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Abstract

For at least fifty years, national political leaders, prominent political analysts, and popular personalities, among others, have used the media to drive home this message: poor mothers make bad mothers.   Opinion polls measuring support for welfare reform both before and after the Personal Responsibility Act (PRA) became law in 1996 indicate that these lessons have taken: most Americans disapprove of mixing poverty and maternity.  Just as Dorothea Lange’s images of desperate, white, heroic Depression-era mothers were important vehicles for explaining why federal social provision was vital in the 1930s, so images of “welfare queens” and “welfare sluts” have been crucial in the campaign to explain why federal cash entitlements for poor mothers had to end.

  In response to the persistently hostile public policy and public opinion climate for poor mothers – and other “illegitimate mothers” – in the United States, I have curated a photography exhibition, “Beggars and Choosers: Motherhood is Not a Class Privilege in America.”    This show makes a claim for the dignity, the legitimate motherhood, and the civil rights of women often defined by public policy and community attitudes as too poor, too young, too disabled, too gay, too homeless, or otherwise lacking the “proper qualifications” for motherhood.  The show asks viewers to rethink what they know about the civil rights of poor mothers, the meaning of self-sufficiency, the relevance of “living wage” efforts to definitions of legitimate motherhood.  

In the tradition of using documentary images to touch the heart, clarify the mind, fortify the viewer’s political will, and suggest the benefits of activism, “Beggars and Choosers” (associated with my recent book, Beggars and Choosers: How the Politics of Choice Shapes Adoption, Abortion, and Welfare in the United States) incorporates about fifty pictures by many of this country’s  most distinguished documentary photographers.   The show also includes subjects’ statements and text panels providing information  regarding housing, education, welfare, and other macrofactors shaping  the lives of relatively resourceless women and their children. “Beggars and Choosers” finally asks viewers to consider what it takes in the United States today to have the right to be a mother.   

