From Widow to “Welfare Queen”: Welfare and the
Politics of Race
Premilla Nadasen, Queens College, City University of New York

Abstract
This article discusses the racialization of welfare in the popular discourse. In the
1960s, Aid to Families with Dependent Children shifted from a program serving primarily white widows and supporting them in their work as mothers to a punitive
program aiding a disproportionate number of women of color who were divorced,
deserted, or never married. A narrative of race, sexual deviance, fraud, family breakup, and community disintegration came to dominate discussions of welfare and black
poverty. At a moment when theories of scientific racism were in decline, stereotypes
and images of black women as “welfare queens” reinscribed racial domination in
the popular and political discourse. But, at the same time, a black-led movement for
welfare rights challenged these negative portrayals and called for a broader safety
net and a reconceptualization of welfare.

O

ver a decade ago, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)Ñ
the primary support system for poor women and children in this
countryÑwas dismantled with relatively little protest and a disheartening degree of public support. The apathy and, in some cases, eager endorsement of the abolition of AFDC by the general public was partly because the
debate about welfare has been constructed by a language of morality and racial
fear. In discussions of welfare, the black community generally, and African
American women in particular, are viliÞed, ridiculed, and demeaned.1 One
illustration of these racialized and gendered stereotypes is the performance
by Charles Knipp, a gay white man who dresses in blackface and drag and
caricatures a black woman on welfare. Knipp describes his character, Shirley Q. Liquor, as a black welfare mother living in the South with nineteen
children from different fathers. The character speaks with a heavy Southern
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accent laced with malapropisms and mispronunciations. She lives in a roachinfested house, is overweight, refuses to work, and lives off the governmentÕs
largess. KnippÕs show, which tours the country, promotes the idea that African
American women on welfare are sexually promiscuous, illiterate drug addicts
who are undeserving of assistance. Although most welfare recipients are not
black, popular representations, such as KnippÕs, often depict the typical welfare
recipient as black. This construction of a racialized, sexually deviant Òwelfare
queenÓ is not a new phenomenon. Ronald Reagan employed it in the 1980s to
demonize women on welfare, and politicians invoked it in the 1960s to push
for work-oriented welfare reform. Racial stereotypes of recipients have, in
fact, dominated discussions of welfare since the 1960s.
In the 1960s, the politics of welfare became racialized and sexualized, laying the groundwork for the stereotype of the Òwelfare queen.Ó2 As increasing
numbers of African American women joined the welfare rolls, politicians and
policymakers instituted more punitive measures, including work requirements.
These reform efforts were premised on a discourse falsely suggesting that most
welfare recipients were black and unworthy of assistance. Welfare became a
code word for race and came to symbolize the perceived problems within poor
black communitiesÑsingle parenthood, family breakup, and unemployment.
The image of the Òwelfare queenÓ framed the political discourse about race,
class, and gender in modern America (Lubiano 1992). Welfare became a discursive stand-in in discussions about race and poverty. This new manifestation
of racism laid community disintegration and the national urban crisis at the
doorstep of African American women. This article will explore when welfare
became associated in the public mind with African Americans and how this
shifted the goal of the program from one that supported womenÕs work as
mothers to one that encouraged them to enter the paid work force.3 The politics of welfare did not evolve without contestation. At the very moment when
welfare became a hotly debated issue, black women on welfare organized to
challenge the punitive, discriminatory, and dehumanizing nature of the welfare
program. Despite their efforts, the Òcontrolling imageÓ of the Òwelfare queen,Ó
to use Patricia Hill CollinsÕs phrase (1991, 67Ð78; see also Jewell 1993), has had
enormous longevity and breadth, even well past the dismantling of the AFDC
program, to inßuence how Americans think and talk about race.
Welfare played a central role in inßuencing discussions of race. In the
Þrst part of the twentieth century, understandings of race and racial ideology underwent a sea change. The horrors of Nazi Germany, movements for
national liberation in colonial states, campaigns for racial equality in the
United States and other parts of the world, and new social scientiÞc research
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that discredited biological theories of race all transformed thinking about
racial difference (Pascoe 1996; Scott 1997). With the decline of scientiÞc racism
and the success of campaigns like the Civil Rights Movement to challenge
overt racism, racial differences were attributed to cultural and environmental
factors (Brown et al. 2003; Winant 2001). This hardened divisions within the
African American community. Those members of the black middle class
who conformed to dominant cultural expectations were increasingly seen
as capable and equal to whites and worthy of inclusion into the mainstream.
This was reßected in and fostered by civil rights activistsÕ preoccupations
with Òrespectability.Ó On the other hand, the black poor who transgressed
the boundaries of acceptable behavior were increasingly despised and marginalized. Stereotypes and images associated with the black poor (and poor
black women on welfare in particular) became even more entrenched during
the postwar period. Narratives about welfare receipt, family, sex, fraud, and
the work ethic further alienated and isolated this group. Black women on
welfare became the new other against which both white society and the black
middle class were measured. This new discourse of welfare has implications
for understanding the politics of race in the postwar period. While many
scholars have examined the role of race in shaping and informing welfare
policy, I am interested in exploring how race has been constituted by the
welfare state. This essay is part of a much larger story, in the words of Thomas
Holt, about how race was ÒmadeÓ (Holt 1995; see also Fields 1982; Omi and
Winant 1986).

History of Welfare and African American Women
Welfare has not always been associated with African American women. Aid
to Dependent Children (ADC), as AFDC was known prior to 1962, was instituted in 1935 as part of the Social Security Act. As many historians have shown,
ADC and its precursor, state-level mothersÕ pension programs, reinforced the
heterosexual family model and traditional gender roles of the male breadwinner and female caretaker (Gordon 1994; Kessler-Harris 2001). To deßect
potential criticism, caseworkers made assistance available only to recipients
they believed were blameless for their current situation, morally pure, and
properly disciplining and caring for their children. Racial, cultural, and class
biases shaped reformersÕ views of who was a worthy and unworthy recipient,
and welfare served cultural purposesÑto Americanize immigrant recipients
(Mink 1995). Pitied and considered worthy of support if they met the social
and moral standards set by caseworkers, these women were viewed as moth-
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ers and caretakers. Consequently, ADC and mothersÕ pensions contained
strict eligibility criteria and forced poor single mothers receiving assistance
to conform to white middle-class notions of proper motherhood. Despite
these restrictive rules, ADC did provide an allowance to help some mothers
raise their children (Abramovitz 1989; Gordon 1994).
