
Who’s Afraid of the Welfare Queen ?

Camille Gear Rich, Professor of Law and Sociology 

USC Gould School of Law

Associate Provost of Initiatives in the Social Sciences

Director, PRISM – The Initiative for the Study of Race, Gender, Sexuality and 
the Law



Camille Gear Rich 

What I really do
• Ways of Seeing
• Common Sense Language Frames,
• Legal Frames 
• Limitations on Belief
• Imagining new possibilities

beyond existing language constructs 
• TOPICS:  
• Discursive Analysis 
• Masculinity Studies, Whiteness Studies and Critical 

Race Theory  



Camille Gear Rich 

• Reframing the Welfare Queen: Feminist & CRT 
Alternatives to Anti-Poverty Discourse 

• Marriage Markets and the Price of Masculinity 

• Innocence Interrupted: Reconstructing Fatherhood 
in the Shadow of Child Molestation Law 

• Making the Modern Family: Interracial Intimacy 
and the Social Production of Whiteness 



Masculinity Constructs
Claim: Real men don’t engage in domestic 
violence

How do claims of this kind hide the ways
men perpetrate domestic 
violence because of masculinity constructs 

What does it mean to be a real man?

• Control in relationships
• Economic power  
• Sexual autonomy
• Post industrial challenges



Racial Constructs: Otherization

How is domestic violence represented as a part 
of cross racial contact or foreign cultures ?  

OJ Simpson example 
Chinese men (cartoon) 

Miscegenation   
Islam

Fact: Rates of domestic violence are 
the same across ethnic and racial 
groups 



What is the 
WELFARE QUEEN

Indolent, trickster,  fertile . . . . .  

The Moynihan Report

Linda McClain – the Original Welfare 
Queen



What is the Welfare Queen 

• How is this construct related to addressing domestic violence 
concerns?  What kinds of stereotyping about the welfare 
queen affect domestic violence policies? 

• New ways of seeing: 

• WORK

• MOTHERHOOD

• REPRODUCTIVE FREEDOM 

• PRIVACY



Who’s Afraid of the Welfare Queen?

• Work 

Belief: Poor women don’t work because they are lazy
– HOW HAS THIS VIEW HIDDEN PROBLEMS?
– Domestic violence
• 21 - 60% lose jobs because of domestic violence
• From 2002-2008, 142 women were killed in DV incidents 

while at work
• DV Survivors lose 8 million in value from their paychecks 

because of domestic violence 



Welfare Queen - Privacy 

Claim: She has no privacy rights that the state is required  to 
respect because she is assumed to be guilty of fraud 

DVS Actual  – A need for state intervention and monitoring of an entirely 
different sort.  (Only 25% report their injuries to police)



Welfare Queen: Motherhood

• CLAIM - Overly focused on romantic relationships 
or other matters and does not attend to her 
children  “Precious” 

• ACTUAL : May preserve relationship to preserve 
her children’s economic stability

• May be accused of “stealing of services” because 
they are desperate to provide their children with 
basics



Welfare Queen – Reproductive 
Freedom 

• Feminists – right to abortion, right to ART

• Compare with welfare recipients – right to 
have their children and raise their children 
without state intervention  

• Compare with DVS   - may need state 
intervention to protect their children



The Power of 
Perception  

What is hidden – naturalizing the 
nuclear family; homelessness and 
domestic violence; extended families

Abuse Survivors 
1 in 3 women 
1 in 4 men

Only   19.6% of homes with children are married 
couples with children

Is domestic violence a private matter 
spilling out into the public sphere or is it a 
public matter that invades the private



Bootstrapping

• Domestic terrorist attacks perpetrated by persons 
previously arrested for or convicted of domestic 
violence crimes 

• Colorado Shooter

• Charlottesville Shooter

• Congressional Baseball Game Shooter

Is this a justification for addressing domestic violence that 
pathologizes abusers in dangerous ways?  



Examples – New Ways of Seeing 

• NRA arranged for Indiana legislators to grant 
anyone with an order of protection a de facto 
gun license for 60 days so you can carry  a 
gun.  TN provides for 45 days.

• Why is the NRA interested in domestic 
violence?  

• What gets hidden?



New Ways of Seeing
Masculinity and Domestic Violence 



• Progressive Possibilities 

Is it possible to study non-
conforming families without 
pathologizing them?

“Fragile Families”
Single Motherhood
* Multi-partner fertility



Why is 
multi-
partner 
fertility a 
problem?  

The role of 
wealth



Is there a difference between these two 
kinds of multi-partner fertility? 

Wealth is not enough to erase 
perception of pathology with 
black families



New Ways of Seeing

What is single motherhood? 

– Cost-benefit assessment of male partner 
involvement given the risk of violence

Jennifer Barber study 2016 

880 young women ages 18 and 19, from a county in 
Michigan, who completed weekly 5-minute surveys 
for up to 2.5 years. 



Conclusion

• Examine -- pregnant mothers with subsequent 
non-pregnancy partners 

• Lowest levels of violence

• Short term coupling

What do we learn from this development? 

High selectivity for long term coupling

Sexual agency; reduction of risk



Seeing the whole picture 


