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The hall is almost silent, and has not yet warmed up inside. The monotony of
people waiting with their ticket or file is only punctuated by the automatic opening
of the glass doors each time an applicant comes and goes when their number is
called at the front desk. Many of them show external signs of poverty: old clothes;
faces marked by illness or alcoholism; unkempt beards and hair. Several people
hover close to the desks, as if their mere physical presence could speed up the
visit. A woman holding a baby sighs. Like others, she is clearly expressing her
impatience. In a disguised monologue for the benefit of the administrative staff
she asks herself aloud, ‘Why do they have so many desks if only two are open?’
Some applicants, on the contrary, do not seem in a hurry to leave. Is it due to the
resignation of those accustomed to this place or to idleness? They wander around,
stare at each other and sometimes talk to each other as if this were a daily activity
or an outing like any other.
The room starts to fill up. An agent heads towards the ‘pre-reception’ desk,
where everyone goes upon arrival, and asks that more reception staff be called
out. Everybody hears the request, creating agitation. ‘It’s about time!’ ‘Thank
goodness!’ The silence is broken. One man takes the opportunity to turn to his
neighbour: ‘They’re asking me for one million francs [€190,000] that I never got.
They can’t manage their files properly. I’ll sue them, take them to court, call the
bailiffs on them! They’re really asking for it!’ After talking to the agent, he is all
smiles and cannot thank him enough.
Many people have pieces of paper in their hands, most often administrative
letters. One man reads his posted document over and over again as if trying –
unsuccessfully – to decipher its message. The ‘summons’ is silently given to the
agent who may or may not tell him why he is waiting. Away from the tension
caused by the bureaucratic processing of files, a snippet of conversation overheard
from one of the desks reveals the laid-back attitude of an ordinary chat. After a
couple of questions about how the children are doing or the upcoming holidays,
administrative matters lead to other problems that the agent also has to deal with.
For example, a recipient’s eldest child wants to leave school next year without any
qualifications or a clear idea of what he wants to do next.
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 I  have systematically provided the equivalent in euros of the sums of money
mentioned originally in francs. According to the French national institute for statistics and
economic studies (INSEE), the purchasing power of 1 franc in 1995 is €0.18905 in 2009.
Thus, the sums in euros are francs 1995 × 0.19.
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In another situation, a woman and her handicapped brother are applying for
a document required by another administrative body: a receipt of payment. They
ask if they can jump to the front of the queue. The reception agent tells them that
some people have been waiting for over an hour. The man insists. He takes out his
disability card to prove that he is entitled to ask for this privilege. The reception
agent makes a phone call to check the rules on this matter and is told that there
is no priority for disabled persons. They have to wait like anyone else. The man
and his sister complain, saying that they are going to talk to the director and that
someone should ‘get their ass kicked’ for this. Then they sit down and wait to be
called.
The room is now almost full. An agent takes a deep breath. He announces
that there is a technical problem and that he does not know when it is going to
be repaired. A new wave of agitation spreads, almost everyone expressing their
exasperation. Some leave and those who stay do not know how long they will
have to wait or if their application will be processed. A young woman cries out:
‘I can’t believe it! I’m fed up with this! We’ve been waiting for 45 minutes and
now we have to come back because they’ve lost our files!’ Her boyfriend asks her
to calm down. ‘This can happen to anyone, it’s not their fault.’ After a few more
similar arguments and expressions of frustration, the place returns to its initial
state of calm.
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These few glimpses into the reality of the waiting rooms provide insight into
the way visitors physically access these institutions, in particular family benefit
offices – the focus of this study. They also introduce the themes to be developed in
this book and are a way to get to the core of the analysis: bureaucratic encounters
and the uses of administrative interaction. Bureaucratic encounters are part of
the administration’s daily grind – a world apparently made up of routine and
anonymity, but whose centre is unstable, and whose protagonists cannot always be
pigeon-holed into predefined roles. Bureaucratic encounters are where identities
find a new beginning, when personal life stories are told and, in some aspects,
come to life in the privacy of an administration desk. Bureaucratic interaction
is the set of mostly unwritten rules that controls the conditions of administrative
relations and guarantees their correct use. Nevertheless, this interaction plays
out in diverse ways, as it has different purposes and functions. Clients do not
only come to obtain what institutions are officially meant to provide. Apart from
solving administrative problems, they ask for advice, consideration, compassion
and express their pain and resentment. The street-level bureaucrat’s job is never
exclusively bureaucratic; it can evolve into personalised emotional counselling or
full-fledged confrontation.
To highlight these different dimensions and therefore put aside the frequent
and contemporary prejudices surrounding this topic, as well as the abundant and
important administrative discussion on administration, three main points will
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guide this analysis. The first focuses on identity and the social roles that play a
part in the interactions at the desk. Let us consider the fiction that is produced
by bureaucratic encounters – the confrontations of two entities, the Individual
and the Administration, supposedly opposed to each other. This fiction assumes
that the bureaucrats’ function is so precisely codified that their individual features
disappears to the point that they are interchangeable. Observation reveals that this
is not the case: not for the public, who often remain ignorant of the extent of the
agents’ attributions; nor for the rest of the institution, whose members sometimes
have only a vague idea of what is happening at the desks, nor even for the agents
themselves – agents are relatively uncertain of their function. This vagueness
allows them some freedom in defining their role, which directly involves their
very diverse backgrounds in terms of experience, age and moral values. Far from
the Weberian ideal of bureaucratic function ‘sine ira et studio, without hatred or
passion, and without “love” and “enthusiasm”’ (Weber 1978: 225 – vol. 1), agents
often become so personally involved in their job that the function is taken over by
the individual.
The fiction of the impersonal bureaucrat is matched by the fiction of the standard
client, which has especially been reconsidered in the case of family benefit offices.
First of all, these institutions grant a wide range of benefits to different types of
people. For example, there are benefits for those in difficult financial situations
(e.g. people on minimum income, single parents and physically disabled adults);
others, such as family benefits, for those with any level of income; and, to a lesser
extent, some financial aid (like benefits for babysitting) for higher income social
groups. Thus, the socio-economic discrepancies are such that adjustments must
necessarily be made within administrative management. Second, the benefits
granted concern some of the most intimate and important aspects of people’s lives
(child birth, marriage, divorce, family structure, death). Personal stories are told
and, therefore, a minimum of consideration is required. Here again, given the
personal specificities of individuals, adjustments must be made to the categories
used to process their files.
Arguably, then, neither impersonal bureaucrats nor standardised clients
exist: only social agents with individual personalities who, within certain conditions
and limits, are required to play the role of the impersonal or standardised bureaucrat
or client. This study then shows the limits of this kind of transmogrification (statusrelated obligations) but also shows its usefulness to manage difficult situations
and stress. Moreover, the agents are not forced to act according to bureaucratic
stereotypes: they have a certain degree of discretion at the desk and thus are to
some extent able to be liberal in their decisions. Those who agree to be cast in the
role of client and express their personal situation in the administration’s words
and categories, conform to the bureaucratic rule. However, to paraphrase Max