Part of a gendered and racialized two-track welfare system, ADC provided
less generous and more restrictive assistance than the federally run contributory social insurance programs, such as social security and unemployment
compensation, that were tied to work history (Abramovitz 1989; Quadagno,
1988). There was, for example, no allotment for the mother in the monthly
budget until 1950. Along with Old Age Assistance and Aid to the Disabled,
ADC was part of the category of public assistance, serving the poor and a disproportionately larger number of women and people of color (Nelson 1990).
The federal government provided oversight and matching funds for ADC,
but states controlled eligibility criteria, determined budgets, and essentially
ran the program. Consequently, ADC payments varied widely from state
to state, and local politics, to a large degree, shaped the program (Lieberman 1998; Zylan 1994). And, although the idea that single women should be
supported in their work as mothers prevailed in the political discourse, in
practice, most mothers worked or supplemented their monthly allowance,
which was simply too little to support their children. Local welfare departments often expected recipients to work even though they saw recipientsÕ as
primarily mothers.4
Patterns of discrimination in the program were widespread. ADC gave
only limited assistance to women of color. White women, most of whom
were widows or deserted by their husbands, overwhelmingly populated the
welfare rolls in the late 1930s.5 A majority of needy African American women
were denied assistance especially in the South and other areas where large
numbers of African Americans lived. Beginning in the 1940s and continuing
into the 1950s, local ofÞcials passed regulations to deny eligibility and remove
women from the welfare rolls.6 These included Òsuitable homeÓ laws denying aid to mothers who had Òillegitimate childrenÓ or who engaged in other
behavior that caseworkers considered immoral or inappropriate, Òsubstitute
fatherÓ or Òman-in-the-houseÓ rules denying aid to women if there was any
evidence of a male present in her home, employable mother laws refusing
assistance to women physically able to work, and residence laws denying
assistance to migrants from outside the state (Abramovitz 1989; Bell 1965;
Piven and Cloward 1971; Zylan 1994). Georgia passed an employable mother
rule in 1952. Michigan and Florida passed suitable home laws in 1953 and
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1959, respectively. In 1943, the state of Louisiana refused assistance to women
during cotton-picking season (Bell 1965, 60Ð110).
Restrictive welfare laws directed primarily at black women, who had a
long history of employment outside the household, ensured an adequate
supply of laborers in the work force. A Þeld supervisor in a Southern state
explicitly made this connection:
The number of Negro cases is few due to the unanimous feeling on the part
of the staff and board that there are more work opportunities for Negro
women and to their intense desire not to interfere with local labor conditions.
The attitude that Òthey have always gotten along,Ó and that Òall theyÕll do is
have more childrenÓ is deÞnite. . . . [They see no] reason why the employable Negro mother should not continue her usually sketchy seasonal labor
or indeÞnite domestic service rather than receive a public assistance grant.
(Larabee 1939, 449; quoted in Bell 1965, 34Ð35)

Consequently, Southern ofÞcials routinely restricted eligibility and forced
recipients into the labor market during periods of labor shortage (Piven
and Cloward 1971; Zylan 1994, 104). Thus, black womenÕs status as welfare
recipients was bound up with their relationship to the labor market. More
often seen as laborers than as mothers, black women were considered less
deserving of public assistance than other women.7

The Welfare Backlash
Between 1950 and 1960, changes in the composition of the welfare rolls coupled
with black migration generated widespread public concern about welfare
in other parts of the country that led to similarly restrictive policies. The
number of families on welfare only grew from 652,000 in 1950 to 806,000
in 1960 (U.S. Bureau of the Census [Census Bureau] 1970, table 428). This
was a small increase. But public concern about welfare centered more on the
particular welfare recipients joining the welfare rolls. The rolls in 1960 looked
very different than they had in 1940 in terms of the recipientsÕ ÒmoralityÓ
and ÒworthinessÓÑoften deÞned by divorce, a child born out of wedlock, or
the racial or cultural background of a recipient. Because of poverty, racism,
and migration, the percentage of African Americans on AFDC nationally
increased from 31 percent in 1950 to 48 percent in 1961 (U.S. Congress, House
Ways and Means Committee 1986, 392). Mechanization and other changes in
agricultural production in the postwar South left many African Americans
without work, fueling the migration of African Americans to urban areas and
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the North. Between 1940 and 1960, more than three million African Americans made their way from the South to Northern cities in search of employment. Although many found work, deindustrialization in urban centers in
conjunction with widespread race and gender employment discrimination
led to a disproportionately large number of unemployed or underemployed
African Americans. In 1960, the ofÞcial unemployment rate was 4.9 percent
for whites and 10.2 percent for nonwhites (Census Bureau 1975, 135). Those
landing in the North may have turned to welfare departments for economic
support as a last resort.
In addition, by the 1960s, most welfare recipients were not widows but
were never-married, divorced, or deserted women. In 1961, widows made up
only 7.7 percent of the ADC caseload, down from 43 percent in 1937 (Bremner
1956, 535; cited in Abramovitz 1989, 321). The 1939 Social Security Amendments
encouraged this trend by extending old-age insurance coverage to widows and
their children, in effect removing ÒdeservingÓ women and childrenÑwhose
husbands and fathers had diedÑfrom the ADC rolls. The percentage of single
mothers in all racial groups increased after World War II because of social
and economic dislocations. Between 1950 and 1960, out-of-marriage births
increased by 31 percent for white women and 20 percent for nonwhites (Grove
and Hetzel 1968, 185). But nonwhite and African American women were disproportionately single mothers. In 1960, the ofÞcial out-of-wedlock birth
rate for whites was 23 out of 1,000 births; for nonwhites it was 216 (Grove
and Hetzel 1968, 185). There were obviously more women of color having
children out of wedlock, but there were also other reasons for this big gap.
White women who became pregnant were well hidden from the public eye.
