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This paper offers a qualitative empirical examination of the noncompliance
of Israeli female welfare recipients with welfare laws and authorities. The
paper demonstrates that their behavior, defined as “welfare fraud” by the law,
is a limited form of collective resistance to the Israeli welfare state. Although
the acts of welfare fraud that the women in my study engaged in entail a
political claim against the state, the relationship between these acts and notions
of collectivity is very constricted in form. The women’s collectivity is shown to
be constrained by the welfare authorities’ invasive and pervasive investigation
practices and methods. Due to fear of disclosure to the authorities, the women
emerged as deliberately isolating themselves from their immediate environ-
ment and potential members of their like-situated collective. This weakens the
connection between the women’s acts of resistance and their collectivity, and
prevents their acts of resistance from driving social change, trapping them in
their harsh conditions and existence.

I’ll work under the table all my life, even if I know I’ll be a
millionaire. I’ll keep collecting welfare my whole life . . . I’ll do it
because of the anger inside of me . . . due to the injustice, their
stupid rules, for making us slaves to their criteria. (Nitza, Israeli
female welfare recipient)

Nitza, a single mother, is 33 years old with three young children.
She has been living on welfare for several years, since the birth of
her first child. Before becoming a mother, she had worked consis-
tently. The father of her children comes and goes. Although he has
tried to help with child support, his financial situation has deterio-
rated over time, and he too is on welfare. Nitza takes any work she
can get, but never reports her income to the National Insurance
Institute (NII)1 even though she knows she is required to do so. She
did not also notify the authorities when the father of her children
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came back to live with her in the apartment she was renting because
she knew it would disentitle her to welfare benefits. After failing to
pay her rent for a few months, Nitza left the flat and squatted with
her children in a public housing apartment, from which she was
eventually forcefully evicted by the police.

In this paper, I draw on 49 in-depth interviews with Israeli
female welfare recipients, like Nitza, to investigate whether their
seemingly unrelated individual acts of noncompliance with welfare
laws are connected. I have shown that although the fraudulent
behavior of these women encompasses a political claim against
the Israeli welfare state—and constitutes acts of individual
resistance—it has an extremely weak connection to any coherent
ideological perspective or collective practices of social support. The
women’s system of social support is severely restricted due to the
Israeli welfare state’s fraud investigation tactics of home visits and
obtaining information on recipients through informants, which
shape and fragmentize the women’s collective practices. As a result,
the women are trapped in individual resistance, and the potential
of their acts to generate any social change seems quite slim.

Since the late 1950s, historical, sociological, and socio-legal
studies have been documenting fraudulent acts and cheating
engaged in by the poor during the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries in various contexts, including across England (Thompson 1980)
and Italy (Hobsbawm 1959), in the slums of Mumbai, India (Boo
2013), in rural Malaysia (Scott 1985, 1990), in urban U.S. cities
(DeParle 2004; Edin and Lein 1997; Ewick and Silbey 1998; Gilliom
2001; Sarat 1990; White 1990), and in the context of black slavery in
South America (Buckmaster 1959; Genovese 1976). At the same
time, rich debate has arisen over the essence of these types of acts,
specifically whether they constitute individualistic, opportunistic
acts, or a form of protest and resistance. Some scholars, in their
descriptions of fraudulent acts by the poor, portray them as oppor-
tunistic, individual acts of survival, devoid of any political dimension
(Boo 2013; DeParle 2004; Edin and Lein 1997). In line with this
perception, traditional literature on welfare fraud views this behav-
ior as an individual criminal activity (e.g., Evason and Woods 1995;
Loveland 1989; MacDonald 1994; McKeever 1999; Martin 1992;
Rowlingson et al. 1997; Sainsbury 2003; Seccombe 2011). In con-
trast, other scholars treat such acts as political in nature. Initially,
these scholars examined the possible consistency and diver-
gences between acts conducted by the poor and social movements
and collective struggles (e.g., Buckmaster 1959; Genovese 1976;
Hobsbawm 1959; Piven 1979; Scott 1985; Thompson 1980). The
study of the actions of peasants, bandits, slaves, and the urban poor
through the prism of social movement struggles was based on the
conviction that collective forms of struggles are vital for altering the
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existing structures of social power. This premise is grounded on
the notion that collective action derives its power from a coherent
ideological claim and some form of organization that enables coor-
dination of economic and political resources, allows strategic use of
these resources, and ensures the continuity of lower class political
mobilization over time (Piven 1979).

Scholars differ as to the potential of these resistant practices to
initiate structural change. Although most do agree that a coherent
ideological claim and system of organization are crucial for effective
resistance, they vary as to whether these features are observable
in concrete historical instances of resistance. Scott (1985), for
example, analyzed acts of passive noncompliance, evasion, and
deception in a Malaysian village as forms of class struggle with real
potential to escalate and transform the power structure, since they
represent a conscious claim against the rich and are fairly coordi-
nated and organized. However, studying the rural “social bandit”
and the “city mob,” Hobsbawm (1959) argued that these pheno-
mena constitute a primitive and archaic form of resistance, as
they present a simplistic ideological claim—of the poor against
the rich—and a very limited form of organization. Nonetheless—
whether historically present or not—both of these scholars seem to
agree that for such acts of “protest from below” to be effective, a
coherent ideological claim and collective practices supporting coor-
dination and organization of resources are imperative.

Since the mid-1980s, a vast body of scholarly work has contin-
ued to develop the conception of resistance (Abu-Lughod 1990;
Comaroff 1985; Dean and Melrose 1996, 1997; Ewick and Silbey
1992, 1998, 2003; Jordan 1993; Gilliom 2001; Sarat 1990; White
1990; Yngvesson 1993; Ziv 2004). Similar to the earlier writings on
resistance, this later literature emphasizes the power dynamics at
play in the struggles of the poor. By highlighting their individual
struggles and subversions, it sheds new light on the poor—and,
more specifically, welfare recipients—and shatters the image of the
helpless, simple, passive, unsophisticated person who surrenders to
a hegemonic ideology. This form of individual resistance was cel-
ebrated and lauded by scholars (Gilliom 2001; Sarat 1990; White
1990; Ziv 2004) for exposing “the inherent instability of seemingly
hegemonic structures, that power is diffused throughout society,
and that there are multiple possibilities for resistance by oppressed
people” (Handler 1992: 697–698). Thus, in contrast to the earlier
protest-from-below research, a central focus of the later studies was
the power of individuals. Consequently, they abandoned the theoreti-
cal approach connecting individual acts of noncompliance with
collective struggles. As McCann and March noted, “[t]he resistances
they [the later scholars] celebrate are not directly or extensively
connected to battles over the manifestation of racism, poverty,

Regev-Messalem 743



patriarchal control, or workplace exploitation, but almost exclu-
sively concern direct tactical maneuvering against judges, clerks,
mediators, administrators, or other officials associated with the
state” (1996: 220). These acts are performed by isolated individuals,
and commonalities linking them together exist only in the minds of
the narrators (Handler 1992). These analyses have abandoned the
notion that collective action is necessary for generating social change
and, instead, underscore the power of individuals.

This shift in focus, however, raises imperative questions regard-
ing the transformative power of these individual acts to effect social
and structural change. As Handler noted, overall, the later studies
paint a pessimistic picture of the usefulness and effectiveness of
these acts in attaining change. The stories of resistance do not end
in reform of the law and practices, and the heroes of these stories
remain poor and reviled (Handler 1992).

In fact, both approaches to “protest from below,” in Handler’s
(1992) terms, are flawed in their conceptualizations and under-
standings of these practices and their potential to initiate broad
social change. The individualistic conception of resistance ignores
the issue of effecting change altogether. The collective understand-
ing, in contrast, seems to rest on the premise that if only the poor
would organize, they could mobilize their power and bring about
change; what it fails to take into account is the state’s ability to
dismantle groups of collectivity.

Heeding this theoretical criticism, this paper aims to return the
analytical focus to the collective aspects of individual noncompli-
ance acts and to examine the dynamics that support or hinder
collectivity as a proxy for the socially transformative potential of
individual acts of resistance through welfare fraud. Thus, it sup-
ports the contention that struggles must take a collective form in
order to generate change (e.g., Handler 1992; McCann and March
1996; Piven 2006; Rubin 1996; Tarrow 2011) and stresses the
collective aspects of individual fraudulent behavior. At the same
time, it illuminates the state’s generally ignored role in the forma-
tion and fragmentization of these collective elements.

The theoretical analysis in the paper applies “extended case
method” (Burawoy 1998; Mitchell 1983), seeking to revisit and
reformulate, rather than refute or confirm, the preexisting theory
of resistance and “protest from below” and constructed on the
scholarship that draws a connection between individual noncom-
pliance and protest and resistance. Elaborating on the connection
between these individual acts and collective action and exposing
the dynamics that shape the collective practices that bind these
individual acts, this research deepens and reformulates current
resistance theory; moreover, it expands its explanatory power by
incorporating an understanding of the role of the state in the
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formation and fragmentization of collectivity and, accordingly, the
state’s impact on the potential of this form of resistance to evolve
into social change.

