment, income, family 

situation... But by definition, controls are focused on unclear situations, difficult to deal with 

on the basis of objective information. Isolation is a good example for an ill-defined legal 

category which is appreciated on a case by case basis. In the end, even if there are criteria, the 

decision is mostly based on the investigator's opinion on the way a single mother lives her life 

and on what a ‘real’ couple is. 

 

We can speak of moral evaluation because in fact it is not the objective situation but the 

behaviour of the recipient which is controlled. This is obvious in unemployment control. The 

main point is not to verify whether the unemployed is really unemployed (situation criteria). 

Control is mainly focused on the obligation of ‘active job search’, and to what extent the 

unemployed fulfils it. Once again the focus is on behaviour, judged on a moral more than a 

legal basis (does he play the game? is he lazy or ready to work?). And once again the answers 

to these questions are mainly based on the perceptions and representations of the control 

agent. 

 

During these interviews moral evolution is also moral probation. The interviews are based on 

suspicion towards recipients thought to cheat and to behave badly. As objective evidence is 

difficult to collect, control agents try to get the confession of the supposed fraudster, with 

police techniques of bluff, threat or fake sympathy. But here again there is a moral aspect of 

confession, to redress the fault and return to the straight and narrow. 

 

Therefore the interviews are based on moral evolution, moral probation and can be regarded 

as having a function of moral rectification. Control agents remind bureaucratic rules to the 

recipients and also remind them of the duties of the entitled, in other words the social 

expectations towards the poor. Then control is not limited to its outcomes in terms of 

sanctions and benefit cuts. The control in itself is a means of regulation bringing the recipients 
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back to their expected behaviour —at least, back to their role, in the theatrical sense of the 

term. Control interviews are indeed hypocritical: most of the time investigators only verify 

that an unemployed person can provide evidence of active job search even though both of 

them know he won't get any job. Controls are not aimed at saving money. Their possible 

effects in terms of social integration or return to work have not been established or not taken 

into account in policy making. To put it briefly it could be said that a major goal of control 

policy is to show to the taxpayers that public money is not wasted and to show to the workers 

that ‘entitlement is not an option’. 

 

As a concrete expression of the social expectations towards the poor and a symbol to the 

‘standard’ population, bureaucratic practices of control turned into a control policy per se 

have become a key element of a new moral economy of the social state. 
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