They were sent off to birthing homes, and their babies were quietly put up
for adoption. Black women had fewer institutional resources available. The
lack of avenues for adoption, in addition to community values discouraging
mothers giving up their children, meant that black women kept their children
and raised them at a far higher rate than white women did (see Kunzel 1994
and Solinger 1994). This higher rate of black single motherhood, coupled with
higher poverty rates, translated into a higher AFDC rate for African American
women.
Only a small minority of children born out of wedlock ended up on ADC.
Nevertheless, the increase in black single mothers on welfare caused public
alarm.8 Historians Ricki Solinger (1994) and Regina Kunzel (1994) have both
examined how out-of-wedlock births among African Americans, in contrast
to whites, in the postwar period came to be viewed as evidence of cultural
pathology and how the children were considered a social liability. Using
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hyperbole and inßammatory rhetoric, politicians and the press hammered
away at the apparent overrepresentation of black women on the welfare rolls.
However, taking into account poverty and out-of-wedlock birth rates, black
women were actually underrepresented on ADC. Increasingly, the politics of
welfare converged on the stereotypical image of a black unmarried, unworthy
welfare mother. This image that interwove race, sex, and morality more than
any other fed the Þres of the welfare controversy. So, the public opposed not
just more families on welfare but also the greater number of black unmarried
women receiving assistance.
Local politicians, the conservative press, and many ordinary white Americans focused on the supposed problems of cultural pathologies and sexual
immorality. Promiscuity and laziness became synonymous with black women
on welfare. No one deÞnitively linked the increase in welfare rolls to the rise
in out-of-marriage births, yet ÒillegitimacyÓ became the catchword for evidence of the degeneracy of the black population. Popular and social welfare
magazines gave undue attention to the rise in out-of-wedlock births among
women on AFDC and attributed this rise to black migration.9 An investigator reported that 93 percent of ADC recipients in Washington, D.C., in 1962
were African American and that ÒWomen with several illegitimate children,
by several different fathers, were often found living with men who were bringing home regular paychecksÓ (ÒCheating on ReliefÓ 1962). In 1965, U.S. News
and World Report explained that black men, unable to get jobs, deserted their
families: ÒDeserted wives, sometimes turning to any man who comes along,
add to the high rate of illegitimacy in the self-perpetuating breeding grounds
of city slumsÓ (ÒMysteryÓ 1965). Unlike a few years earlier when Þnancial
assistance was deemed necessary for single mothers to raise healthy and welladjusted children, by the early 1960s welfare for single mothers was considered
detrimental. In 1963, The Saturday Evening Post commented, ÒTodayÕs welfare
child, raised in hopelessness and dependency, becomes tomorrowÕs welfare
adult, pauperized and helplessÓ (Chevalier 1963). U.S. News and World Report
reported in 1965 that the rise in welfare rolls was due to the Òmass migrations of
unskilled Negroes from the South.Ó The increasing number of Òwelfare babiesÓ
would Òbreed more criminals, more mental defectives, more unemployables
of almost every type.Ó The magazine proÞled the typical ADC recipient in
Chicago: ÒA poor Negro girl: . . . She is insecure, uneducated, unsophisticated,
frightenedÓ (ÒMysteryÓ 1965). One ofÞcial referred to children on AFDC as
the Òchildren of illegitimate parents.Ó Clearly, the target in the welfare debate
had become African American men and women who were characterized as
not wanting to work, unable to properly raise their children, and engaging
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in deviant sexual and family behaviors. Thus, the concern about ADC was
shaped and sold to the public in large part by racial ideology.
The trend in the popular discourse was reßected as well in social science
literature.10 The most well-known study to connect welfare, poverty, and race
was The Negro Family: A Case For National Action by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, assistant secretary of labor under President Johnson. Published in 1965,
the Moynihan Report, as it is more popularly known, addressed black urban
poverty and the rising number of female-headed households. Moynihan
argued that ÒAt the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society
is the deterioration of the Negro family. It is the fundamental source of the
weakness of the Negro communityÓ (1965, 5). He attributed the disproportionate number of black single parent families, which he called a Òtangle of
pathology,Ó to the ÒmatriarchalÓ black family structure. A long history of
slavery, exploitation, racism, and unemployment had led to an increased
divorce rate, a large number of Òillegitimate children,Ó male desertion, and
a rapid growth in AFDC families. The solution, Moynihan claimed, was to
establish a stable black family structure.11
What Moynihan said was not new. In fact, such characterizations of the
black family as matriarchal dated back to the 1930s to the work of black sociologist E. Franklin Frazer. In the 1960s, other sociologists such as Oscar Lewis
had similarly put forth theories of a Òculture of povertyÓ that explained the
persistence of poverty in poor communities of color.12 The Moynihan Report
was nevertheless important because of its impact on welfare policy. In the
mid-1960s, social policy and urban politics were at a critical juncture, making
the reception of MoynihanÕs report invaluable to critics and reformers of
welfare policy. Strengthening age-old debates about why poor single mothers
should not get government assistance, the report cemented the issue of race
to welfare and single-parent families in a way that made it difÞcult to talk
about one without the others.13 MoynihanÕs report shifted the debate about
urban poverty from structure and economics to culture and values. Although
Moynihan suggested expanding employment opportunities for black men, his
emphasis on black family cultural practices overshadowed his other points.
He inadvertently fueled popular concerns about black womenÕs sexuality and
welfare receipt. The ensuing debate centered on changing the ÒdomineeringÓ position of black women, bringing black men back into the household,
and ending the Òcycle of poverty.Ó Most advocates of Òculture of povertyÓ
theories were liberals attempting to discredit biological theories of race by
highlighting the importance of culture and environment. But by framing
poverty as a problem of ÒillegitimacyÓ and black family patterns, they laid
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the seeds of an attack on poor black women and welfare that was advanced
by people across the political spectrum (Kunzel 1994; Scott 1997).14
Local welfare ofÞcials and legislators responded by attempting to uncover alleged welfare fraud and corruption, limiting the size of welfare rolls,
reducing welfare payments, and putting welfare recipients to work (Patterson
1981, 107Ð9; Zylan 1994). A number of cities, counties, and statesÑincluding
Washington, D.C.; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Los Angeles, California; Cuyahoga
County, Ohio; Wayne County, Michigan; and the states of Illinois, Louisiana, and PennsylvaniaÑformed special units within the welfare department
to investigate whether a substitute parent resided in the house (Bell 1965,
87). Caseworkers routinely checked up on recipients, sometimes conducting
Òmidnight raidsÓ to ensure that a recipient was not involved in a relationship with a man. They applied stringent and humiliating eligibility criteria to
prevent women with alternate sources of support from receiving assistance.