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section details my
research design and methodological approach. The third section
then briefly reviews the phenomenon of welfare fraud in the
Israeli context. In the fourth section, I progresses to my study’s
finding, first briefly revisiting results I described elsewhere
(Regev-Messalem 2013) that when the women engage in such non-
compliant acts, this conduct includes a political claim that they are
entitled to state support, and as such, their fraudulent practices
constitute an act of resistance against the Israeli welfare state.
The fifth section explores the relationship that emerges from the
women’s accounts between their individual fraudulent acts and a
collective ideology and collective system of social support. Lastly,
I propose some interesting avenues for further research, suggest-
ing theoretical and practical insights on individual noncompliance
in general and on the phenomenon of welfare fraud in Israel in
particular.

Methods

The findings and analysis presented in this paper are based on
a qualitative study incorporating 49 in-depth individual interviews
conducted between February 2008 and August 2009. I am well
aware of the constraints of this research design, the most significant
of which being the relatively small number of interviews conducted.
However, since the research investigated female welfare recipients’
perceptions of illegal conduct, in which they are often themselves
involved, it would be highly unfeasible to ground such a study on a
statistically representative sample, as it is unlikely that participants
who are cold-called would agree to long, in-depth interviews on
such a sensitive topic with a stranger (Small 2009). Moreover,
the semistructured interviews enabled information to emerge by
uncovering a particular dynamic in the context of Israeli welfare
recipients’ noncompliance.

My research is designed as a multiple-case study (Small 2009),
with each individual interviewee representing a single case (Small
2009; Yin 2003). Initially, I engaged in “theoretical sampling”
(Glaser and Strauss 2007; see also Trost 1986). My basic criteria for
selecting a case were that the subject be a Jewish2 Israeli woman

2 I deliberately did not include Israeli Palestinians or Bedouins in my sample because
of the highly complicated relationship between these two sectors and the Israeli welfare
state and given the added dimension of the Israeli-Palestinian national conflict.
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who, at the time of the interview (or in the preceding year), was
receiving a state income maintenance allowance3 (which I refer to
as “welfare benefits”). Because my initial theoretical assumption
was that notions of ethnicity would be central in the women’s sense
of collectivity, I selected interviewees of both Mizrahi4 and Ashkenazi5
ethnic origin. I surmised that there might be differences between
interviewees living in cities in the center of the country and periph-
eral cities, as well as differences between those from communities in
big cities and those from communities in smaller cities (which might
be more similar to close-knit communities).

Participant recruitment was based on my personal connections
as a former poverty lawyer with welfare recipients and the snowball
method (Lofland et al. 2006; Weiss 1994). Recognizing the limita-
tions of these methods, however, and to avoid documenting a
particular subculture within the general population of female
welfare recipients in Israel, I reached out to community activists
across the country to gain access to other unrelated interviewees.
Contacting a new subset of interviewees, I then used the snowball
method again to further expand my sample.

In conducting the interviews, I referred to a prepared list
of questions for the interviewees relating to the circumstances
leading to their going on welfare; their experiences with the NII;
their views on concealing information from the NII; their social
networks and the extent to and means by which those networks
provide support; the degree to which they publicly share any non-
compliance with welfare laws; their perceptions of the NII prac-
tices; their views of informants; their knowledge of the law and the
legal consequences of noncompliance; and their experiences with
getting caught by the NII. The interviews were open-ended and
formed as casual conversations that allowed the participants to tell
their personal narratives. This gave both the interviewees and me
leeway to take the discussions down the unexpected paths (Patton
2002). The interview guide evolved over the course of the study as
I refined my understanding of the relationship between noncom-
pliance and collectivity (Small 2009).

After conducting each batch of interviews, I analyzed the data
to find recurring themes, which I categorized. I then indexed each

3 This allowance is the main social benefits program in Israel and is in some ways
parallel to the American TANF, although eligibility is not restricted to families with
children.

4 This refers to Jews who themselves immigrated or are the descendants of immigrants
from North Africa and Asia to Israel.

5 This refers to Jews who themselves immigrated or are the descendants of immigrants
from Eastern and Western Europe and North America to Israel. Immigrants from the FSU
who arrived after 1990 are usually considered a different social and ethnic group, as they
have a different social and economic status from Ashkenazis who immigrated earlier.
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interview according to the multiple categories as index keys, creating
a database table that enabled a cross-comparison of the interviews
and identifying logical relationships among categories. As I con-
ducted additional interviews and my understanding of the issue
deepened, some categories of analysis were abandoned, some were
further developed into subcategories, and others were transformed
and honed. For example, in the first round of data analysis, “resis-
tance” was defined as any instance of direct justification of non-
compliance with welfare laws. As the study progressed, however, I
clarified and refined “resistance” to relate only to instances in which
the women based their justifications on a claim of moral entitlement
to aid from the Israeli welfare state. Moreover, I realized that there
are important divergences in level of resistance and, thus, created
subcategories of high-level, medium-level, and low-level resistance.
High-level resistance was defined as instances in which women
justified noncompliance regardless of need, framed noncompliance
as a political action, and did not exhibit any sense of shame or
regret. In contrast, low-level resistance referred to instances in
which women justified fraudulent behavior on a claim of entitlement
to state aid, but restricted this to circumstances of desperate need,
thus framing such conduct more as a means of survival than a
political act, with many deeming these acts to be “wrong.” In
addition, two subcategories of involvement in acts of noncompliance
emerged during the analysis of the data: high-level noncompliance
and low-level noncompliance. High-level noncompliance was
defined as conduct for which the NII would likely consider pursuing
criminal prosecution; low-level noncompliance refers to minor acts
of fraud that would likely result only in temporary disentitlement
and debt to the NII for the fraudulently acquired benefits. This
distinction was the result of my evolving understanding of the NII’s
typical punitive responses to different types of welfare fraud. The
main criteria used in applying this distinction were as follows: the
amount of money that had been obtained contra to the welfare laws,
the duration of the fraudulent behavior, and whether or not several
forms of fraud had been engaged in simultaneously. I also refined
the category of “class” as “class awareness” and created subcategories
of low-level class awareness and high-level class awareness. Cases in
which “poor versus the rich” stories took a prominent place in the
women’s narratives and the rich were depicted in an extremely
negative light were coded as instances of high-level class awareness.
Low-level class awareness was deemed as present when the women
expressed class-related notions but without using strong terms and
emphasized the possibility of class mobility. Finally, in analyzing
the data, I looked for the conditions and variables linked to high-
level resistance using statistical analysis (for a similar methodological
approach, see Ragin et al. 2003).
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Welfare Fraud in Israel

Welfare fraud, under Section 20(a) of the Israeli Income Main-
tenance Act 1981, is when a person “knowingly provides incorrect
information or conceals information that he/she knows is relevant
to his/her eligibility for an allowance.” This provision defines three
main modes of fraud: (1) concealing income, (2) concealing the
regular use of a car,6 and (3) concealing the existence of a domestic
partner. Detection of fraudulent behavior leads to the initiation of
an administrative process of benefit disentitlement, debt collection,
and punitive sanctions, and, in some cases, also criminal charges.

Surveillance and Investigation System

Welfare fraud is detected through an elaborate system of inves-
tigation and surveillance, in which the Israeli government invests
considerable funds. In 2003, the NII employed a total of 98 inves-
tigators in its 74 branches to investigate benefits fraud (Sheref
2004). In addition, in 2003, a special fraud unit was established,
with 32 additional welfare fraud investigators devoted primarily to
investigating welfare fraud (Sheref 2004).

It should be stressed that unlike fraud investigations regarding
other national insurance benefits, only a very few of the welfare
fraud investigations are conducted on NII premises (Sheref 2004);
rather, the majority of the investigations take place in the recipient’s
environment. An investigation generally includes unannounced
home visits, interrogations, surveillance, and interviews with neigh-
bors (Sheref 2004). Interviewees in the study described investiga-
tions and surveillance as a regular “part of their everyday life.” One
interviewee described a routine of up to three house visits a year
throughout all the years she has been on welfare; another inter-
viewee told of two unannounced visits from NII investigators
between 6:30 a.m. and 7:00 a.m., looking for evidence of “a man in
the house.” In fact, 24 of the interviewees reported similar experi-
ences with unannounced visits to check for a domestic partner. A
few interviewees also recounted incidents in which investigators
who were surveilling their home followed them to see which car
they got into.

All interviewees talked of the NII’s practice of questioning
neighbors and using informants, who are the most common source
of information investigators rely on to supplement direct evidence

6 In February 2012, the Israel Supreme Court struck down the absolute prohibition on
owning or using a car while receiving welfare benefits. Therefore, I assume that the extent
to which regular use of a car is concealed has decreased but is probably still relevant due to
the impact on the level of the benefits received.
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of fraud. Neighbors are routinely asked questions—usually dis-
guised as simple, innocent inquiries—such as whether they know
the couple living next door, whether the car parked downstairs
belongs to their neighbor, or whether they know where their neigh-
bor works. Investigators may come a few times to check a suspicion
of fraud and will question a number of different neighbors. Welfare
recipients tend to view this system as pervasive and difficult to
defraud. The vast majority of the interviewees reported personally
knowing people who had been caught in their attempts to do so
and indicated that they perceive the consequences of committing
fraud to be harsh and devastating.