as

  In France this fiction is traditionally important, because it refers to formal values of
the French ‘public service’, such as civil servants’ impartiality and citizens’ equality before
public administration.
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Weber once again, they only obey the rule when it is in their own interest. This
is a common but not systematic case that is always problematic. When it occurs,
the fiction of the bureaucrat confronted with the client facilitates the resolution of
administrative problems and allows the bureaucratic routine to be sustained. But
this is not always the case, since ignoring personal feelings can be impossible on
both sides and, furthermore, as we will see, the very success of administrative
interactions involves something other than merely conforming to institutionally
defined roles.
The second point concerns managing tensions and producing consent; in
short, maintaining the institutional order. Indeed, many types of tension appear
at the desks of family benefit offices, but I will only mention the main ones here.
First of all, as in every administration, it is at the reception desks that most of
the small problems, the errors and delays in bureaucratic functioning that occur
regularly, are revealed and reported. Second, although the offices in question are
primarily resource-distributing institutions, some of their practices may appear
to be sanctions, such as the reduction or termination of benefits, the demand for
the reimbursement of sums paid out in error and even legal action in the case of
fraud. These problems or administrative sanctions are all the more important for
recipients who are financially dependent on the benefits they receive: what is only
a simple inconvenience for a financially independent person can represent a real
blow to someone who is not. Yet – and this is another source of tension – family
benefit offices have become a meeting place for members of society in difficult
financial situations, marked by failure and resentment towards the ‘system’ that
this kind of institution represents. Agents deal with social misery and at the same
time represent the social order in which it is generated. They bear the brunt of the
violent reaction of ‘the excluded’. Finally, family benefit offices are particularly
sensitive places where tensions between ‘born and bred French’ and ‘foreigners’
occur. Immigrants, especially non-Europeans, such as North Africans, Africans or
Turks, are accused of cheating and/or using the fact that they have many children
to take advantage of the ‘allocs’ (nickname given to the Caisses d’Allocations
Familiales [CAF] – family benefit offices). Therefore, these nationalities are
frequently involved in the racial tensions which erupt. The huge number of
applicants of foreign origin in the waiting rooms is often seen as a validation of
these racial prejudices. These prejudices are all the more present here as ‘white
people’ from poorer backgrounds, weakened by unemployment, are physically
confronted with these ‘foreigners’ and find themselves on the same level as the
immigrants with whom they do not wish to be associated.
Although all kinds of tensions flare up, physical violence is rare. Of course,
arguments can be heard from one desk to another, and agents tell each other stories
of fights they have witnessed. More often, however, they hear these stories secondhand rather than being actual witnesses or victims. While verbal aggression is
  Acronyms are explained in the glossary at the end of this book in Appendix 2,
p. 189.
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frequently expressed, physical violence seldom occurs. The atmosphere in benefit
offices is one of ‘the calm before the storm’ (but a storm which never comes). I shall
therefore now explain how these tensions are contained or hidden on both sides,
how procedures are accepted, how institutional answers to individual problems are
found and, finally, how the limits of this maintenance of institutional law and order
on a daily basis are established.
The third and final point concerns the uses and practices of the institution,
its functions and their joint transformations. Regarding uses and practices, this
analysis is based on two classical theories on the sociology of institutions. The
first theory states that an institution only exists because of the uses that define it,
these practices being themselves informed by the institution. The second theory
states that no institution, however authoritative it may be, may require that the
stipulated institutional uses be actually implemented and that it may not prevent
the appearance of unanticipated uses. With regard to the institutions examined in
this analysis, several factors to be further explained have merged to transform the
social structure of the type of applicants coming from the poorest social groups.
This transformation of the population, and the subsequent change in the practices
and expectations of the applicants, is linked to the changes in the uses and practices
of the institution at the desks. The uses of the applicants have been modified
by a reduced ‘administrative autonomy’ (to quote the institutional vocabulary)
and therefore by a reduced compliance with institutionally prescribed practices.
Their uses of reception have changed because of a diversification in the types of
incoming requests (which are not always of a strictly bureaucratic nature) in terms
of dialogue and ‘personal’ problem solving, i.e. issues that cannot be dealt with in
terms of ‘files’. The new requests of applicants have led to changes in the practices
of bureaucrats, who need to adapt and respond to demands that are completely
new to them. Furthermore, it has become possible for welfare office employees
to use their function to satisfy their ‘social’ vocations. With these practices, the
functions of the institution are thus transformed. Family benefit offices, which were
initially ‘family’ institutions promoting policies that contribute to the rising birth
rate, have now become strategic bodies in implementing policies against poverty.
The functions of these offices and their agents can no longer be reduced to their
official designation as providers of benefits and information or as file managers
– if indeed this vision were ever valid. The reception desk is the place where the
‘excluded’ (as they are euphemistically called) are received and is now more than
ever a place of socialisation, because it is where social relations are maintained
and social norms are taught. Desk interactions are frequently an occasion to assign
– sometimes in a harsh way – identities and to impose behavioural rules. The
importance of the administrative relationship in the institutional preservation of
the social order should therefore be stressed.
These three points – identities and social roles; tension management; and the
institution’s uses and functions – are interwoven and form the basis of this analysis.
First of all, the social roles are part and parcel of the production of consent. As
applicants are rarely aware of or familiar with the administrative system, when
© Copyrighted Material

