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Outline:

• Origins of the movement
• Movement accomplishments
• Legacy of the movement



Movement Origins
“Mothers for Adequate Welfare” protest march. (Boston, 1966)
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Caseworker 
Treatment
• “The Welfare 

Queen” and 
other 
stereotypes

• Midnight Raids
The arrest of this Chicago “Welfare Queen” 
perpetuated stereotypes about women who received 
public assistance. (Ocala Star‐Banner, March 3, 1977)
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Inadequate 
Benefits
The Economy 
Food Plan was 
based on 
short-term, 
“emergency” 
needs rather 
than long-term 
sustenance.

Number of impoverished families according to the Economy Food Plan. 
Families were deemed “poor” if their total income was less than three 
times the cost of an adequate “economy diet.” (Mollie Orshansky, 1963)

ht
tp

://
w

w
w

.s
sa

.g
ov

/p
ol

ic
y/

do
cs

/s
sb

/v
26

n7
/v

26
n7

p3
.p

df



The Right to 
Mother
• Goal: the 

Guaranteed 
Minimum 
Income

• Reality: the 
Work Incentive 
Program

Pamphlet created by the Greater Cleveland Welfare 
Rights Organization in response to mandated job 
training for welfare mothers. (March 1969)

ht
tp

://
lu

na
-in

si
gh

t.s
m

ith
.e

du
:8

18
0/

lu
na

/s
er

vl
et

/d
et

ai
l/S

O
P

H
IA

~2
9~

3~
12

05
~1

00
32

8:
P

am
ph

le
t-a

bo
ut

-th
e-

W
or

k-
In

ce
nt

iv
e-

P



Accomplishments 

Women protesting welfare cuts at the Wisconsin capitol. (1969) 

http://archives.library.w
isc.edu/uw

-archives/exhibits/protests/w
elfare_m

others.jpg



Education: 
Lay Manuals
• “How To” 

guides
• “Predicaments” 

& “Discussions”
• Special grants

A Welfare Rights Handbook released by the 
Massachusetts Welfare Rights Organization. (1970)
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Political Action: Welfare mothers protesting Georgia 
Governor George Busbee’s refusal to increase 
welfare assistance levels. (Undated)
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Empowerment
• Politicizing the 

women
• Female leaders 

in the NWRO
Johnnie Tillmon, second NWRO Executive Director and welfare 
mother, speaks to a crowd of supporters. (1968)
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Legacy of the NWRO

American women continue to suffer from 
poverty 38% more often than men.
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“Welfare is a 
Women’s Issue”
• Johnnie Tillmon’s

1972 Ms. 
Magazine 
feature

• The feminization 
of poverty

Ms. Magazine was launched in 1971 by feminist 
leader Gloria Steinem. (Spring 1972)
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Post-NWRO 
Activism
• Ethel Dotson: 

environmental 
advocacy

• Catherine Jermany: 
legal rights

• Johnnie Tillmon: 
continuing the 
movement Ethel Dotson speaking out against environmental 

pollutants in her Richmond, California 
community.
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Black Feminism
• National Black 

Feminist Organization
• Combahee River 

Collective
• “If I didn't define 

myself for myself, I 
would be crunched 
into other people's 
fantasies for me and 
eaten alive.”

Audre Lorde is a prominent African 
American poet and black feminist.

ht
tp

://
az

um
ah

ca
ro

l.f
ile

s.
w

or
dp

re
ss

.c
om

/2
01

4/
02

/tu
m

bl
r_

lk
nk

pl
dn

xp
1q

iv
n7

do
1_

50
0.

jp
g



ht
tp

://
w

w
w

.b
la

ck
pa

st
.o

rg
/fi

le
s/

bl
ac

kp
as

t_
im

ag
es

/o
rg

_n
w

ro
.jp

g