Justifications for Welfare Fraud

Of the 49 interviewees, 47 openly and directly justified acts of
welfare fraud by female recipients, including 8 interviewees who
did not report fraudulent behavior of their own. Thus, only two of
the interviewees, both of whom stated that they themselves do not
engage in fraudulent behavior, asserted that welfare fraud cannot
be justified.

In analyzing how welfare fraud is justified, I rely, for the most
part, on the personal accounts of those interviewees who reported
that they themselves engage in welfare fraud. As I have elaborated
elsewhere in discussing these women’s justifications for their
welfare fraud (Regev-Messalem 2013), animating their stories is
an ideology—a systematic body of concepts—that serves to justify
this behavior. This ideology could, of course, be a manifestation of
neutralization techniques that reflect mostly what they believe
makes them look better in the eyes of others or that shield them
from self-blame (Sykes and Matza 1957). Nonetheless, even if the
ideology presented is used merely to legitimize these acts in retro-
spect, exploring the specific ways in which the women choose
to justify their behavior is valuable in a number of respects. To
begin with, even if the ideology is initially motivated—often
subconsciously—by their psychological need to feel better about
their own illegal activities, once it has been formulated, it acquires
its own independent effect on perspectives and behavior (Agnew
1994). Thus, these justifications can be seen to be an integral part
of how the interviewees conceptualize welfare fraud and their rela-
tionship with the Israeli state. In addition, what is interesting is not
the fact that the women justify welfare fraud but how they justify it.
How people justify their criminal activities—speeding, burglary, sex
offenses, tax evasion, welfare fraud, and so on—is contingent on
their cultural understandings of what is or should be a mitigating or
legitimizing consideration in a given situation; as such, these justi-
fications reveal interesting social values, conflicts, and processes.
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My study considers the specific conditions in which the women
assert welfare fraud to be legitimate and delves into the social
meaning and implications of their justifications. It exposes the fact
that underlying the justifications the women offer for welfare fraud,
as opposed to how other forms of delinquent behavior are commonly
justified, is a political claim. Accordingly, their justifications tran-
scend such documented neutralization techniques as “I didn’t mean
it,” “I didn’t really hurt anybody,” “they had it coming,” “everybody’s
picking on me,” or “I didn’t do it for myself ” (Matza and Sykes 1961;
Sykes and Matza 1957); instead, they assert the moral right of mothers
to receive support from the Israeli welfare state grounded on a political
claim of their social contribution in caring for their children.

Welfare Fraud as Resistance

Political Claim: Ideology of Motherhood

In line with the individual resistance scholarship, I define
acts of resistance as acts that involve a political claim (Ewick and
Silbey 1992; Gilliom 2001; Sarat 1990; White 1990). I analytically
detach the concept of resistance from the notion of collective
struggles, arguing that resistant acts can be completely individual
acts. However, following the earlier literature on acts of resistance
by the poor (e.g., Genovese 1976; Hobsbawm 1959; Piven 1979;
Scott 1985; Thompson 1980), I hold that the usefulness and effec-
tiveness of these acts in generating social change is contingent on
the existence of some relationship between the acts and notions of
collectivity. Accordingly, I examine this aspect of the welfare fraud
reported by my interviewees, as it emerges from their justifications
of this behavior, in the fifth section.

As noted, underlying the justifications the interviewees in my
study gave for welfare fraud was a political claim that mothers,
because of their primary social contribution through childrearing,
deserve state support (see also Regev-Messalem 2013). Accordingly,
the vast majority of the interviewees (39) spoke from an ideological
perspective that holds maternal childcare to constitute an impor-
tant contribution to society and, thus, that mothers—from all
sectors and groups in Israeli society7—should receive state support
due to their childcare function. They asserted that because children

7 As I argue elsewhere (Regev-Messalem 2011), the interviewees’ claim suggests a
subversive and contradicting interpretation to the original Zionist conception of mother-
hood as the basis of women’s citizenship (Ajzenstadt and Gal 2001; Berkovitch 1997, 1999;
Herzog 1999; Shafir and Peled 2002; Swirski and Safir 1991; Yuval-Davis 1980). In contrast
to the traditional Zionist interpretation of motherhood, which served as a mechanism of
exclusion of non-Jewish women, motherhood is embraced as a shared identity that prevails
over women’s national identity.
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are the future of the Israeli state, the state has an interest in the
childcare provided by mothers and, therefore, a moral obligation to
provide them with support. In other words, echoing the dominant
perception in Europe (Gornick and Meyers 2003), the interviewees
in my study consistently indicated that they perceive children to be
a public good. As one interviewee, Nurit, explained,

You’re always getting looked at, and people saying ‘Oh she’s
getting money without working.’ But what gain is in it for me?
The state gains better citizens. It is not my own personal gain.

Mira, another interviewee, expressed a similar view:

The state has an interest in childcare. If good care is given to
children . . . they get a good education . . . they will eventually
grow and succeed . . . This is something worth investing in.

Understanding children as a public good is consistent with a famil-
ial view of the relationship between the state and its citizens (Jones
1990), as opposed to the traditional contractual conception of this
relationship. Accordingly, many of the interviewees expressed the
alternative perception, often referring to their relationship with—
and expectations of—the Israeli welfare state in terms taken from
the family context. For example, a few of the women referred to the
Israeli welfare state as a “parent” who should provide support and
set a good example for its citizens’ children. Others referred to the
Israeli welfare state metaphorically as the husband they do not have
or the partner who has failed to support them, expressing the
notion that the Israeli state shares responsibility for caring for their
children. These women do not view the nuclear family as necessar-
ily the primary or sole entity responsible for children’s welfare, but
rather consider this to be the joint responsibility of the metaphori-
cal “extended family”: parents and the Israeli state.

The political claim made by these interviewees challenges
the categorization of women who engage in welfare fraud as
“undeserving” fraudsters. They claim welfare fraud to be a justified
means of attaining what they are morally entitled to but that the
Israeli welfare state denies them. This sense of moral entitlement to
state support is so strong that they believe acts of fraud are justified
to secure this support or, alternatively, that there is nothing fraudu-
lent in such acts, despite a lack of legal entitlement to the support.

I do not claim that their ideology was the driving force behind
the interviewees’ acts of welfare fraud, for the simple reason that
my study was not designed to uncover what motivates the women
to engage in fraud. As described, the women almost unanimously
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noted the need to survive and sustain their families as the primary
reason for committing welfare fraud.

Levels of Resistance

The interviewees’ levels of resistance toward the Israeli welfare
state as manifested in their justifications of welfare fraud can be
best described as lying on a continuum, stretching from high-level
resistance to no resistance. Four of the interviewees expressed no
resistance; 27 expressed low-level resistance; 11 exhibited medium
levels of resistance; and 7 presented high-level resistance.

Exemplifying low-level resistance was Nurit’s attempt to mini-
mize the moral wrongdoing in welfare fraud:

You are afraid to tell the truth and that they will see it differently.
So you fix things. They cause people to lie. You skip [some facts],
smooth out some of the edges. Little lies . . . [so as] not to get into
trouble . . . Because you don’t know what it will lead to [if you tell
the truth], and the situation is already disastrous.

In contrast, Nitza demonstrated high-level resistance. The context
in which she framed her justifications was not harsh, living circum-
stances, but rather the welfare system’s unjust rules and regula-
tions. When I asked her directly what she thinks about women who
do not report their income to the NII, she did not hesitate to
validate them:

I think a lot of them [hold them in high esteem]. Because I also
worked like that for years. [. . .] Every opportunity I had, I worked
like that [didn’t report] . . . And I was proud of myself, truly.

Six other interviewees displayed high levels of resistance in their
justifications similar to Nitza. Although some mentioned their des-
perate state of need, when asked about noncompliance with the
welfare authorities, their responses were in no way remorseful or
indicative of any sense of shame. Instead, they openly justified and
supported acts of noncompliance in general. For example, Vered,
who indicated that she generally very strictly complies with the
welfare laws, expressed high-level resistance, openly supporting the
noncompliance of others and completely unapologetic in justifying
welfare fraud. She did not merely express indifference to the notion
of people defrauding the welfare system or sympathy for their
actions given their harsh circumstances; rather, she framed welfare
fraud as a response to a corrupt institution and therefore “salutes”
those who manage to defraud it. Lila framed fraud as a response to
oppression, thus also expressing a high level of resistance:
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The Bedouin . . . I’ll tell you the truth, I take my hat off to them
. . . you say, you are crushing me? They are lifting their heads up
by [defrauding the system] . . . They work, they have great cars,
and they sign for benefits in the [NII] bureau.

Lastly, Daniella explicitly spoke about welfare fraud as a direct
political reaction to the unjust cuts in welfare benefits following the
2003 Israeli welfare reform:8

He [then-Finance Minister Bibi Netanyahu] did an awful injustice
to people here. So you know what people did? They said this is
what Bibi did to us, so we will defraud Bibi. We will defraud the
state, and we will work under the table, we will make our money
on the side, because he cut our [benefits].