9781409402893_Dubois.indb 5

28/07/2010 12:47:46

The Bureaucrat and the Poor
© Copyrighted Material



.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

facing professionals in administration, they are inclined to ‘passive identification’
during interactions (Kaufmann 1994). With varying social positions, in general,
they have a tendency to conform to the institutionally stipulated role and then
accept the institutions’ norms – at least during face-to-face encounters with an
agent. Adopting an administrative profile also means keeping a low profile. The
agents, however, have a high degree of leeway. Being in control and enjoying
some independence in their work, they take a more active part in the definition of
their role. They can, for example, alternate personal elements (e.g. compassion,
bringing personal skills or values into play) and the more formal components of
their bureaucratic functions. This adaptability is also different regarding the social
gap separating the agent and the visitor. Such a flexible approach (or apparent
flexibility) helps to coax applicants into consensus, by giving them the feeling
that their personal difficulties are understood, while at the same time reminding
them of the need to adhere to the rules. The ‘iron hand in a velvet glove’, as one
agent describes this form of duplicity inherent in bureaucratic interactions, allows
those who know how to use it to remain in control of the situation and to ensure
consent.
Second, the study of the applicants shows that these three points are linked. By
revisiting the different services of the institution at the applicants’ disposal, a more
nuanced view of their relationship with the institution is possible. The applicants are
not passive ‘victims’ without options or strategies. They do not only play the role
that the institution expects of them. They can point out its weaknesses and create
difficulties for the ordered peace of the institution. They can adapt to the institution
or make the institution adapt to them. It is by redefining roles, especially those
of the agents, that new uses adapt and change the institution. Before developing
these points throughout this book, the introduction will present an account of the
principles of analysis guiding the study and the empirical methods employed.
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First of all, three problems will be described in order to give an overview of the
analytical framework. The first problem is the construction of relationships at the
administration desks as a subject of investigation. The second and third problems
concern, respectively, the notion of identity and the ambiguity of power relations.
The characteristics of fieldwork observations and the conditions in which the
research was carried out will then be discussed.
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Bureaucratic encounters: from the social problem to the sociological object
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The desk is indeed the place that best embodies the traditional model of the
administration and its relations with the public. According to Jacques Chevallier
(1983: 21):
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The desk is the perfect and most evocative illustration of a distant and
authoritative mode of relations: placed in a position to beg or demand, the
applicant depends on the goodwill of the civil servant, knowing that they will
not be able to cross the material barrier that physically and symbolically isolates
[the civil servant] from the public.
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This is illustrated by the fact that when most people are asked who, in their view,
represents a ‘typical civil servant’, they answer, ‘he who works at the desk’
(Chevallier 1983: 76).
The various levels of symbolism of the desk and the relationships that take
place there explain why they have been the subject of political and institutional
attention before being the subject of observation for social scientists. It is also
important to tell the story of the creation and evolution of the administration,
which would explain the concrete forms of relationships between ‘the state and
the citizens’ or between ‘the administration and its clients’. These relationships
– at least in the French case – are one of the many issues elaborated upon and
dealt with within the so-called ‘reform’ and ‘modernisation’ programmes (of the
state, the administration, the public service, according to different eras). Due to the
lack of research beyond the contemporary era, only a few examples are provided.
The first example comes from a document written prior to the state modernisation
programme carried out under the Vichy Regime:
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The government wants to reform France. However, the public does not see
this need. People will understand that things have changed the day when, in
its dealings with the state, they see the state respecting itself. This self-respect
is expressed in the way the premises are kept and in the way the staff interacts
with the public. Dirty offices, waiting rooms which are often too small, people
waiting in a disorganised manner at the desks, creating queues, civil servants
wearing inappropriate and even scruffy clothing, impoliteness towards the public,
especially if they look poor, etc. are signs openly showing the helplessness of
the state. These facts are not universal, but they are very common. This is the
consequence of the lack of discipline of the past few years. If this situation
evolves, if the public sees clean and tidy premises, well-dressed and pleasant
civil servants, the sense that everything has changed in the country will emerge.
It will be a good start for the establishment of a civil discipline.
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  Translator’s note: in French, Jacques Chevallier uses the word guichet, as does the
author – the original title of this book is La Vie au Guichet. The closest English equivalent is
probably ‘counter’, but the term has been systematically translated as ‘front desk’ or merely
‘desk’ for reasons of clarity.
  L’administration et le public, in Rapport du comité d’études pour la France: études
diverses, 3 octobre. Archives nationales, F 60-592, dossier ‘Coordination interministérielle,
Vichy 1940’.
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Another example is taken from the ‘Administration and Productivity’
commission, created in 1955, and deals with the issue of the reception of the
public in administration. It refers to an ideal of transparency: administration
must be a ‘glass house’ (Legendre 1968: 523). Moreover, Pierre Laroque, creator
of the Social Security and then President of the Union nationale des caisses
d’allocations familiales (UNCAF – National Union of Family Benefit Offices),
addresses the questions of ‘public relations’ and ‘interaction problems with the
applicants’ at public meetings and general assemblies during the same period. The
issue of ‘public relations within social security’ is one of the themes of the report
of the general inspection of social affairs in 1963. In the mid-1960s, the heads of
the UNCAF re-examined it, but this time from the point of view of the ‘excessive
activity’ in front offices, which is seen as an indicator of how poorly offices are
run – delays or errors being considered as reasons for visits. The first large-scale
statistical survey was launched in 1964, followed by another in 1973 (Catrice-Lorey
1973). Other administrative bodies are also concerned with and interested in these
issues. The Prime Minister’s circular of 10 April 1976 advocates ‘developing the
functions of the reception of the public’ and the ‘personalisation of administrative
relationships’. More recently, administrative interaction at the desks has been
included in the modernisation programmes of public service, according to how
they have been developed in France during the beginning and, especially, the
end of the 1980s (Sapin 1983; Ministère de la fonction publique et des réformes
administratives 1990; Belorgey 1991; Wiener 1991; Zémor 1992). Reception in
public institutions – and more generally administration–applicant relations – has
similarly become one of the main themes for reflection on this ‘modernisation’,
both as an element to be modernised and as a means of modernisation (Chevallier
1992; Jobert 1992; Strobel 1993; Warin 1997a: esp. 9–32). The alterations, official
notes, training programmes and redevelopments are numerous. In 1992, a charte
de l’usager [client’s chart] again highlighted the principles of the public service in
‘relations with the public’ and advocated improvements, particularly with regard
to ‘disadvantaged people’. The year 1994 was declared the ‘year of reception’ in
public services by the Civil Service Minister. In 1995, the national agency for
family benefits [Caisse nationale des allocations familiales, CNAF], launched
the ‘Public Line’ project which coordinated a series of initiatives in the field of
relationships with applicants. In 1997, a bill on the relations between the public
and the administration was passed.
The conditions of the emergence of reception in administrations as a political
and institutional issue shall not be analysed here, nor the broader institutional
policies of communication aiming at transforming relationships with recipients.
This analysis has already partially been made during recent times (albeit in a manner
as prescriptive as analytic), and is beyond the scope of this book. However, it is