This included probing questions about a recipientÕs past sexual experiences
or snooping inside her refrigerator to see what kind of food she was eating. Under constant scrutiny, recipients had to prove the soundness of their
character, their destitution, and, increasingly, their willingness but inability
to work. Even when recipients qualiÞed for assistance, their income was not
always secure. Caseworkers frequently cut them off assistance without notice
or explanation or reduced their grants arbitrarily. Those getting their monthly
check found the amount hardly enough to provide the basic necessities for
their children. These increasingly restrictive ADC policies made it harder for
all women, particularly black women, to receive assistance.15
One of the most sensationalized cases of public concern about welfare
occurred in Newburgh, New York, a small town seventy miles north of
New York City. The Newburgh saga exempliÞes how welfare was blamed
for broader social ills and how it became linked to African Americans.
Joseph Mitchell, the recently elected city manager of Newburgh, made
his mission one of reforming the cityÕs welfare program. He instituted a
stringent set of policies designed to weed the rolls of ÒchiselersÓ and inhibit
the ÒundeservingÓ from applying for relief. In his own words:
We challenge the right of a welfare program to contribute to the rise of slums,
to the rise of illegitimacy, to the rise of social diseases among children and
adults. . . . We challenge the right of a welfare program to contribute to the
wreckage of an entire business and residential district, to overcrowding, to
Þres and Þre hazards, to sanitation hazards, to school problems, to emptying the city of responsible, tax-paying citizens and Þlling it with those who
create and contribute to crime and violence. (NBC 1961)
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It is clear that Mitchell blamed welfare for every conceivable urban problem,
from deindustrialization to overcrowded schools, from Þres to garbage pick
up. Mitchell proposed cutting AFDC to mothers who bore children out of
wedlock, requiring able-bodied men to work full time, requiring recent
migrants applying for welfare to prove that they came to the city with offers
of employment, and limiting the size of monthly checks. The purported reason for the new rules, according to one reporter, was Òthat shiftless migrants
from the South were ßooding the relief rolls and that the city was subsidizing crime, immorality, slums and a general ÔpollutionÕ of social standardsÓ
(Raskin 1961). During the 1950s NewburghÕs white population had decreased
by four thousand while the black population increased by three thousand.16
The city published a report stating that ÒWelfare is now a magnet for those
who would migrate.Ó One city councilman claimed, ÒI know of cases where
relief checks have been forwarded to Southern States to buy tickets, even
automobiles, to bring more strangers into Newburgh to live.Ó17 Welfare,
it was believed, not only brought larger numbers of African Americans to
Newburgh but also generated a host of social problems, including burglaries, muggings, and teenage violence. As the police chief explained, ÒIt used
to be that decent families would come downtown at night and go window
shopping, or just walk around. They donÕt do that now. ItÕs too dangerous.
And even when it isnÕt dangerous, itÕs unpleasantÓ (ÒWhen You TryÓ 1961).
In Newburgh, welfare came to symbolize not only black cultural deviance
and a social program gone awry but also the decline of urban America.
There was opposition to MitchellÕs plans from the social welfare community, liberal politicians, and civil rights activists. Threatening to end state
welfare assistance to the city, the New York State Board of Social Welfare held
a hearing to determine if the proposed reforms in Newburgh violated state
and federal welfare regulations. The city ultimately lost the battle in the courts
and rescinded the regulations, but it won the larger political battle. Despite
the opposition it faced, MitchellÕs plans received extensive public support,
with letters of approval pouring in from around the country. In an August
1961 Gallup poll, 85 percent of Americans favored forcing men who could not
Þnd jobs to take any job offered. Seventy-Þve percent of those polled believed
recent migrants wanting assistance should prove that they moved to the area
with a job offer. Only about 10 percent advocated continued aid to women
with more than one child born out of wedlock (Gallup 1972). The New York
Times Magazine, which only a decade earlier had argued that employment of
the mother was not a viable solution to the problem of single-parent families,
suggested that the problem of rising ADC rolls and increased ÒillegitimacyÓ in
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Newburgh could be resolved with federal Þnancing of work-relief programs,
to help unwed mothers Òlift themselves out of the need for relief.Ó Moreover,
the Newburgh case focused the countryÕs attention on welfare rolls populated
disproportionately by African Americans and unmarried mothers. Regardless of the outcome of MitchellÕs reforms, this episode etched into the public
mind the image of the unworthy black recipient (Levenstein 2000).
The Newburgh case is an important marker of the shifting discourse
about race, gender, and welfare. Historian Lisa Levenstein (2000) has persuasively argued that Newburgh transformed welfare into a national and
explicitly racial issue. The Òrhetorical framingÓ of the situation in Newburgh,
she suggests, shaped the antiwelfare discourse. MitchellÕs plans were not
unprecedented: dozens of communities around the country had initiated
similar rollback relief plans. Like Mitchell, they used racialized and gendered
imagery to frame their opposition to welfare. While Southern states had
always implemented racially punitive welfare policies and had consistently
pushed black women into the labor force when necessary, black migration to
the North and the changing composition of the welfare rolls fostered similar reforms in the Northern states and on a national level in the 1960s. The
Newburgh case illustrates the national shift in the discourse about welfare
and government responsibility over the course of the postwar periodÑfrom
a position of supporting womenÕs work as mothers to encouraging or requiring women to enter the paid work force.
These punitive and restrictive welfare policies manifested themselves
most clearly on the national level in the new work requirements. In the
1960s, employment of welfare recipients became a permanent feature of
federal welfare policy. Work incentives were Þrst introduced in 1962, and
in 1967, the Johnson administration mandated employment of women on
AFDC.18 The new work rules shifted the focus of AFDC from counseling
and rehabilitation to reducing poverty through training and employment.