As illustrated by the above passages, the women demonstrated an
array of resistance levels through their justifications of welfare
fraud. I now proceed to examine whether their political claim of
entitlement to support from the Israeli welfare state is anchored in
a broader ideological perspective and the collective practices con-
necting the individual acts of welfare fraud together.

Welfare Fraud and Collectivity

When the interviewees spoke about welfare fraud, their narra-
tives implied that they view themselves as part of a collective of
mothers, and accordingly, they make their claims on behalf of that
collective and not solely on their own behalf. The women apply a
coherent system of values to justify not only their own individual
acts but also the similar acts of other members of the collective who
are situated in different circumstances. In addition, the women
presented a similar gender-based political claim toward the Israeli
welfare state regarding their entitlement to benefits. Yet, as I have
shown below, this claim constitutes, for the most part, a primitive
and pre-political form of protest, for the women’s ideological perspec-
tive never rises above the concrete demand for state support and is
severely limited in its form of organization (Hobsbawm 1959).

A Coherent Ideological Perspective

Although in the interviews the women based their claim to
entitlement to state support on the contribution they make to

8 In 2003, the Israeli welfare system underwent major reform with the amendment of
the Income Maintenance Act 1981. The principal change was a cut by an average of 31
percent in the Income Maintenance Allowance benefits.
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society as maternal caregivers, they indicated no broader ideologi-
cal perspective regarding patriarchal control or gender relations in
society. At no point did they explicitly challenge or directly address
the patriarchal social order, and the relations and views they
expressed accepted, by and large, the existing gender hierarchy.
Thus, their political claim did not emerge as transcending the
specific demand for benefits, nor did it appear to relate to a broader
collective struggle for women’s equality.

Nonetheless, some of the interviewees did articulate a certain
degree of class ideology. Notions of class manifested in the inter-
views through simplistic, Manichean stories describing the greedy,
selfish, materialistic rich as opposed to the long-suffering, kind-
hearted, principled poor. This emerges clearly in Rina’s rich-poor
narrative:

You don’t get it! It’s the people who ‘have’ who are hungry for
more and more . . . Those who don’t have won’t do it. Do you
notice where the stingy people are? . . . If you are like this [closes
her hand into a fist], you will get rich. If you are like this [opens her
hand up], your money will run out, honey.

The same theme is echoed in Drora’s narrative comparing the rich
and the poor:

A rich man will always moan and complain. With all that he has,
he’ll still moan and complain. ‘I have debts. I owe money on the
car. I haven’t paid my electricity bill.’ . . . And you’ll never hear
someone who lives on welfare benefits or someone with nothing to
eat complaining. You won’t hear that. He’ll say, ‘Thank God I
have everything I need. I live like a king,’ even if he’s living on
bread and butter.

Adi presented a similarly simplistic perception of the rich, describ-
ing a rich man as someone who “steps on others to get ahead” and
who thinks “all means are justified to attain his goal.” In contrast,
she described the poor as compassionate and humane because they
have experienced tremendous harshness and adversity in life.
Daniella characterized the rich in similar terms:

There is the rich man who is disgusting. And there is the rich man
who sometimes, even if you want to talk, it is beneath him to
answer you. And the third thing is that they want you to work
even if you’re ‘dying’ . . . I never met a rich person who was nice.

Another manifestation of the women’s notions of class was their
identification of Israeli government ministers and Knesset (parlia-
ment) members as rich. In this respect, at least, their political claim
transcends the primitive claims that Hobsbawm’s (1959) social
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bandit or urban mob makes, in that it is an ideological claim against
the government. For example, when I asked Daniella if Knesset
members are rich, she replied unequivocally, “Of course!”:

[T]he simplest Knesset member, who doesn’t do anything, just for
being a Knesset member, gets more than NIS 40,000 [$11,500] a
month. Why should he make 40,000 when I get 2,000?!

Thus, an additional dimension to the interviewees’ notions of
class was that the rich do not earn their money honestly and
routinely cheat and deceive, particularly government ministers
and Knesset members. This was prominent also in Neta’s response
to whether Knesset members are rich: “Thieves! They steal from
the pockets of the common people. This is why they are rich.”
Rina was similarly adamant that government ministers—whom
she categorically asserted to be rich—acquire their wealth by steal-
ing, as opposed to the poor, who only take benefits illegally due to
their state of need:

I think it is outrageous that they steal millions and millions, and
nobody says anything . . . If only our country’s problem was the
NIS 2,600 [a month] that Shiri takes [in benefits she is not strictly
entitled to receive], that I take, that she [Nira] takes. If only . . .
They exploit the system in the millions.

Daniella’s comments are illustrative of the association interviewees
make between government, corruption, and wealth:

The big government ministers are also frauds. They also steal
. . . Every day you hear about another minister being investi-
gated by the police for fraud in the millions. You teach me to
steal!

An interesting finding that emerged from the interviews is a
high correlation between the level of interviewees’ class aware-
ness and their level of resistance to the Israeli welfare state.
Those women who displayed a low level of resistance did not
express any notions of class, whereas those who indicated a high
level of resistance tended to express strong class awareness (see
Figure 1).

As the graph illustrates, 100 percent of the women who
expressed no class awareness exhibited a low level of resistance. Of
the women who articulated a medium level of class awareness, 73
percent exhibited a medium level of resistance, while 27 percent
manifested a low level of resistance. Of those with a high level of
class awareness, 78 percent expressed a high level of resistance, and
22 percent a medium level of resistance.
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To further explore the relationship between level of resistance
and class awareness and to control for the effects of other vari-
ables (such as sense of entitlement and ethnicity) on the level
of resistance, I conducted a statistical analysis. Table 1 presents
the results of an ordinal regression model predicting level of
resistance. The analysis showed class awareness to be the most
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Figure 1. Correlation between Class Awareness and Level of Resistance.

Table 1. Results of Ordinal Logistic Regression Models Predicting the Level
of Resistance

Class awareness 7.758***
Sense of entitlement 2.839*
Extent of noncompliance 2.176***
Ideology of care 1.340*
Connection Israel 1.005*
Immigrant −2.601*
Mizrahi 2.38
Cut1 3.01
Cut2 10.99
Cut3 13.64
Number of observation = 49 LR χ2(7) = 51.12
Prob > χ2 = 0.0000 Log likelihood = −29.6437
Pseudo-R2 = 0.4630

Notes: *p < .1; ***p < .01.
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important predictor of resistance level (p < .01):9 the greater an
interviewee’s awareness of class relations, the higher the likeli-
hood that she would manifest a high level of resistance. A greater
sense of belonging in Israeli society, stronger sense of entitlement,
and higher extent of noncompliance, all had a significant positive
effect on level of resistance (p < .01). Being an immigrant, in con-
trast, had a negative significant effect on level of resistance;
Mizrahi ethnic origin, the size of the interviewee’s city, and geo-
graphic location (periphery or central Israel) had no statistically
significant effect on level of resistance.

The data from my interviews strongly imply that in the Israeli
context, class awareness—as it manifested in the interviews—is a
crucial variable in the emergence of high-level resistance. The cor-
relation between class awareness and high levels of resistance in
my findings is unusual and intriguing, contradicting a common
premise (Shafir and Peled 2002) that class awareness in Israel is
very weak due to the national conflict between the Israeli state and
Palestinians and the internal ethnic conflict between Mizrahi and
Ashkenazi Jews. The fact that class awareness seems to be essential to
the development of high-level resistance in the Israeli context raises
the question of why such awareness arises in some cases and not
others. The data from the interviews suggest a few possibilities that
are worth noting. First, of the 14 interviewees who had emigrated
from the Former Soviet Union (FSU) in the previous two decades,
only two showed evidence of a strong sense of class awareness,
which is significant given their upbringing in a communist regime.
One possible explanation for this minimal extent of class awareness
might be rooted in the fact that in the USSR, these women had
perceived themselves as having a high socioeconomic status.
Accordingly, many of them referred to their lives there in the
context of their socioeconomic decline after immigrating to Israel.
A similar phenomenon, where a sudden downward shift in socio-
economic status hindered the emergence of class awareness,
also presented with interviewees who were native-born Israelis:
Interviewees who had experienced a decline in socioeconomic
status (usually due to divorce or becoming a single mother) also
showed a lack of class awareness. In some cases, this seemed to
correlate with a strong general belief in social mobility. While most
apparent among interviewees who had immigrated from the FSU,
it was also true, albeit to a lesser extent, for two native-born Israeli
women, with both groups stressing the financial prosperity they
foresee for their children.

9 Because class awareness was correlated with other variables and the statistical models
would not converge, I first ran a model predicting class awareness (by all the other
variables) and used only the residuals in the models predicting resistance.

Regev-Messalem 757



My sample also included native-born Israelis whose families
had been poor for two or three generations, who, precisely because
they had lived all their lives in poverty (have never worked outside
the home or had any actual contact or acquaintanceship with “the
rich”), seemed to lack any class awareness. My findings thus point
to a need for deeper inquiry into the possible variables that might
account for the development of class awareness among the poor,
particularly changes in socioeconomic status, perceptions of social
mobility, and forms of class isolation.