  For further reading on the provisions made to improve the ‘communication between
the administration and the applicants’ at the end of the 1970s, see Sadran 1983.
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necessary to elucidate the many types of political and institutional involvement
and the consequences on the subject of this analysis.
This involvement affects first and foremost the practices of the protagonists
of front office relations, for example: a revaluation of the agents caused by the
new interest in them; supplemental demands; or the sarcasm of applicants towards
announcements of a ‘modernised’ reception – see the ironic takes on slogans such
as ‘Bougez avec La Poste’ (Move with La Poste) ‘Avec la SNCF, c’est possible’
(Everything is possible with SNCF [French national rail company]) or the ‘Vous
rendre la vie plus facile’ (Making your life easier) motto of the family benefit
offices.
Furthermore, and in particular, the political–bureaucratic construction of the
relationship with the administration can obstruct the understanding of what is at
stake in administrative encounters. ‘Relationships with the public have become a
necessary argument in all modernising discourse’ (Weller 1998), and the recurrent
integration of research within the modernisation programmes of administrations
has created the risk of imposing the ‘modernising’ issue of institutions on the work
of researchers, which frequently occurs. Yet, the ‘modernising’ perspective only
reveals a partial view of relations with administration, and does so in a biased
way.
Moreover, this problematic proximity – in every sense of the term – of research
to institutional problems creates confusion with regard to the vocabulary used. The
more frequently used categories of usager, client and citoyen are not universal
and they have normative undertones. It was during the interwar period that the
notion of usager replaced the notions of administré and assujetti, when service
public replaced the rival notion of puissance publique [public power]. The word
usager appeared in administrative law in the 1920s and was used on a regular
basis by 1930, in the confluence of a trend in the administrative law of the Third
Republic, social economy and socialist thought at the end of the nineteenth century
(Daviet 1995). All the myths (such as ‘equality regarding the public service’) of
the traditional conception of public service are linked to these ideas. Since the
end of the 1970s, the notion of client has been in competition with the notion
of usager. Being a client, following the American use of the word, does not
have the mercantile connotation it has in French. In France it is used primarily
in management (Saias and Montebello 1979) and then, as in Quebec (Bouchard
1996), brandished as a symbol of the neoliberal policies aiming to make the public
service conform to the logics of private enterprise (De Quatrebarbes 1996; Quin
1997; Warin 1997b). As it is more generally the case of neoliberal policies in

as

hg

  To assess the extent of this ‘imposition’ of the ‘modernising’ issue, see the French
texts of the 1990s previously mentioned.
  The terms of administré (literally: administered by) and assujetti (literally: subjected
to) both connote passivity and submission. However, in a local political context, administré
can roughly be the equivalent of ‘constituent’. Assujetti is now only used to mean ‘liable
to tax’.
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Europe, this transformation from usager to client has partly been inspired by the
UK under Margaret Thatcher (Jeannot 1997) and is taken on by organisations such
as the OECD (OECD 1987, 1996). In French, the notion of client (beyond what
the term implies for the practices of welfare agents) obstructs the analysis, because
it fuels the fiction of a consumer who is free to choose and of a relationship with an
egalitarian administration free from constraints (see Pinto 1990).
Finally, this relationship is increasingly seen in terms of citizenship, which
creates some ambiguity. The citizenship theme highlights one problem: the
relationship between individuals and the community to which they are supposed
to belong, as well as their status in it. This theme is in line with administrative
encounters, as the individualised treatment of relations with the community.
Bureaucratic encounters, in the specific context of the American political–
administrative system, have been analysed as a form of relationship with politics,
like encounters with elected officials (Jones, Greenberg, Kaufman and Drew
1977; Moon, Serra and West 1993; Serra 1995), or as one of the most frequent
expressions of citizenship, along with paying taxes and voting (Hasenfeld 1985:
622). According to Steven Peterson, the bureaucratic encounter is an important
form of political participation of ‘ordinary people’, for whom political life consists
more in using public programmes (especially social ones), or in getting in touch
with administrative agents, than in voting (Peterson 1988). Michael Lipsky’s
larger, and more sociological, definition of citizenship highlights the importance
of encounters with low-level agents of public administration, which familiarises
people with what public services require from them, giving them a place within
the political community or by choosing the people who will be the object of
the sanctions or services of the state (Lipsky 1980). It is possible to talk about
citizenship regarding the relationship with the administration, provided that it is
used as a convenient concept for describing practices, rather than as an idealistic
objective (Leca 1991). Yet this word often has a second meaning in France.
Institutional discourse that refers to this topic leads to a shift in the domain of
political abstraction, whereby administrative practices are more idealised than
analysed. By linking the relationship with administration to the positive values of
voluntary adhesion and autonomy, these discussions have objectives and virtues
that are more prescriptive than descriptive.
Assujetti, administré, usager, client, citoyen: all these words, with their social
connotations, pertain (explicitly or otherwise) to a unifying theory concerning the
relationship with administration. Not a single one of these words can be used
to describe the diversity of the practices, situations and issues that form this
relationship. The question of the qualification of social agents as people engaged
in the administrative relationship will remain open. A different vocabulary will be
used according to the imminent situations or problems, especially contemporary
terms like client, applicant or recipient that do not prematurely judge the kind of
relationship with the administration under analysis. In this English version, instead
of usager, I will use the word ‘client’ in the English sense, without the mercantile
connotations it has in French.
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At this point, aside from political–institutional issues, it is important to
incorporate a sociological analysis of the relationship with the administration. The
perspectives are diverse: from the socio-economics of ‘service relationships’, to
single administrative relations (Gadrey 1994) in the ‘bottom-up’ analysis of public
policies – which brings together the confrontation between employees and uses of
public service hereafter into a single administrative office (Warin 1993a, 1993b),
to the study of administrative policies (Bouchard 1991). Collections of texts (Katz
and Danet 1972; RATP 1991) and American (Katz and Danet 1973; Goodsell 1980),
European (Grunow 1991) and French (Weller 1998) academic reviews provide
insight into these diversely oriented writings, which are impossible to present in
their entirety. Regarding the French literature on administrative encounters, one of
the main trends that can be highlighted is ‘interactionist micro-sociology’. Writings
inspired by Goffman’s analysis of service relationships (Goffman 1961), detailing
the sequential series of their different logics (civil, technical and contractual), have
usefully highlighted the following ideas: the implicit function of exchange; the
constructed images of the public service; contradictory logics; and the implicit
functions of monitoring and trade (Joseph 1998a). The problems arising from this
kind of approach are the more general problems of radical interactionism, which
reduces the social element to the incorporation of ‘interactional’ effects (Bourdieu
2005: 148 ff.; Corcuff 1995). The study of administrative relationships often tends
to go too far in the description of face-to-face encounters, by singling them out
from other social relationships to which they belong (institutional organisation,
positions and paths of the people interacting, effects of the exchanges, etc.).
The relationship with the administration runs the risk of being reduced to the
dimension of language exchange, the finer points of which tend to get lost in
the sophistication of the linguistic analysis (see Boisset and Dartevelle 1994 on
family benefit offices; Lacoste 1995 on the French national electricity company
[EDF]). Moreover, while the generic category of the ‘service relationship’ has the
advantage of bringing socially diverse professions closer to one another (from the
doctor to the car mechanic, to borrow Goffman’s example), it inconveniently hides
the specificities in the relationships with public services. This is in accordance
with the ‘managerial discourse’ that tends to assimilate this relationship with
commercial exchanges (Demailly 1998).
Like interactionist micro-sociology, if my analysis aims at accurately describing
the individual practices and giving an overview of the individual experience of
the social world (Joseph 1998b), it also aims at reframing these practices and
experiences within a more general perspective. Here reference can be made to the
writings of Michael Lipsky, who studies the place of the individual within public
services and shows how the incorporation of their actions creates public policies.
He highlights ‘the policy-making roles of street-level bureaucrats’, of which
reception agents are a good example. This does not mean that the history of public
policies is reduced to the organisation of these daily practices, which are also
modelled by the processes surrounding them, such as fiscal crisis. Lipsky’s book
avoids micro-sociological atomisation by placing importance on the actualisation
© Copyrighted Material