The 1967 Work Incentive Program (WIN) required women with school-age
children receiving AFDC to accept either job training or employment. It
also provided some funding for day-care services for women on welfare and
included a work incentive allowing working recipients to keep the Þrst $30
of their monthly income and one-third of anything beyond that, without a
reduction in monthly beneÞts. Recipients refusing to participate in work or
training lost their beneÞts.
The new welfare proposals represented a widespread consensus in the
1960s that women on welfare should work. Liberals, conservatives, and
many radicals concurred that jobs programs would solve the immediate
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problem of rising welfare rolls and the long-term problem of poverty.19
Democrats and Republicans did not agree completely on all aspects of the
WIN proposals. Johnson offered amendments for child care and a work
incentive allowing recipients to keep a portion of their earnings and suggested making mandatory the AFDC-Unemployed Parent program, which
extended beneÞts to two-parent families. But even these proposals reinforced the dominant view about the need to bolster the two-parent family
and require recipients to work.20 The public also seemed to enthusiastically
support employment of women on welfare. At a welfare rights protest for
furniture and clothing guidelines in Boston, construction workers dropped
lunch leftovers and containers of water on demonstrators and called out
ÒWe work, why donÕt you try it?!Ó (Record American 1968).
Social workers, as well, were won over to the position that employment
was the best reform strategy to bolster support for the welfare program.21
Among social work experts, a push for rehabilitative reform since the 1940s
fostered a language of economic independence that laid the foundation for
work rules implemented in the 1960s (Mittelstadt 2005). In addition, attacks
on the program in the 1960s encouraged social workers to embrace work as
a way to build support for AFDC and to deßect criticism (Curran 2005).
Although most social work reformers opposed forcing women into the labor
market, both their push for rehabilitation and their support of work rules
reinforced the focus on the individual character traits of recipients.
The reasons for the assault on the welfare state were more complex than
race alone and have to do with broad economic and political changes, as
well as the growing power of conservative forces (Katz 2001). But my goal
here is more modest than to chart all aspects of the antiwelfare crusade.
Instead, I want to chronicle the representation of women on welfare and the
racialized discourse around welfare. Welfare reform was in part a reaction to
black women claiming this entitlement that was previously denied to them.
At the core of the debate were issues about employment, motherhood, and
what was considered the proper social role for black women. When it came
to employment and motherhood, there were contrasting expectations for
black women on welfare and middle-class women. In the mid-1960s, there
was still a great deal of ambivalence or even downright opposition to middleclass women, particularly women with children, entering the work force. A
number of scholars have written about the persistence of the domestic ideal
throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In her study of mothers and work in popular
American magazines, Kathryn Keller (1994) argues that, in the 1950s, mothers
who worked were considered maladjusted and their choice to work harmful
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to the childÕs development. In their study of American women in the 1960s,
Blanche Linden-Ward and Carol Hurd Green (1993, 92) reinforce the point
that, although larger numbers of women were entering the work force in the
1960s, they were doing so despite persistent public disfavor of working mothers. For poor women the situation was different. A publication produced by
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare exposed the disjuncture
between what was considered appropriate for middle-class white women
versus women on welfare. It cited a report that children on AFDC have more
behavioral problems when the mother stayed at home with the children.
Welfare children Òseem to have a higher incidence of serious disorders such
as psychosis and appear to be more isolated, mistrustful, and anxious than
the nonwelfare children. . . . The employment status of the welfare mothers also seems to affect impairment: children of working mothers have less
impairmentÓ (quoted in Moynihan 1973, 89Ð91). So, the new welfare work
rules in the 1960s seemed to be more a result of the association of AFDC with
African American women speciÞcally rather than a transformation in the
dominant gender roles and entrance of middle-class women into the work
force. Historically, there have been different social expectations for black
and white womenÑand this was reßected in the debate about welfare. The
shifting discourse about welfare reßected the historic role of black women in
this country as workers rather than mothers. Since the emergence of racial
slavery, black women were valued primarily for their labor power, and, as
slaves, their value as reproducers was limited to childbearing rather than the
nurturing and caring role as mothers. Fueled by racial stereotypes of black
women, the new welfare regulations devalued the mothering work of black
women and reinforced their status as workers. The architects of ADC and
mothersÕ pensions constructed programs to assist women as caretakers, but
theirs was a racially speciÞc vision. They had in mind white single mothers.
After the establishment of ADC, as black women increasingly applied for this
entitlement in local areas around the country, single welfare mothers came
to be viewed as wage earners as well as mothers.

The Welfare Rights Movement
These views about poor African American women did not go uncontested. By
the mid-1960s a powerful movement for welfare rights, led by black women,
emerged (e.g., see Boris 1999; Nadasen 2005; Orleck 2005; Williams 2005).
Hundreds of local, community-based organizations around the country
attempted to address violations of recipientsÕ personal and civil rights, low
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beneÞt levels, and the negative portrayals of women on welfare. In 1966,
they joined together to form a national group, the National Welfare Rights
Organization (NWRO). By 1969, at its peak, the movement had close to
thirty thousand members nationwide. It was multiracial and open to all
recipients, but it was overwhelmingly African American (about 85 percent).
The organization planned sit-ins, organized militant public demonstrations,
wrote pamphlets and position papers, and lobbied Congress.
Members of the welfare rights movement were unequivocally opposed
to the 1967 work rules, which gave them no choice about being full-time
homemakers. They eloquently tied the new work rules to the history of
exploitation and slave labor to which black women had been subject. In 1967,
the NWRO planned its Þrst annual convention in Washington to coincide
with the congressional debates about the proposed work requirements for
welfare recipients. At a public hearing, they argued that Òhaving a job is no
guarantee against povertyÓ and that the proposed federal program would
create hardship for women on AFDC. They called the bill Òa betrayal of the
poor, a declaration of war upon our families, and a fraud on the future of
our nationÓ (Washington Daily News, September 20, 1967). After the hearing, welfare rights activists adjourned to the Mall in downtown Washington
for a ÒMothers MarchÓ that drew one thousand people and later a picket at
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. At the rally, Margaret
McCarty, a welfare rights leader in Baltimore, invoked the historical oppression of African Americans as well as the racial pride of the period, when she
said that Òlousy, dirty, conniving brutesÓ devised the bill to Òtake us back
to slavery. . . . IÕm black and IÕm beautiful and they ainÕt going to take me
backÓ (Washington Post, August 29, 1967; Williams 2005).