In summary, it emerges that those women who exhibited high
levels of resistance also tended to indicate a broader class-based
perspective. High-level resistance—which is framed as a political
act—seems to have the most potential of escalating and generating
social change. However, only 7 of the 49 women interviewed exhib-
ited such class awareness and high-level resistance; thus, as a
general phenomenon across the entire sample of interviewees,
there was only a weak overall connection between their individual
acts of resistance and any broader ideological perspective.

Social Support System

In this section, I analyze the social system, in terms of its
practices and norms, that supports the individual acts of resistance
engaged in by the interviewees in my study. My claim is that their
fraudulent behavior is partially organized through the practices
of passing-on and retelling stories of noncompliance, as well as
through the provision of advice and concrete assistance on how to
defraud the welfare authorities. These practices are bolstered by
strong social norms against informing on others and that endorse
helping others to defraud the system.

(1) Collective Practices

(a) Passing-On Stories of Noncompliance
All of the women interviewed recounted stories about other

people’s noncompliance with the welfare laws. In some cases, these
were people they knew personally; in other cases, they had heard
the stories from friends, acquaintances, or even strangers. These
stories could not be verified for accuracy, of course, and many
might be simply myths that have circulated among welfare recipi-
ents. What was evident and relevant, however, was that from the
interviewees’ perspective, these stories are undeniable fact.

The noncompliance stories were told in different contexts.
While they can serve a diversity of functions (Herrnstein Smith
1980), they seem principally to have an internally conflicting
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ideological function and to operate as a mechanism for circulating
information among the collective members.10

Ideological Function of Telling Stories of Noncompliance
There is extensive literature on the role of stories and narra-

tives in supporting ideology, forming identities, and enabling col-
lective ties and group action (Ewick and Silbey 1995, 2003; Fine
1992; Ganz 2011; Mische 2003; Ochs and Capps 2009; Polletta
1998). Ganz (2011) argues that storytelling is a crucial tool of
mobilization, as it is the discursive form through which we translate
our values into a motivation to act. By evoking emotions in our-
selves, stories cause us to experience the things we value and
answer the question of why we must risk taking action. Through
the recounting of a challenge, a choice, and an outcome, stories
teach us how to act in the “right” way. Narratives enable us to
experience the moral of the story and feel hope or despair; “it is
that experience, and not the words as such, that can move us to
action” (282).

During the interviews, the women who themselves had
engaged in welfare fraud most often began with their own stories of
noncompliance, what Ganz (2011) terms their “self story.” Ewick
and Silbey (2003) see this process of transforming the act of resis-
tance into a story of resistance as a means of extending the social
consequences of resistance: “a story that by its telling extends tem-
porally and socially what might otherwise be a discrete or ephem-
eral victory” (1345). However, it is uncertain to what extent these
“self-stories” have been told by the women outside the confines of
the interview, and therefore, their role in constructing a sense of
collectivity for them unknown. However, two types of less-personal
noncompliance stories that circulate among welfare recipients
emerged from the interviews. These stories are passed around,
retold, and interwoven, narrating noncompliance as either a tale of
survival or a tale of being disclosed to the authorities. Generally, the
protagonist is a simple, hard-working woman who does intermit-
tent cleaning work and, therefore, requires sporadic financial assis-
tance from a man, who generally fails to provide this, and she does
her best to follow the law despite her intolerable conditions. The
story usually ends with the poor, desperate, but still honest woman
being investigated by the welfare authorities, placed under surveil-
lance, caught defrauding the system, and then left destitute once
stripped of her paltry benefits.

10 An additional function may be self-justification. Although none of the women
directly justified her own acts based on the claim that “everyone does it,” nevertheless, by
telling stories about high-level fraud or emphasizing the pervasiveness of welfare fraud,
they likely felt better about their own fraudulent behavior.
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This narrative plays a dual, conflicting ideological role: on the
one hand, it mobilizes and creates a collective group identity,
while, on the other hand, it fragmentizes that very same group and
creates despair among its members. The power of this narrative lies
in its ambiguity, which provokes the telling of more stories (Polletta
1998): The absence of a clear logical explanation for the described
events seems to instigate the continuous dissemination of these tales
of inexplicable injustices that generate emotions that motivate
people to take action. At the same, the seemingly inevitable disclo-
sure to the authorities and the devastating outcome evoke a sense of
despair in the women.

The recounting of noncompliance narratives also serves to
establish the women’s membership in a collective, which is a par-
ticularly important factor in the mobilization that occurs before an
organized social movement is consolidated (Polletta 1998). Repeat-
ing such stories and myths—regardless of whether they have any
real grounding in reality—fosters for each woman the sense that
she is not alone in the circumstances forcing her to engage in fraud.
This sense of belonging to a collective enables women to talk rela-
tively openly about their acts of fraud and to both solicit and give
advice.

Yet, the noncompliance stories also significantly blur the
boundaries of the women’s group identity. The interviewees did
not directly link these stories to their class-oriented narratives nor
give them any class context. Therefore, they did not articulate a
clear notion of who is included and who is excluded from the
collective. Only rarely did these narratives of noncompliance, in
and of themselves, transform into a “story of us” that moves from a
particular story about an individual to a shared collective crisis
and points of interaction—such as the cuts in benefits during the
welfare reform or general housing crisis (Ganz 2011). Hence,
although, as I have shown, my interviewees articulate a common
political claim, the collective practice of passing-on stories of non-
compliance fails to disseminate a story that generates the values that
move women to act as a collective. The stories emphasize particu-
larity, and by “effacing the connection between the particular and
the general, they help sustain hegemony and not subvert power”
(Ewick and Silbey 1995: 200).

Passing-on noncompliance stories thus amounts to a weak ideo-
logical tool in the context of my study, as it pulls in two opposing
directions: it paradoxically connects and mobilizes women toward
action while generating a sense of isolation and despair for them.

Disseminating Information
Some of the noncompliance stories are unmistakably used as a

mechanism for passing-on information. Through these stories, the
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women learn and impart information as to what is and is not
allowed, how the system works, and how to get around it. Misha, for
example, described how she had overheard strangers talking on a
bus about investigators who come to welfare recipients’ homes
checking for domestic partners. Natasha had heard from a cousin
who lives in a different part of Israel about a friend who lost her
benefits because investigators had found a man’s electric shaver in
her bathroom. Friends had told Lila that investigators look for
men’s clothing in closets; and Hava had heard that some women
put the title of their car in someone else’s name. Numerous stories
of this sort were recounted throughout the interviews. The women
were well-versed in the welfare rules, although had almost never
got their information from the NII itself. From such stories, the
women had learned not only about the formal welfare rules and
regulations but also about the actual ways in which the authorities
enforce the rules in practice, what evidence they look for when
investigating fraud, and what a recipient should and should not
reveal when being investigated. Thus, some of the stories have
informed the women about what to be cautious of and how to more
effectively outsmart the system.

(b) Giving Advice and Concrete Assistance in Defrauding the Welfare System
The second major collective practice that emerged as part of

the women’s system of social support is the provision of advice
and assistance in evading detection and in cheating the system. For
example, Rina forged a brief bond of resistance with someone
she barely knew whom she had bumped into on the street. She
recounted how the woman had advised her:

You are a fool. You must go to the doctor and say that you suffer
from anxiety, that you don’t sleep at night. Go. You’ll see that they
[the welfare authorities] will give you everything [all the benefits].

Sigalit described how a friend had warned her that NII investiga-
tors were making raids on recipients’ homes throughout the city,
and Einat recounted a similar experience of being warned about
home raids. Nina stated that she had advised a friend to conceal
the fact that she was living with her partner because otherwise
the welfare authorities would stop her benefits. Lila said she was
advised by complete strangers to remove any jewelry before she
goes to the NII offices. Several interviewees mentioned that
acquaintances and friends had advised them to work without
reporting the income. Adi recounted how just the previous week,
she had given advice to a complete stranger waiting in line with her
at the employment bureau, after the woman had complained to her
that the bureau administrator keeps sending her out to jobs even
though she has four children:
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I said to her, ‘Do you have any medical documents that say you
have some problem? There is nothing else that can save you!
Be sick!’

Adi explained, “I have two kids, and I understand that it is hard.
She doesn’t even need to explain to me. She has four [kids].” This
exemplifies how these women informally cooperate by providing
advice on how to get around the system.

In addition, some of the interviewees also described giving
concrete help to others in committing fraud. For example, Lara
intentionally lied to NII investigators for her neighbor, stating that
the latter lives by herself when she knew the woman was residing
with the father of her newborn baby. Another interviewee, Sveta,
told how she had actively lied to the welfare authorities that her
friend lives with her, so as to help conceal the friend’s fraud. As a
result, Sveta’s benefits were reduced due the extra income she is
supposedly receiving from rent, but her friend pays her the differ-
ence every month. Similarly, Nitza illegally connected a family that
she did not know personally to the city water supply. She expressed
a deep sense of solidarity in taking this action, willing to engage in
illegal activity on a stranger’s behalf and risk the consequences:

[I decided] I am going to [illegally] connect that family to [the city]
water . . . I couldn’t bear the thought of an entire family without
water . . . The woman was apparently scared of this . . . I told her
not to be scared. She said to me, ‘What if they come?’ I wrote
down my phone number for her and told her that she can give
them my number, say I did it, and if they want, they can call me.