9781409402893_Dubois.indb 11

28/07/2010 12:47:47

The Bureaucrat and the Poor
© Copyrighted Material

12

hg

ate
.co

m

as
h

ga

te.
co

m

as

hg
ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

as

hg

ate

.co

m

of social structures within the administration’s daily routine. Instead, it is studied
from the activation of social and ethnic stereotypes, and by linking bureaucratic
relationships with the characteristics of the society concerned – as was Michel
Crozier’s approach, which analysed the ‘bureaucratic phenomenon’ as a ‘French
cultural phenomenon’ (Crozier 1964).
An attempt is made to give reception desk relationships the necessary distinction
between ‘the merely situated’ and ‘the situational’ (Goffman 1983: 3), keeping in
mind that ‘the truth of interaction is never entirely to be found in interaction as it
is available to observation’ (Bourdieu 1990: 127). I will concur with Lipsky and
other researchers, while avoiding, thanks to a more empirical and linear approach,
the possible risk of overgeneralising, which in turn erases the differences between
agents of different status, such as police officers or teachers (Moore 1987).
Moreover, the analysis tries to explain what administrative encounters owe to the
social structure in which they are inevitably present (respective social positions,
socio-economic conditions, the role of the institution in dealing with social
problems), without neglecting what constitutes interaction. Furthermore, this
study sets out to explain the general social effects of interpersonal relationships
– as outlined in Lipsky’s policy-making role – and the transformations of the
institution by the clients’ practices at the desks.
It is important to note that the widely acknowledged methodological problem
of communication between the ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ levels of social reality is not
the only point of focus. Concentrating on micro-relations is useful in explaining
the structural relationship with administration. Robert Castel’s interpretation of
Erving Goffman’s Asylums supports this view by stating that ‘it is the institutional
organisation which imposes these atomising descriptions, because it constitutes
an atomised reality: a life made of shattered fragments, cut into pieces by the
institutional dynamic’ (Castel 1989). In the same way, the administration–applicant
relationship, although in different forms, is an atomised reality because it deals
with a series of individuals and not a general public. Basing the analysis on faceto-face encounters at the desks would not provide sufficient theoretical support,
and would run the risk of being lost in the anecdotal description of a residual
dimension of public action. Instead, it actively describes a structural characteristic
of the bureaucratic interaction with individuals.
Seen in this context, the ‘small object’ that face-to-face encounters in
administrations’ front offices represent could actually reveal more dimensions in
this relationship. The study of administrative interactions not only allows for a
better understanding of the functioning of administration, but it also gives insight as
to how the state’s action actually comes about, and how the rules of the institutions
in charge are defined and updated. Furthermore, this ‘small object’ can elucidate
the contribution of the state’s administration regarding the procedures of social