Welfare rights activists wanted to have a choice about working inside or
outside the home. To this end, they sought to ease the problems of women
who, out of choice or necessity, entered wage work. In particular, they supported the creation of childcare centers. Johnnie Tillmon, a prominent leader
of the welfare rights movement, made day care Òone of the Þrst prioritiesÓ
of her welfare rights organization in California (West 1981, 253). The NWRO
ofÞce produced a guide for local welfare rights groups on how to organize a
comprehensive community-controlled childcare program, giving them advice
on raising money, hiring staff, and planning meals (ÒHow to OrganizeÓ). In
1972, the Clark County Welfare Rights Organization in Nevada successfully
launched a day-care program with the help of local churches and a nutritionist employed by the OfÞce of Economic Opportunity (Evans 1972). Although
proponents of day-care centers, women in the welfare rights movement were,
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nevertheless, critical about the dynamic created when poor women were hired
to care for other peopleÕs children. Afraid of the way institutionalized child
care could be used to oppress women, Tillmon warned that the Þght for
universal child care should not be used to create Òa reservoir of cheap female
laborÓ that Òinstitutionalized, partially self-employed MammiesÓ (1972, 115).
Thus, although day-care centers could potentially free some women from
the constraints of child care, they could just as likely create an exploitative
situation for other women. For poor black women, paid employment was not
necessarily a challenge to sexual inequality. On the contrary, requiring poor
women to enter the world of work would only reinforce the kind of exploitation and oppression that many of them faced on a daily basis. Instead, they
proposed adequate public support so that women would have the option of
staying home. This, in itself, was a radical challenge to the socially deÞned
gender roles of poor black women, who had never been seen primarily as
homemakers or mothers.
Welfare rights activists also worked to recast the image of welfare recipients. They wanted to draw attention to their work as mothers as a way to
challenge the characterizations that they were lazy and choosing not to
work. Their concerns for their children often spurred their involvement in
the welfare rights struggle, and their status as mothers was inseparable from
their identity as activists.22 They often referred to themselves as ÒmothersÓ
or Òmother-recipientsÓ and sought to bring dignity and respect to their
work as mothers (Massachusetts Welfare Information Center Newsletter
1969). They challenged the artiÞcial dichotomy between work and welfare
by insisting that as mothers they did, in fact, work. In 1968, a Boston group
said that ÒmotherhoodÑwhether the mother is married or notÑis a role
which should be fully supported, as fully rewarded, as fully honored, as
any otherÓ (Brumm 1968). One welfare recipient cleverly contrasted her
situation with the reigning symbol of womanhood of the time when she
asked, ÒJackie Kennedy gets a government check. Is anyone making her go
work?Ó (ÒOhio Adequate Welfare NewsÓ 1968). By attempting to refashion
the popular portrayal of welfare recipients as worthy mothers engaged in
meaningful and socially signiÞcant work, welfare rights activists sought to
legitimize their receipt of public assistance. To place value on their work
as mothers was to challenge social norms, not to conform to dominant
expectations.
Welfare rights activists believed that women should have control over
their sexuality and reproduction and autonomy in choosing their partners.
They were critical of the ways in which domestic relationships with men
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could be oppressive to women and especially to mothers. In their exaltation
of motherhood, they were not proposing that women on welfare simply
marry and accept a secondary position as mother and homemaker. They
condemned the subordination of women in traditional family formations
and suggested alternative models. Mothers for Adequate Welfare (MAW) in
Boston believed that marriage, with its ÒÞxed rules and obligations,Ó was a
Òmeans for domination more than a means for expressing loveÓ (quoted in
Brumm 1968). Moreover, they defended their status as single mothers and
disputed stereotypes that viliÞed them, challenging the heteronormative
two-parent family as the solution to the problem of poverty. They attempted
to debunk the notion that single motherhood was a sign of cultural deÞciency and to challenge the assumption that poor single mothers needed a
male breadwinner. As single mothers who were essentially punished for not
conforming to conventional norms, they were acutely aware of the social
expectations to marry and establish traditional family relationships, but
they believed that such relationships often served to subordinate women.
Tillmon argued that if a woman was not married, people assumed she had
Òfailed as a woman because [she has] failed to attract and keep a man. ThereÕs
something wrong with [her].Ó The meager beneÞts and stigma attached to
welfare served as an ÒexampleÓ to let any woman know what would happen
Òif she tries to go it alone without a manÓ (1972). These women examined
the ways in which social pressures, the welfare system, and the institution of
marriage all worked to discourage autonomy by forcing women into unequal
relations with men. Welfare recipients in Morgantown, West Virginia, wrote
a handbook instructing others that Òan AFDC mother can have male visitors
as often as she wants and go out on dates if she leaves her children in the care
of a responsible person.Ó Through such strategies, welfare rights activists
attempted to validate their status as single parents and assert their right to
enter or reject the institution of marriage on their own terms. This push for
autonomy included reproductive rights. Welfare recipients wanted to choose
for themselves whether and under what circumstances they should have a
child. Johnnie Tillmon wrote, ÒNobody realizes more than poor women that
all women should have the right to control their own reproductionÓ (1972,
115). Some manuals created by local welfare rights organizations to educate
recipients informed them of birth control but stressed that Òthis is your
choiceÓ (ÒChicago Welfare Rights Organization HandbookÓ 1968; Mothers
for Adequate Welfare n.d.). In 1971, the NWRO national convention included
a panel on abortion, but, as Tillmon explained, ÒWe know how easily the
lobby for birth control can be perverted into a weapon against poor women.
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The word is choice. Birth control is a right, not an obligation. A personal
condition, not a condition of a welfare checkÓ (1972, 115).