(2) Social Norms
The women’s social support system promotes the described

practices through strong social norms that ostracize informants and
encourage helping others to conceal fraudulent acts. Informants
arose as a major theme in many of the interviews; a number of the
women mentioned the prevalence of informants, and any discovery
of fraud by the authorities was automatically attributed to infor-
mants. As I detail below, the fear of being informed on plays a
major role in the women’s tendency to keep their distance from
their neighbors.

There are strict social norms among the women against tipping
off the welfare authorities about fraud, and the idea of informing
was almost unanimously denounced by my interviewees. Infor-
mants were described as evil and narrow-minded, and the women
rejected any justification for collaborating with the authorities.
Accordingly, 47 of the 49 interviewees said that they would never
inform the NII about fraudulent acts, even if they were certain that
the person was engaging in what they consider unjustified fraud.
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For example, Neta talked about a neighbor who engages in what
she deems unacceptable fraud, defining the acts as theft. Nonethe-
less, when I asked what she would do were an investigator to knock
on her door and ask about the neighbor, she articulated and
affirmed the strong social norms that vilify informants:

If an investigator comes and asks? I’ll say nothing. There is no
redemption for informants. [. . .] No way. I won’t tell on anyone.
I know many like that [who defraud the system]. I wouldn’t want
anyone to inform on me. That is a fundamental.

This principle held up even when an interviewee indicated clear
resentment toward people who defraud the system unjustifiably.
For example, Eti talked at length about a woman with a successful
business, new car, and designer clothes who still receives welfare
benefits. She clearly resents her and believes that because of these
kinds of fraudulent acts, all welfare recipients are treated like swin-
dlers. She feels it is extremely unfair that she has endured several
investigations and frequent surveillance while the wealthy welfare
recipient has remained untouched. But when asked by a welfare
investigator for the names of people she knows to be defrauding the
system, she refused, with disgust, even though the investigator had
intimated that it could be to her advantage. Similarly, even when
Esther was told by welfare investigators that members of her own
family had reported that she lives with her partner, she refused to
retaliate and provide information on them. She explained that she
would never do such a thing: “I will not take the bread out of any
child’s mouth.”

In general, it seems that the social norms against informing
are so strong that it is very difficult to discover the identities of
informants. Thus, in most cases, the women never find out who
informed on them, and there are usually no accompanying social
repercussions for informants. Nonetheless, the potency of these
social norms suggests that the women believe that informants can
face harsh social sanctions. Hanna explicitly expressed such a con-
ception of potential social consequences, stating that she would
never inform on a neighbor because

I know it would cost me dearly . . . Sometimes, you know, there is
revenge. [. . .] I’m not looking for any trouble. I have enough
problems of my own.

Daniella expressed a similar fear of social sanction, stating that she
would never tell a welfare investigator where someone being inves-
tigated lives because she is afraid of the consequences: “If I tell him,
here, she lives here, afterwards they’ll say that I told. What do I
need that for? So I don’t do it.” One interviewee in fact reported
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identifying a woman from her support group whom she suspected
of informing the welfare authorities that the interviewee’s partner
was living with her. As a result, the woman was immediately ostra-
cized by the group.11

In summary, it seems that the women’s involvement in welfare
fraud is, to some extent, organized and supported by the practices
of passing-on noncompliance stories and providing advice on how
to beat the system, as well as guided by clear social norms with
respect to informing on others to the authorities. It emerges from
their narratives that most of the women’s acts of noncompliance or
experiences with noncompliance with welfare laws are connected at
a collective level through this system of organization. These find-
ings suggest that their acts are not merely individualistic and per-
sonal in nature, but rather supported to a significant extent by
collective practices and norms. Yet, as I elaborate below, this
amounts to only a very limited form of collectivity due to the power
dynamics that shape and impact the practice of welfare fraud.

A Constrained System of Social Support

My claim is that the power dynamics within which welfare fraud
plays out—manifested in the fear of disclosure—produce a remote
and narrow system of social support for the women engaging in
fraud. Accordingly, although it emerged in the interviews that the
women in my study maintain a system of support and help others
to defraud, this takes a constricted and constrained form. My find-
ings showed that the women are supportive of acts of fraud in only
two distinct contexts: when they are among close family or close
friends and, to a more limited degree, when they are with acquain-
tances or complete strangers. Within their small circle of friends
and family, the women feel safe to completely share and support
others in their fraudulent acts; with acquaintances and strangers,
the women provide support, even if only to the point of not putting
their own benefits at risk. Yet, in contrast, they indicated that they
intentionally detach and isolate themselves from their immediate
environment, which should be their natural community and system
of support.

Setting out on this research, I began with what emerged to be
a naive expectation of finding a very close-knit and supportive
community of welfare recipients in the poorer neighborhoods.
I envisioned a community similar in structure and form to how
Carol Stack describes urban American black families in the mid-
1960s, based on a “cooperative lifestyle built upon exchange and

11 This was a support group for female partners of addicts.
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reciprocity” (Stack 2013: 125). I was looking for patterns of inter-
dependence, rich, and vibrant exchange networks linking multiple
domestic units, and lifelong bonds extending beyond the tradi-
tional nuclear family (Stack 2013). The reality I found, however,
was very much otherwise. Only nine of the women interviewed
reported good relations with their neighbors and that the latter
provide them with support. More often than not, instead of as
a source of mutual support, neighbors were viewed by the
interviewees with suspicion and fear. Almost all expressed the pre-
vailing view, in the context of informants, that one should not trust
one’s neighbors. Hence, many of the interviewees (22) described a
reality in which they purposely distance themselves from their
neighbors to protect themselves from exposure. For example,
Natasha, an FSU immigrant, intentionally isolates herself from her
neighbors due to an incident with a neighbor, whom she believes
informed on her to the authorities following a dispute they had
over parking. When I inquired about her relations with her neigh-
bors and whether she is on friendly terms with them, she answered,

I know them. But I try as little as possible. Because from the first
day that I came here . . . I understood that everybody snoops . . .
[They ask,] what does she live on? Who does she live with? What
does she do?

The NII’s practice of taking fraud investigations into the recipients’
homes and its extensive resort to informants play an important role
in fostering this suspicion and isolation. The impact of these prac-
tices is intensified through the passing-on and retelling of stories of
being exposed to the authorities by neighbors and informants.
These exposure stories fragmentize the collective of women into
isolated individuals. Sarah recounted that when she came to the
NII to notify them about her pregnancy, the clerk said to her
cryptically, “Good of you to come. They already told us you are
pregnant.” Sarah explained, “They have informants.” At a later
point in the interview, she told of another such incident, in which
she spoke to a neighbor about welfare benefits and the next day
investigators showed up at her home. “Naturally I immediately
suspected her [of being an informant].” Nili told the story of a
woman she knew from work who did housecleaning and did not
report the income to the welfare authorities. After the woman got
into a fight with a friend, the friend informed the NII about the
woman’s undeclared income. Nili described the woman informed
on as completely downtrodden, saying “people sometimes have no
heart.” Zahava had a similar story about a woman disentitled to
her welfare benefits when a neighbor, after a quarrel, informed the
welfare authorities that the woman lives with her ex-husband.
Zahava noted that the woman was disentitled despite her extreme
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poverty and left with no means to provide for her six children.
Thus, Zahava explained, she deliberately stays away from her
neighbors, since “neighbors can easily give you away, intentionally
or inadvertently.” Tamara, for her part, even though never having
heard a concrete story about a woman losing her benefits due to
being informed on, described how she deliberately cuts herself off
from her neighbors to avoid any possible trouble with the welfare
authorities:

I have no contact with neighbors. I don’t want to mix with the
neighbors. [Because] then they [the welfare authorities] will inves-
tigate, ask questions.

Hence, the women’s social support system is impacted substantially
by the potential of NII inspections at their homes and being
informed on and leads them—fearing exposure—to severely
restrict their contact and relations with neighbors and to avoid
being part of a close local community. The women’s acts of resis-
tance and their ability to organize are thus fragmentized by the
overwhelming power of the Israeli welfare state.