as

  For further reading on the reconsideration of this distinction, see Giddens 1984
and Schwartz 1993. This issue has recently been studied within the framework of debates
caused by micro-history. For example, see Lepetit 1993 and Revel 1994.
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identification, especially in the bodies of a welfare state that is being remade,
where new elements of the ‘social questions’ are highlighted. By studying the
concrete forms of the procedures of administrative identification and the practices
by which institutional order is maintained, an examination of the conditions of
maintaining the social order and the way in which state institutions are involved
in it is possible.
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The same approach led me to consider administrative relationships from the
perspectives of social roles and identity constructions. The analysis of an
institution necessarily requires the analysis of the roles that create it. As Everett
Hughes notes: ‘the story of an institution might as well be told in terms of the
growth of its offices, within which the personal roles of a series of individuals have
been identified’ (Hughes 1937). Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann explain the
same idea by establishing links between roles and administration: ‘the institutions
can only exist through the way in which the roles attached to the institution are
played’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966). More precisely, if attention is drawn to the
social roles and to the individuals who play these roles, it is primarily because
the relationship with the institution is a practical confrontation to these roles and
individuals. According to Jacques Lagroye, ‘the relationship with the institution is
first of all the relationship with the one who plays a role within an institution. […]
it is above all the understanding of the individuals who make up the institution
which provides insight into the institution because of the roles they play’ (Lagroye
1997: 8).
The question of identity, linked to the question of social role, is an opportunity
to examine the problematic aspects of the specific type of social relationships
observed, especially within the historical context of the period of research.
Furthermore, this viewpoint replaces our ‘small object’ within greater social
transformations. First of all, at a very general level, one can agree that the
importance of the notion of identity largely derives from the reconsideration of the
instances of socialisation affecting modern society (Dubar 1996). In particular, the
issue of identity arises when the traditional mechanisms of acquiring social status,
and therefore, social status itself, come into question or are redefined by a range
of different transformations, which are generally categorised as ‘crises’ (that is,
persistent unemployment and the decline of the traditional family structure).
Addressing the question of identity concerning the relationship with the
administration also entails acknowledging the growing importance of state
bureaucracies in the processes of personal identification (Goffman 1963: 57). The
bureaucratisation process, as seen in countries such as France, contributed to making
administrations important places for the production of identities: ‘paper identities’
(Dardy 1990) are created, where the individual acquisition of a status materialises,
particularly through enrolment in civil status registers (Noiriel 1993), and because
documents (e.g. identity cards, student cards or voter registration cards) are issued
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(Offerlé 1993). However, not everything is registered in written documentation,
even in administrations. It is also within the face-to-face encounters at the town
hall (Dardy 1994) or in the national employment agency’s offices [Agence
Nationale Pour l’Emploi, ANPE] (Demazière 1992, 1996) that these identities are
built and negotiated. As highlighted above, this process of identity-construction in
administrative relationships is far from always peaceful. In their daily job, agents
need to put a definitive end to the conflicts between administrative and individual
constructions of the applicants’ identity. It is precisely because of the problematic
nature of identity within the administrative relationship that an analysis seems
necessary.
Finally, in accordance with Gérard Noiriel, one can assume that these state
procedures of identification play a key role in the internalisation of constraint
(Noiriel 1991). With the rapid development of the welfare state, there are no more
‘stigmas’ placed on the bodies. ‘From now on, it is the individual who calls upon
the constraints to which the authorities subject them. In order to be part of the
numerous benefit categories constructed by the national democratic society, the
modern man constantly needs to explain the legitimacy of his affiliations’ (Noiriel
1991: 313). Through the development of identification techniques that came
with the growing importance of social security and benefits, the development of
the welfare state can be considered as an efficient tool for the internalisation of
political domination. The identification procedures that are analysed in brief faceto-face encounters are therefore part of long-term processes. Moreover, the interrelationships in which they take place are linked to more general mechanisms of
the reproduction of the social order.
Bureaucracy plays an ever-growing role within identification processes, and
these have a growing importance in the internalisation of constraint. These general
processes with long-term implications would not be worth reexamination if they
did not have a special contemporary importance. First of all, the reconsideration of
instances of traditional socialisation – and their absence regarding the large part of
the population that is unemployed and/or these stable circles of sociability that are
family and friendship networks – has turned publically accessible administrations
into places where human relationships and self-experience are possible. An
administration’s desk is especially a space of dialogue and of ‘exhibition of
humanity’ when the ‘social bond’ crumbles (Ion, Péroni 1997).
Secondly, the administrative identification of individuals has recently taken
on a new importance due to transformations in the procedures of public policy.
These transformations tend to favour a decline in the collective treatment of
recipients to promote an individualisation in dealing with social problems. This
is shown by the ‘new social policies’, of which the Revenu Minimum d’Insertion
[RMI  – French minimum income support] is a prime example. They are based
upon a personalisation of the procedures, highlighted by the growing resort to
contractualisation, and the increased importance given to writing administrative
biographies (Astier 1995, 1996, 1997). One can also refer to different schemes
and institutions besides the RMI, such as local institutions helping the young
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to find work (Jellab 1997), indebtedness committees and social housing. These
modifications affect the very definition of the functions of ‘basic bureaucracy’,
which now has to deal with a set of individual problems, more than a collectively
constituted problem (Bourdieu et al. 1999: 184). They contribute in a concrete
way to increasing the frequency of direct contact between the administration and
the applicants, as well as magnifying the issues of administrative identification of
individual cases.
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as seen above, to analyse administrative relationships is to witness power relations.
This should be taken into account, even if only to offset the omnipresence of the
aforementioned pacific discourse, putting the relationship with the administration
on the same level as commercial relationships. It is also in administrative
interactions that state categories are imposed: those that determine the possibility of
receiving benefits.10 This imposition can be harsh when it forces some individuals
to assume a status to which they object. One day, I heard this at a front office:
‘You don’t want to admit it, but you are still a couple!’ Or, conversely, sometimes
a given status is denied: ‘No, you aren’t considered a mother.’ This identification
through categorisation forces individuals to view their own life in a certain way.
It gives them a place, although it might not be the one they wanted. Moreover,
these categories are not only sections of an administrative list, but they are also
categories of judgement. Their application strengthens the position of those who
comply with the established rules – a stable family, for example – but is seen as a
stigmatisation for those who move away from them. Violence does not only come
from where we think it does. The tears and the visible despair of recipients hearing
their problems expressed in cold bureaucratic words, or those who are simply lost
within the administrative complexity, are a reminder of this fact.
This study elaborates on the whole complexity of the power relations by
explaining them in their more concrete dimension. Let me briefly mention them in
three different ways. First of all, the study shows that bureaucratic domination does
not derive from an anonymous administration with mechanically enforced rules. It
is carried out by individuals who are not just cogs in a machine but whose position
of authority allows judgements and injunctions that the administrative functioning
does not impose but makes possible. The fact that agents in a superior position,
compared to the applicants, allow themselves to give orders or ask questions that
are more a testimony of their own personal values than the administrative rule is
a good illustration: ‘Maybe you could stop changing partners!’ or ‘Are you really
sure you’re actively looking for a job?’
10 The observation of these interactions allows us to show how the imposition of
categories of constitutive thought of the ‘state symbolical violence’ takes place. For a