The welfare rights movement also made a claim that welfare was a right,
which for them meant Þnancial assistance regardless of moral standing, personal behavior, or the capricious will of caseworkers. The only qualiÞcation
that should be necessary for receipt of welfare, they argued, was poverty.
Movement activists educated other welfare recipients about the rules and
regulations of the welfare program. Local groups gained access to departmental welfare manuals, and with the help of legal aid lawyers, they wrote welfare
rights handbooks that outlined for their members the rights to which they
were entitled. In Long Beach, California, Citizens for Creative Welfare circulated a ten-page booklet called ÒPoor ManÕs Bible: A Welfare Rights HandbookÓ (Sutton 1968). MAW in Boston wrote ÒYour Welfare Rights Manual,Ó
which addressed topics such as ÒWhat do I get on AFDC?,Ó ÒWhat about
Sheets and Furniture?,Ó ÒCan my Children go to College?,Ó and ÒHow to
Appeal a Decision by Your CaseworkerÓ (Brumm 1968). The Hinds County
Welfare Rights Movement (1967Ð68) in Mississippi developed a handbook
called ÒYour Welfare Rights,Ó counseling recipients: ÒWelfare is not charity.
If you are in need and meet the other standards, you have a right to welfare
help.Ó Welfare rights activists also used the appeals process to question unfair
decisions made by caseworkers. This was most evident in the campaign for
fair hearings, a formal nonjudicial hearing before a state board of welfare to
overturn a caseworkerÕs decision. In New York City, where the fair hearing
campaign was used most extensively, the Citywide Coordinating Committee
of Welfare Rights Groups, according to executive director Hulbert James,
sponsored three thousand fair hearing cases from August through October
1967, a huge increase over the usual Þfty cases a year (New York Times, July
15, 1968; Ginger 1970, 111). The appeals process shifted the balance of power
between caseworker and client and gave recipients a bit more leverage in the
face of a daunting welfare bureaucracy.
The movement also lobbied for, and introduced into Congress, a proposal
for a guaranteed minimum income for all poor people regardless of family
status, work history, or personal morality. This Þght for a right to welfare and
a guaranteed minimum income was hugely important in terms of attempting to redeÞne the nature of the welfare program, which had been tainted
by the politics of charity and had always distinguished between worthy and
unworthy recipients. Endorsing the concept of guaranteed annual income
served several purposes at once. It forced the state to recognize housework
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and child care as legitimate work, freed women from dependence on men,
debunked the racial characterizations of black women as lazy by acknowledging the work they did as mothers, and gave women a viable alternative
to degrading labor market conditions.
The welfare rights movement and its allies had a discernible impact on
welfare policy in the 1960s. They eliminated some of the most egregious
regulations associated with welfare, such as the residency requirement and
the man-in-the-house rules, and established a legal precedent for their rights
to due process. They won thousands of dollars for recipients in special grants
to bring them up to the basic minimum standard of living, as deÞned by local
welfare departments. They informed recipients of their legal and political
rights and empowered them to claim these rights through collective action.
By the end of the 1960s, welfare rights activists were sitting on presidential
advisory committees; were consulted by the secretary of the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare; and were regular participants in welfare conferences. Although in many cases their representation was token,
it nevertheless signaled an important victory for poor black women who
had historically been excluded from such deliberations. Their proposal for
a guaranteed income never passed, but it was introduced into Congress and
became a standard against which other proposals were measured. Although
the welfare rights movement was not able to achieve all of its goals, it participated in the debate about black womenÕs right to assistance and contested
the prevailing wisdom about welfare.

Conclusion
In the postwar period, the welfare program underwent a dramatic transformation: from a relatively benign program supporting women in their work
as mothers to a highly charged, punitive program that came to symbolize
the social ills of inner-city black communities. This change was fueled by a
narrative about race, gender, family, sex, and community disintegrationÑa
narrative that nurtured the growth of a welfare rights movement that posited
a different vision of welfare reform and an alternative black womanhood.
Although the welfare rights movement made important strides in empowering poor and black women, it was not able to counter the emergence of
the Òwelfare queenÓ stereotype. The trope of the Òwelfare queenÓ served a
number of purposes in American political discourse. It was a strategy to
establish heterosexual normativity. The despised and marginalized welfare
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recipient became a lesson to poor women who have children outside the
boundaries of traditional marriage. It reinforced the work ethic by sanctioning poor women who chose caring for their children and government
assistance over low-paying, menial jobs with few beneÞts. It redrew racial
and gender boundaries by constructing a narrative about the deviant sexuality and shaky moral standing of poor black women. This racial ideology
was deployed in response to fears about black migration, rising welfare rolls,
and changing social mores in the postwar period. This reconstruction of the
welfare discourse signaled a change in how race was discussed, demonstrating the ßuidity and adaptability of the concept of race (Jones 1998).
The transformation of welfare lends insight into the ongoing process of
racial formation. In the period after World War II, with the emergence of the
black freedom movement and the discrediting of scientiÞc racism, it became
less acceptable to speak openly in racially derogatory terms. Instead of biologically based theories of race, culture and gender became a more common
way of discussing group traits (Feldstein 2000). Rather than painting the
entire black community with a broad brush, the characteristics of gender,
sexuality, morality, and public assistance came to signify the Òless desirableÓ
elements. The new politics of welfare reinscribed racial domination and led
to a greater isolation of the black poor. In this new discourse of welfare, poor
black women and their ostensibly deviant behavioral practices were deemed
dangerous to core American values of hard work, family values, and middleclass morality. Black womenÕs dependence on welfare, it was argued, fostered
criminal behavior, discouraged work, modeled promiscuity, and led ultimately
to the next generationÕs dependence on welfare. In the postwar period, welfare
became a euphemism for race viewed through a lens of gender, family, and
sex. The recasting of race enabled mainstream Americans to smugly claim
that because of the black freedom movement, the ÒraceÓ problem had been
resolvedÑand that the disproportionate numbers of African American on
welfare, in prisons, and in poverty can be explained instead by culture and
morality. This discursive strategy conveniently rewrites the history of the
black freedom movement as a movement that nearly all Americans shared
in and supported. The success of the black freedom movement is held up as
evidence that the nation has rid itself of the scourge of racism.