As described, however, the women do assist and receive support
from random acquaintances and total strangers. The role strangers
play in the support system attests to the existence of a collective
among the women, but it is also evidence of its limitations. This
complex role is most remarkably apparent in the NII waiting room.
It seems that the women feel especially open to helping others in
this setting, as they know that the people waiting in line are in
similar circumstances, and they have little fear of their fraudulent
behavior being exposed and their benefits placed at risk. The fear
of being exposed to the authorities thus forges trust between
remote individuals and distrust between close or more intimately
involved individuals. Accordingly, several interviewees specifically
noted that the NII waiting room is their best source of invaluable
information. Some acquired information from simply sitting and
overhearing stories being told in the small and often very crowded
waiting area. Others reported that some women ask directly for
advice and information while waiting. Nili recalled how, while
she was waiting in line at the welfare bureau, a total stranger had
advised her not to tell the welfare authorities if she had been
working. Her narrative sheds light on the power dynamics that
shape the development of this remote form of support:

If this had been someone I know personally, maybe she would
have been afraid to come and say that. But if I randomly see
someone—she doesn’t know me and I don’t know her—she comes
and tells me what she thinks and that’s that. What, am I going to
go look for her to inform on her?
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Yet, such a system of social support is inescapably constricted. The
women’s detachment from their neighbors cuts them off from
a significant pool of people who might be better positioned to
provide support than strangers due to their physical proximity and
their probably similar socioeconomic circumstances. The support
provided by family and friends is inevitably limited because of their
limited numbers. The support strangers can provide consists only
of stories and advice, as opposed to concrete assistance, such as help
in covering up fraud or material or financial help when fraud is
disclosed and the women disentitled. The support derived from
advice from strangers is necessarily brief and very narrow in
scope, as the women must be vague and refrain from disclosing
any incriminating details. Finally and significantly, the absence of
support from neighbors erodes and weakens the women’s sense of
belonging to a collective and impedes their solidarity tremendously.

In summary, I have shown that the fraudulent acts that the
interviewees engage in are partially maintained through a limited
system of social support. My analysis suggests that the women’s acts
of welfare fraud do not represent mere acts of individual noncom-
pliance but collective resistance. However, the form of assistance
provided by their social support system reflects the power constel-
lation that shapes the scope and form of the resistance: the women’s
feeble, relatively voiceless position versus the powerful state. In
other words, the fact of a connection between the individual fraudu-
lent acts and a form of collectivity implies the potential of these
individualized, unrelated acts as a force of social change. Yet, at the
same time, the women’s intentional disconnection from their neigh-
bors and immediate and close environment exposes the collective’s
structural vulnerability; this leads to the women’s social isolation and
prevents them from constructing community systems of support and
transforming their resistance into political or social reform.

Conclusions

In this paper, I have shown women’s noncompliance with the
welfare laws and authorities to be a limited form of collective resis-
tance. Although the fraudulent acts that the interviewees in my
study engaged in entail a political claim against the Israeli welfare
state, the relationship between the fraud and notions of collectivity
takes a very constrained form. I have shown that the women’s
political claim is not grounded on a comprehensive ideological
perspective regarding gender relations and the patriarchal social
order. Moreover, only a minority of the interviewees expressed a
class-based claim that transcends their concrete political claim of
entitlement to benefits. In addition, I demonstrated that the
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individual acts of fraud are somewhat connected through a system
of social support that includes collective practices of passing-on and
retelling stories of noncompliance and informally disseminating
advice about how to beat the system. These practices are promoted
and supported by forceful social norms regarding informants. Yet,
we saw that this system of support is constrained by the welfare
authorities’ invasive and pervasive investigation practices and
methods. Fearing disclosure to the authorities, the women emerged
as deliberately isolating themselves from their immediate environ-
ment and potential, like-situated members of their collective. This
weakens the connection between the women’s acts of resistance and
their collectivity. It prevents these acts of resistance, of noncompli-
ance, from driving social change and traps the women in their
harsh conditions and existence: isolated in their deep poverty;
devoid of resources; and pushed to the margins of society. Perpetu-
ally running on a treadmill of individual acts of resistance, they live
under the illusion that this movement will lead to something: the
very engagement in resistance produces in them the sense that they
are fighting the system. Even though these acts seem unlikely to
have any potential for promoting broad social change, the women
feel that they are engaged in a struggle against the system. It is this
illusion that prevents them from truly resisting and fighting the
system and allows the system to continue to operate and function
without hindrance. Thus, not only do the women’s acts of protest
fail to challenge and transform the existing hegemonic order, they
actually legitimize it, stabilizing rather than challenging it.

The findings in my study raise a number of possible directions
for further inquiry into the variables impacting the different levels
of resistance that emerge. To begin with, there is a need to explore
the conditions contributing to the development of class awareness.
Second, this study calls for further investigation of the relationship
between female welfare recipients’ sense of entitlement to state
support and their level of resistance, particularly a refinement of
the conceptualization and measurement of this “sense of entitle-
ment” to account for variances. The distinction I made between
weaker and stronger senses of entitlement based on notions of
gratitude seems too crude and does not encompass the complexi-
ties of the women’s sense of entitlement. Third, further inquiry
should clarify any correlation between the women’s resistance and
the extent to which they feel connected to the Israeli nation-state.
This study suggests a counterintuitive relationship between these
two variables: Women with a greater sense of connection and social
integration exhibited a higher level of resistance, whereas women
who feel disconnected from Israeli society exhibited lower levels of
resistance or no resistance at all. Thus, there is a need for deeper
exploration of Israeli female welfare recipients’ sense of connection
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to their society and country in order to better assess and measure
this variable. This could be achieved through a systematic exami-
nation of female welfare recipients’ involvement in Israeli society
based on the extent to which they watch the news and participate in
elections, their conceptions of mandatory military service and vol-
unteer work, their willingness to emigrate from Israel, etc. An
interesting theoretical framework that could be applied in explor-
ing these issues is Hirschman’s (1970) notions of the relationship
between “exit,” “voice,” and “loyalty” (Hirschman 1970). Do acts of
fraud constitute “voice” or “exit”? If fraud is a means of “exit,” then
what is its relationship with different means of “voice” or with forms
of “loyalty”?

Moreover, there was some evidence in my findings of a few
additional variables in the emergence of resistance, which also
warrant further exploration.12 First is whether there is any rela-
tionship between the extent to which the women express confi-
dence in conventional political processes and institutions and the
level of their resistance. For instance, what is the relationship
between voting in elections and engaging in acts of resistance or
between a woman’s perception of collective action and her level of
resistance? Anecdotal evidence suggested that a lack of faith in the
political processes—in individualistic modes of action (such as
voting) in particular—might explain the emergence of higher levels
of resistance. In addition, the data suggested that a broader notion
of the efficacy of taking action—how the women perceive their
ability to instigate change—should also be explored. In particular,
it would be interesting to examine the relationship among resis-
tance, formal inefficacy, and informal efficacy. On the one hand, the
women tended to be skeptical about the likelihood of effecting
change through the formal political institutions and processes; yet,
on the other hand, they indicated a belief that almost anything is
possible through informal channels and means of action.

This paper sheds important light on the particular phenomenon
of welfare fraud in Israel as well as on the general conception of
individual acts of noncompliance as a form of collective struggle.
Focusing on the link between the individual fraudulent acts of
female welfare recipients and collective struggles exposes the poten-
tial—and, even more compellingly, limitations—of such individual
acts to initiate and drive change. This paper illustrates that the
power dynamics that give rise to this form of resistance also prevent
this resistance from evolving into a legitimate public movement for

12 I returned to my data in an attempt to verify whether these variables can explain the
emergence of different levels of resistance. However, in too many instances, the data were
not sufficient to conduct this analysis, and in some cases, the information that was present
regarding those variables was not accurate enough. Thus, the data were not sufficiently
consistent to draw any clear conclusions.
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change. The analysis here therefore offers an alternative exploration
and understanding of welfare fraud: instead of how to eliminate and
combat this phenomenon, the paper considers the circumstances
and conditions necessary for such a form of resistance to transform
into open and legitimate public protest against the social order.

References

Abu-Lughod, Lila (1990) “The Romance of Resistance: Tracing Transformations of
Power through Bedouin Women,” 17 American Ethnologist 41–55.

Agnew, Robert (1994) “Neutralization and Violence,” 32 Criminology 555–80.
Ajzenstadt, Mimi, & John Gal (2001) “Appearances Can Be Deceptive: Gender in the

Israeli Welfare State,” 8 Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State & Society
292–324.

Berkovitch, Nitza (1997) “Motherhood as a National Mission: The Construction of
Womanhood in the Legal Discourse in Israel,” 20 Women’s Studies International Forum
605–19.

——— (1999) “Eshet Cha-Eel Mi Yemtza? Nashim Be-Ezrachut Be-Israel,” 2 Sotziologia
Yisraelit 277–317.