general presentation of this perspective, see Bourdieu 1998: 35–63. For its application to
issues similar to the ones treated here, see Bourdieu 1998: 64–74.
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Second, this study gives an account of the ambivalence of the relationship with
the institution, which is a factor in producing both a ‘social bond’ and coercion,
contributes to helping people with difficulties face their situation and keeping them
in their ‘place’. Concerning the relationship between identity and administrative
documents, Claudine Dardy states that ‘the papers are at once those of constraint,
control, and even state control; but they are also identity providers. The identity –
at least a certain form of identity – of each and every one of us appears, reappears,
fades or expresses itself in those papers’ (Dardy 1990: 13). The same applies for
administrative relationships, alternating between comfort and sanction, which act
as vectors of normative imposition as well as ‘social integration’.
Finally, domination does not explain everything: applicants and their practices
could not be understood by listing them under the homogenising category of the
‘dominated’. Some studies have wisely warned against the manipulative vision
that is often present in the analyses of social welfare, granting the recipients of
allowances or assistance the status of ‘victim’ (Messu 1990). In this book, the
analysis takes these warnings on board, but tries to avoid the opposite shortcoming
of an exaggerated ‘strategic’ conception of the applicants’ practices. More
generally, a mechanical application of an analysis in terms of domination can hide
and smooth away the diversity of practices, and therefore impede the description
of the complex reality. However, to abandon the analysis in these terms because
they are unable to encapsulate all aspects of the issue (and because they very
often come from a narrow-minded conception of domination, which is reduced to
simple coercion), does not seem to better explain the practices that I will study.
Therefore, I will attempt the complicated technique of ‘alternation’ (Grignon  
and Passeron 1989) between analysis of the power relations and of the practices
that do not entail domination, or at least mark its limits. I will then give additional
hypotheses on phenomena such as silence or aggressiveness, which can be studied
from these two points of view. I will also describe, in the third part especially, ‘all
the circumstantial forms of the affirmation of non-dependency: self-withdrawal
(‘disappearing’ when domination does not disappear); aggressive self-assertion
through provocation, contestation or ridicule; and the ostentatious display of a
political, economic or even physical counter-attack…’ (Grignon and Passeron
1989: 79).
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While the proposed analyses attempt to shed light on the relationship with the
administration in general, they remain based on the observation of a particular
type of administration, whose specificities must be taken into account. The fact
that family benefit offices give out benefits necessarily creates a different kind of
relationship, in some aspects, from the ones occurring in the public services of the
commercial sector (SNCF, EDF, La Poste, etc.). In other numerous prefectural or
civil register services of town halls, bureaucratic encounters consist of registering
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on a list or being handed an administrative document. While the institutions
investigated here have specificities (and while this study cannot list the numerous
existing forms of administrative interaction) I will, however, strive to ensure that its
results will lead to encouraging reflection beyond its strict empirical framework.
First of all, further observations and works on bureaucratic encounters in other
administrations will provide the necessary elements of comparison to establish
conditions of generalisation of the different parts of the analysis. The main processes
considered here are far from specific to the cases studied. Within the institutions
under review the question of the relationship with the clients is central, because
of the increasing number of visitors and transformations that affect their social
composition. This important issue (far from being an isolated case) makes the
fieldwork of this book a good indicator of the processes that can occur elsewhere,
under less visible forms. Indeed, the transformations of relationships at the desks
observed in the institutions, such as family benefit offices, which are more directly
exposed to poverty, tend to occur in an increasing number of administrations. The
functioning of almost all of them is therefore affected by the ‘exclusion’ with
which they are constantly confronted at the desks, and against which they are
more or less supposed to fight (Jeannot 1996; Gadrey et al. 1998). The surveys
on how ‘poor populations’ are considered in the different administrative policies
provide numerous examples (Comité interministériel de l’évaluation des politiques
publiques 1993). Issues such as the management of social distance or consideration
for the people’s misfortune, despite being more visible and established, are less
specific to institutions with a social vocation like family benefit offices.
The field study took place in two family benefit offices in Béville and Dombourg
(these are fictitious names). The two institutions are similar in size: respectively
around 70,000 and 66,000 applicants (the average population at the national
level being 75,000 applicants per family benefit office). They cover the whole
(Dombourg) or part (Béville) of an administrative district, each composed of a
main city district (around 57,000 and 45,000 inhabitants), urbanised areas with
a large number of immigrants and peripheral rural areas. The social composition
of the population is quite similar, although there are slightly more recipients in
precarious situations in Béville. Based only on this indicator, the proportion of the
recipients of government-guaranteed, minimum social benefits in total is 15.7% in
Béville and 10.5% in Dombourg; 7.4% and 5% respectively for the RMI; 6.15%
and 4.5% for the allowance for physically disabled adults; and 2.15% and 1% for
the single parent benefit.11 These figures place the two cases under review below
the national average of the CAF, where the number of RMI  recipients reaches
10% of the total population of recipients. Studies on other offices will allow us
to assess the observation proposed here with regard to conditions at the desks.12 I 
11 Source: annual reports, 1995 (the numbers are rounded up to the nearest decimal
point).
12 Bardaille and Outin 1992; Boisset and Dartevelle 1994; Gautrat et al. 1994a,
1994b, 1996; Jaeger and Linhart 1998; Murard and Moulière 1997; Rowe and Limayem
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should point out at this stage that these conditions are less tense in relatively small
institutions than in the offices of the larger metropolitan areas where the flow
of visitors is more substantial, the waiting time longer and the atmosphere more
aggressive.13
The observation took place in the head offices of the two institutions, but also in
the different branch offices.14 Studying various places made it possible to observe
different situations regarding reception conditions and the social composition of
the population. The fieldwork part of the study was divided into sections of at least
one full week, sometimes several consecutive weeks. The observation periods
have been chosen in order to include times of high pressure (as in August when
the allowances are recalculated), as well as quieter times of the year when visits
are fewer and tend to be less confrontational.
The study covered a period of more than six months during spring and summer
1995. Direct observation was the main technique employed. Waiting rooms and
meetings with agents were observed on an occasional basis. But it is especially
the face-to-face encounters at reception that were the object of these observations.
A total of about 900 such interactions, lasting from a few minutes to more than
one hour were observed. I participated in these interactions by sitting next to the
employee. We decided that if visitors were surprised or if they asked any questions,
I would be introduced as an intern, which was plausible as I was 29 years old at the
time. This made it possible to explain my silent attitude and my notetaking. In fact
we had almost no need to use this disguise because people rarely asked about me;
and when they did, they already assumed I was an intern.
It took several days to get used to these encounters and to acquire the minimum
technical knowledge that was necessary to understand them. I also needed a
few days to pass the observation stage, when I wrote down everything, because
‘everything has a meaning’, as the ethnographical textbooks would say (Griaule
1957; Beaud and Weber 1997). I progressively established an observation grid
in order to capture three main series of elements. First of all, the general tone of
the conversation and its evolution (courtesy, aggressiveness, alternation of the
‘personal’ and ‘strictly administrative’ language registers). The second element
concerned recipients and their practices. To determine their social position,
I  could add the data that appeared on the computer screen (family situation,
benefits, financial resources) to the data of direct observation (clothes, manner of
speech) (Peretz 1998: esp. 90). I also wrote down everything about their attitudes
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1998; Simon 1994; Weller 1995a, 1995b. We can add Marie Agostini’s documentary, Au
guichet des allocs, CAPA-Canal Plus, 1996.
13 This is what can be seen in an additional questionnaire carried out at the CAF in
the Lyon region, within the framework of sociological studies at the University of Lyon II
with Bertrand Rayon. I would like to thank the students who completed this work under
our supervision.