Yet, race and racism are still present in American politics. Alongside racial
violence and systemic discrimination in housing, hiring, and voting, ideological constructions of poor black women and their sexuality play a profound
role in shaping social policy and, more speciÞcally, in undermining support
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for various government-run programs. The image of the Òwelfare queenÓ is
a powerful component of political discourse and symbolizes myriad social
problems: single parenthood, inner-city poverty, intergenerational welfare
dependence, and teenage pregnancy. In reality, most welfare recipients donÕt
Þt the stereotypical, multigenerational recipient who eschews the work that
these reforms are premised on. A major study by the University of Michigan in the early 1990s demonstrated that most women on welfare received
assistance for a limited period of time, that on average they had fewer than
two children, and that they cycled on and off welfare between periods of
work. Most welfare recipients who were employed turned to welfare because
of some personal, family, or Þnancial crisis (see Bane and Ellwood 1994).
Nevertheless, the racialized and sexualized image of welfare recipients facilitated the implementation of the Þrst work requirements in 1967 and led
to the dismantling of AFDC in 1996. When President Bill Clinton signed
into law the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act (PRWORA), which overhauled the AFDC program eleven years ago, he
asserted that the most important aspect of the legislation was that it was
Òtough on work.Ó As the title of the act suggests, lawmakers wanted recipients
to take Òpersonal responsibility.Ó PRWORA replaced AFDC with Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), a block-grant system that gives states
a lump sum of money that they then use to put women on welfare to work.
TANF includes a Þve-year lifetime limit on assistance and mandatory work
requirements. It effectively ended the entitlement of support to poor single
mothers. Politicians continue to assume that TANF recipientsÑwho are
disproportionately women of colorÑneed to be required to take employment. The focus on behavior and morality, as a political strategy, turns social
problems into individual ones. It blames black women for economic deprivation, political disfranchisement, and social isolation and deßects attention
away from broader structural issues such as unemployment, low wages, the
lack of availability of quality day care, a poor public school system, and inadequate health care.23 It also has serious consequences for poor black womenÕs
participation in political culture, their access to citizenship rights, and their
economic marginalization.24 As long as the trope of the Òwelfare queenÓ
continues to dominate discussions about black poverty, the real problems
facing poor black families will not be addressed. Perhaps the welfare rights
movement can serve as a model for how poor women can reassert their rights,
push for a more just social policy, and redirect our nationÕs attention to the
political issues that matter most.
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Endnotes
1. For a discussion of racist and sexist stereotypes in recent welfare reform, see Sheared
(1998).
2. See Brown (1999). In The Color of Welfare (1994), Jill Quadagno also discusses the
connection between race and social policy, but she suggests that the Civil Rights Movement was responsible for this association in the public mind because of its demand that
War on Poverty programs be racially inclusive. In fact, the AFDC became linked with African
Americans much earlier—in the 1950s.
3. Robert Lieberman makes a similar argument in Shifting the Color Line (1998); however, he doesn’t discuss gender and sexuality in the constructions of welfare and attributes the shift to the institutional structure of the program.
4. For a discussion of wage earning and welfare, see Abramovitz (1989), Goodwin (1995),
Gordon (1990, 1994), Mink (1995), and Nelson (1990).
5. Winifred Bell (1965, 34) suggests that between 1937 and 1940 African Americans
made up 14 to 17 percent of the ADC caseload.
6. See Goodwin (1995), Mittelstadt (2005), and Reese (2005). For more on patterns of
discrimination in the early years of ADC, see Neubeck and Cazenave (2001, 41–65).
7. See, for example, Jones (1985) and Boris (1993).
8. According to a HEW report, 4.5 percent of the nation’s children in 1961 were illegitimate, but only 0.5 percent were illegitimate and on ADC (U.S. Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare 1961; cited in Steiner 1966, 125).
9. This conclusion is based upon an extensive review of the popular press from 1945 to
1967. The review includes coverage about welfare in Time, U.S. News and World Report,
New York Times Magazine, Saturday Evening Post, Nation’s Business, Atlantic Monthly,
and Business Week. See for example, New York Times Magazine (December 17, 1961),
U.S. News and World Report (July 24, 1961), Saturday Evening Post (May 11, 1963), and
Business Week (July 22, 1961).
10. For a discussion of the shift from a structural to an individual analysis of poverty in
poverty research, see O’Connor (2001).
11. For a critique of Moynihan, see Collins (1989).
12. Laura Briggs (2002) traces the emergence of the Puerto Rican “welfare queen” in
Oscar Lewis’s La Vida.
13. Spitzer (2000) makes a similar argument that race and welfare became inseparable
in the mid-1960s. He ties this development, however, more to the passage of the 1967
Social Security Amendments.
14. Ruth Feldstein (2000) looks at the way motherhood shaped discussions of race and
liberalism in the 1950s and 1960s.
15. For an extended discussion, see Bell (1965).
16. African-Americans comprised five thousand out of a total of thirty-one thousand in
the city as a whole.
17. This quotation is from U.S. News and World Report (July 24, 1961). See also Business
Week (July 22, 1961) and Time (July 28, 1961).
18. For a discussion of the full range of government work programs and how they were
targeted differently, see Rose (1995).
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19. For a discussion of civil rights organizations positions, see Hamilton and Hamilton
(1997).
20. Marisa Chappell (2002) argues that the family-wage ideal was an important component of social policy. Most experts favored reestablishing the two-parent family. This
motivated the formation of the AFDC-UP program. In the absence of this, however, they
advocated self-sufficiency for women on welfare.
21. Mittelstadt (2005) argues that the shift toward employment among social welfare
experts begins in the 1940s, and Laura Curran (2005) argues that the shift in social work
is a response to liberalization of gender relations and the backlash against AFDC.
22. For an excellent overview of the connection between mothering and activism, see
Jetter, Orleck, and Taylor (1997).
23. See Brewer (1994). Barbara Omolade (1994) discusses the scapegoating of black
single mothers, and Dalton Conley (1999) also discusses the black-white gap in wealth.
24. See Ange-Marie Hancock (2004), Gwendolyn Mink (1998), Holloway Sparks (2003),
Dorothy Roberts (1996), and Susan Thomas (1998).
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