Boo, Katherine (2013) Behind the Beautiful Forever. New York: Random House.
Buckmaster, Henrietta (1959) Let My People Go: The Story of the Underground Railroad and

the Growth of the Abolition Movement. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
Burawoy, Michael (1998) “The Extended Case Method,” 16 Sociological Theory 4–33.
Comaroff, Jean (1985) Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance: The Culture and History of a South

African People. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press.
Dean, Hartley, & Margaret Melrose (1996) “Unravelling Citizenship: The Significance of

Social Security Fraud,” 48 Critical Social Policy 3–31.
——— (1997) “Manageable Discord: Fraud and Resistance in the Social Security

System,” 31 Social Policy and Administration 103–18.
DeParle, Jason (2004) American Dream? Three Women, Ten Kids, and a Nation’s Drive to End

Welfare. New York: Viking.
Edin, Katherine, & Laura Lein (1997) Making Ends Meet: How Single Mothers Survive

Welfare and Low-Wage Work. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Evason, Eileen, & Robert Woods (1995) “Poverty, Deregulation of the Labour Market

and Benefit Fraud,” 29 Social Policy & Administration 40–54.
Ewick, Patricia, & Susan Silbey (2003) “Narrating Social Structure: Stories of Resistance

to Legal Authority,” 108 American J. of Sociology 1328–72.
Ewick, Patricia, & Susan S. Silbey (1992) “Conformity, Contestation, and Resistance: An

Account of Legal Consciousness,” 26 New England Law Rev. 731–49.
——— (1998) The Common Place of Law: Stories from Everyday Life. Chicago: Univ. of

Chicago Press.
Ewick, Patricia, & Susan S. Silbey (1995) “Subversive Stories and Hegemonic Tales:

Toward A Sociology of Narrative,” 29 Law & Society Rev. 197–226.
Fine, Gary Alan (1992) Manufacturing Tales: Sex and Money in Contemporary Legends.

Knoxville, TN: Univ. of Tennessee Press.
Ganz, Marshall (2011) “Public Narrative, Collective Action, and Power,” in Odugbemi,

Sina, & Taeku Lee, eds., Accountability through Public Opinion: From Inertia to Public
Action. Washington, DC: The World Bank.

Genovese, Eugene D. (1976) Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made. New York:
Random House.

Gilliom, John (2001) Overseers of the Poor: Surveillance, Resistance, and the Limits of Privacy.
Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press.

770 Trapped in Resistance



Glaser, Barney G., & Anselm L. Strauss (2007) The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies
for Qualitative Research. New Brunswick, NJ: Aldine Transaction.

Gornick, Janet C., & Marcia Meyers (2003) Families That Work: Policies for Reconciling
Parenthood and Employment. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Handler, Joel F. (1992) “Postmodernism, Protest, and the New Social Movements,” 26
Law & Society Rev. 697–731.

Herrnstein Smith, Barbara (1980) “Narrative Versions, Narrative Theories,” 7 Critical
Inquiry 213–36.

Herzog, Hanna (1999) “Homefront and Battlefront: The Status of Jewish and Palestin-
ian Women in Israel,” 1 Israel Studies 61–84.

Hirschman, Albert O. (1970) Exit, Voice, or Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organiza-
tions, and States. Boston: Harvard University Press.

Hobsbawm, Eric J. (1959) Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the
19th and 20th Centuries. New York, London: Norton.

Jones, Kathleen B. (1990) “Citizenship in a Woman-Friendly Polity,” 15 Signs 781–812.
Jordan, Bill (1993) “Framing Claims and the Weapons of the Weak,” in Drover, Glenn,

& Patrick Kerans, eds., New Approaches to Welfare Theory. Aldershot, Hants: E. Elgar.
Lofland, John, et al. (2006) Analyzing Social Settings: A Guide to Qualitative Observation and

Analysis. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Thomson.
Loveland, Ian (1989) “Policing Welfare: Local Authority Responses to Claimant Fraud in

the Housing Benefit Scheme,” 16 J. of Law and Society 187–209.
MacDonald, Robert (1994) “Fiddly Jobs, Undeclared Working and the Something for

Nothing Society,” 8 Work, Employment & Society 507–30.
Martin, Diane L. (1992) “Passing the Buck: Prosecution of Welfare Fraud; Preservation

of Stereotypes,” 12 Windsor Yearbook of Access to Justice 52–97.
Matza, David, & Gresham M. Sykes (1961) “Juvenile Delinquency and Subterranean

Beliefs,” 26 American Sociological Rev. 713–19.
McCann, Michael, & Tracey March (1996) “Law and Everyday Forms of Resistance: A

Socio-Political Assessment,” 15 Studies in Law, Politics, and Society 207–37.
McKeever, Grainne (1999) “Detecting, Prosecuting and Punishing Benefit Fraud: The

Social Security Administration (Fraud) Act 1997,” 62 The Modern Law Rev. 261–70.
Mische, Ann (2003) “Cross-Talk in Movements: Reconceiving the Culture-Network

Link,” in Diani, Mario, & Doug McAdam, eds., Social Movements and Networks:
Relational Approaches to Collective Action. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press.

Mitchell, J. Clyde (1983) “Case and Situation Analysis,” 31 The Sociological Rev. 187–211.
Ochs, Elinor, & Lisa Capps (2009) Living Narrative: Creating Lives in Everyday Storytelling.

Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press.
Patton, Michael Quinn (2002) Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks,

CA: SAGE.
Piven, Frances Fox (1979) Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail. New

York: Vintage Books.
——— (2006) Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People Change America. Lanham, MD:

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Polletta, Francesca (1998) “ ‘It Was like a Fever . . .’ Narrative and Identity in Social

Protest,” 45 Social Problems 137–59.
Ragin, Charles C., et al. (2003) “Complexity, Generality, and Qualitative Comparative

Analysis,” 15 Field Methods 323–40.
Regev-Messalem, Shiri (2011) Welfare Fraud, Citizenship, and Resistance: Israeli Wo-

men’s Attitudes towards Workfare Ideology. JSD Dissertation, Stanford University.
——— (2013) “Claiming Citizenship: The Political Dimension of Welfare Fraud,” 38 Law

& Social Inquiry 993–1018.
Rowlingson, Karen, et al. (1997) Social Security Fraud: The Role of Penalties. London:

Stationery Office.
Rubin, Jeffrey W. (1996) “Defining Resistance: Contested Interpretations of Everyday

Acts,” 15 Studies in Law, Politics, and Society 237–60.

Regev-Messalem 771



Sainsbury, Roy (2003) “Understanding Social Security Fraud,” in Millar, Jane, ed.,
Understanding Social Security. Bristol, UK: The Policy Press.

Sarat, Austin (1990) “ ‘. . . The Law Is All Over’: Power, Resistance and the Legal
Consciousness of the Welfare Poor,” 2 Yale J. of Law & the Humanities 343–80.

Scott, James C. (1985) Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance. New
Haven: Yale University Press.

Scott, James C. (1990) Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts. New Haven,
CT: Yale Univ. Press.

Seccombe, Karen (2011) “So You Think I Drive a Cadillac?” Welfare Recipients’ Perspectives on
the System and Its Reform, 3rd ed. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Shafir, Gershon, & Yoav Peled (2002) Being Israeli. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ.
Press.

Sheref, Avner (2004) Main Findings in Regards to the Conduct of the Investigation Department.
Jerusalem: National Insurance Institute.

Small, Mario Luis (2009) “ ‘How Many Cases Do I Need?’ On Science and the Logic of
Case Selection in Field-Based Research,” 10 Ethnography 5–38.

Stack, Carol B. (2013) All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community. New York:
Harper & Row.

Swirski, Barbara, & Marilyn Safir (1991) Calling the Equality Bluff? Women in Israel, 1st ed.
New York: Pergamon Press.

Sykes, Gresham M., & David Matza (1957) “Techniques of Neutralization: A Theory of
Delinquency,” 22 American Sociological Rev. 664–70.

Tarrow, Sidney G. (2011) Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. New
York: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Thompson, Edward Palmer (1980) The Making of the English Working Class. New York:
Vintage Books.

Trost, Jan E. (1986) “Statistically Nonrepresentative Stratified Sampling: A Sampling
Technique for Qualitative Studies,” 9 Qualitative Sociology 54–7.

Weiss, Robert S. (1994) Learning from Strangers: The Art and Method of Qualitative Interview
Studies. New York: Simon and Schuster.

White, Lucy E. (1990) “Subordination, Rhetorical Survival Skills, and Sunday Shoes:
Notes on the Hearing of Mrs. G,” 38 Buffalo Law Rev. 1–58.

Yin, Robert K. (2003) Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE
Publications.

Yngvesson, Barbara (1993) Virtuous Citizens, Disruptive Subjects: Order and Complaint in a
New England Court. London, UK: Routledge.

Yuval-Davis, Nira (1980) “The Bearers of the Collective: Women and Religious Legisla-
tion in Israel,” 4 Feminist Rev. 15–27.

Ziv, Neta (2004) “Non-Compliance, Resistance and Representation of People Living in
Poverty: The Case of Squatting in Public Housing,” 1 Din Vedvarim 115–52.

Shiri Regev-Messalem is an Assistant Professor and the Academic Director
of the Legal Clinics at Bar Ilan University, Faculty of Law. She received her
JSD and JSM from Stanford University and her LL.B from Tel Aviv-
University. She studies and teaches Welfare Law, Gender and the Law, Law
and Society, and Empirical Legal Studies. She thanks the E. David Fischman
Fund, the Taube Center for Jewish Studies, and the Michelle R. Clayman
Institute for Gender Research at Stanford University for their support, which
allowed the author to conduct this research. The author thanks Deborah
Hensler, Paula England, Lawrence Marshall, Tamar Kricheli-Katz, Tsilly
Dagan, and Neta Ziv for their useful comments and is also grateful for the
interviewees who were willing to share their views with her.

772 Trapped in Resistance