14 Names of locations mentioned, apart from Dombourg and Béville, are those of
local branches.
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or vocabulary that could be an indicator of their general degree of internalisation
of administrative rules: the way they introduced their problem; whether they
had brought the necessary documents with them, in what order and in what
state; and if they used administrative jargon or not. I  paid special attention
to numerous difficult situations when things were expressed in a confused or
rambling manner (e.g. reconsideration of the institution, claims for justification
and personal problems). I took advantage of the absence of the agent – off to
make photocopies or to look for a document – to talk to the applicants who often
gave me some elements of their personal story or told me the problems they had
with the handling of their file.
The third observation point relates to the professional practices of the agents:
the way they spoke to applicants; their level of involvement in the encounter
(time given to them, if they showed any concern towards them, advice or
personal opinion); different ways of handling delicate situations; and more
generally the emotion that comes from being exposed to the personal distress of
the recipient. Although there was no quantification, this part of the survey is close
to the recommendations on serial observation of the professions dealing with
the public (see Peneff 1995). Often, and especially after a difficult encounter, I
asked the agents about their personal reaction to what had just occurred. Once a
certain rapport had been established between us, the agents would freely express
themselves.
The structural unity of the encounters allowed them to be observed and to
be systematically treated. The standardised nature of the work created only a bit
of the lassitude that is inherent in repetition. However, I  had to be careful and
avoid two types of behaviour to which these situations could lead. Because the
interactions concerned – for the most part – individuals belonging to the lowincome social groups, it was important to avoid making any moral judgement,
whether it was directed towards the disdainful attitude of an agent with a person
whom he decided did not need any benefits, or towards a recipient cheating or
being violent without any justification. Consequently, it was necessary to control
the effects on the observation when a series of personal stories, sometimes terribly
sad, were told. These two problems became tools for research. The reflection on
the tendency to have a moralistic attitude and the conditions of the control of
feelings were very useful to examine the management of these problems by the
agents involved.
I  will now focus on the possible effects of my presence concerning the
observed encounters: the ‘observer’s paradox’ (Schwartz 1993). The fact that I 
was sent by the hierarchy – both by the central agency (the CAF) and by the head
administration of the two offices – could have led the staff to think that I was
there to monitor or assess their work (Schwartzman 1993). In fact, in one case,
one agent used language that seemed too perfect and had such conspicuous zeal
for ‘the client’s satisfaction’ that it aroused suspicion. Actually, this employee was
putting into practice for the first time (and only because I was there) the advice she
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was given during training a few months before. Another agent did everything he
could to apply the efficient ‘methods’ he told me about in an interview:
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We talked to each other to decide what to do in case you came. We said that we
would do as usual. We said that we would try to be […] the way we are every
day. We try to behave as usual but it’s not true. Well, we are careful about what
we say. I’m not saying that we don’t say the same things when you’re not here,
but there is a little difference. We’re a little bit uncomfortable. Maybe we take
more time to explain some things to people so that you too can better understand
what we’re doing (Christine Duval).15
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There are some effects that arise from a situation of observation, but except
for the cases mentioned above, they affected the agents’ practices only in a minor
way. The occasional presence of real interns helped the study develop in more
normal circumstances. I actually felt sometimes that the workers also saw me
as an intern when they explained to me the technical difficulties in dealing with
different kinds of allowances. Due to the length of the study, agents controlling
their attitude did not distort the observation. After several hours, they seemed
to forget the external attention on them, be less self-conscious and therefore did
not stray from their daily practices. This is what reception agents noted in their
feedback on the survey.
The effects of my presence are more difficult to assess with respect to the
applicants. It seems that it did not really affect their behaviour. They only talked
to the civil servant and, most of the time, acted as if I were not there. For example,
after an agent left to find their file, one couple were discussing whether they would
present documents that may decrease the amount of their allowance, as though
nobody could hear them. However, after talking with the agents, it seemed that the
presence of a third person led to people being more self-contained while explaining
their personal problems and also to be dissuaded from being aggressive. ‘We could
feel that because you were here, they were less comfortable talking’ (Frédéric
Galopin). ‘It is true that they like telling us their story, but when you’re next to us,
they don’t tell it in the same way’ (Frédérique Rouet). In a more marginal way,
my presence could have led applicants to exaggerate their usual behaviour in their
dealings with the agents: for once, there was an audience at the desk. Although we
need to bear these elements in mind, they do not seem to jeopardise the status of
this study.
These direct observations were complemented by interviews. The interviews
carried out with the 22 agents in the two offices mostly took place after spending
several hours at work with them. The informal exchanges and experience they
shared at these moments were the starting point or the basis of the interviews.
They were conducted in a relaxed way and were focused on four main themes:
15 (First name Surname) refers to interviews with reception agents, whose names are
pseudonyms throughout this book. See their biographical notes in Appendix 1, p. 185.
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personal and professional background; the profession of reception agent (general
considerations on the function, its place within the institution, the changes that
affected it); feelings regarding the job (complaints, satisfaction, new perspectives);  
and professional practices (strategies, attitude, description of the relationship with
the recipients). These interviews were completed by all the informal discussions
during meals or in the offices, due to my long presence among them.
One hundred and twenty more direct and shorter interviews were carried out
with the applicants in the waiting room – before and after they went to the desks.
For a variety of reasons, they were difficult to conduct. First, the exchanges were
difficult with a great number of people who struggled with oral communication.
Numerous refusals to answer were explained by the fact that applicants thought
I was sent by an institution of which visitors openly expressed – especially with
their neighbours in the waiting rooms – their distrust or resentment. Finally, the
interviewees did not talk much about the practices and behaviours that were
difficult to express, other than mentioning the minimal categories of the waiting
time and ‘it’s going well/badly’, ‘they’re nice/not nice’. This is a general problem.
The issues related to the most common events often elicit brief answers and even
silence because ‘there’s nothing else interesting to say’ or seem to be an occasion
to discuss something else. Very often, I had to listen to people talking at length
about topics that were irrelevant to my study. This difficulty probably comes from
the conditions of the interview: the interviewees were exposed to the others. Their
expressive interests led them towards drawing attention to their own difficulties
and their administrative problems, more than their experience of bureaucratic
encounters. However, the interviews allowed the specification of some hypotheses
regarding the variety and social diversity of the relationships with the institution,
from indications given on the professional and family situation, the reasons,
frequency and course of the visits.
Now that these precisions have been given, we can penetrate the space of the
desk, which is normally, so to speak, behind closed doors. The first part will present
the general face of the administrative relationship, as it can be seen in family
benefit offices. I will focus on the asymmetrical relationship between the agent
(with a mandate of institutional authority) and the visitor (lacking in resources
and in the position of ‘applicant’); which in this context often prohibits the latter
from being treated as an equal within the space of the desk. I will then study the
implications and social effects of this individual relationship. The paths, practices
and the agents’ roles are the object of the second part of the book. The analysis
of their double role – being alternatively simple agents of an official function and
individuals with their personal story, skills and dispositions that exclusively belong
to them – will shed light on the modes of control of the bureaucratic encounters.
This control is not totally efficient and the visitors are not passive victims who
have no room for manoeuvre or strategies. The third part, to complement the first
two, will reveal the failures and reconsideration of the preservation of institutional
law and order.
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