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Welfare dependency. or the tdea that welfare makes the poor “dependent” on the government and inca-
pable of providing for themselves, has dominated discussions about welfare for decades. Our research docsiments
how média depictions of dependency have changed over tinme. We examine representations of welfare in popular
culture by analyzing randomly sampled magazine articles over eight peviods from 1929 through 1996, Despite
the dominance of dependency depictions, we find that media discourse about welfare also provides significant
support for welfare. We analyze how different factors, including ractalized and gendered images of welfare recip-
ients, relate to depictions of dependency. We find that concerns abont men’s dependency have decreased over the
twenticth century, while concerss about women’s dependency have increased exponentially, in part due 1o
increases in unmarried and teen motherhood. In-addition, we find that media representations of revipients as
African American minorities are associated with the use of dependency rhetoric,

Politicians and pundits have branded welfare recipients as irresponsible and unwilling to
engage in work unless forced by wellare reform. In the United States, welfare reform has
replaced the entitlement program Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) with
Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF), emphasizing time limits and work requirements
for welfare recipients. Politicians argue that these changes solve the problem of “depen-
dency,” the idea that weltare makes recipients dependent on the state, incapable of providing
for themselves and their families.

Public discourse oflten frames receiving welfare as a correlate, and a cause, ol depen-
dency. In their influential work on the genealogy of the concept ol dependency, Nancy Fraser
and Linda Gordon (1994) argue: “The terms used 1o describe social life are also active [orces
shaping it . . . Some words become sites at which the meaning of social experiences is negoti-
ated and contested. Studies of their shifting usages in the past, then, can illuminate social
conflict in the present” (p. 5), We contribute to this project by analyzing how popular media
representations of dependency and welfare have changed over the twentieth century. We
argue that media discourse signals important shifts in ideas about different types of welfare
programs as well as in racialized and gendered images of welfare recipients. Our analyses also
call attention to the diverse, often contradictory images of wellare presented by the media.
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Changing Media Depictions of Wellare

Media representations convey competing images of welfare both by highlighting images of
dependency, and by focusing on a lack of employment oppoertunities for the poor and the

need for a strong social safety net. Despite its political influence, the media discourse of depen-
dency is far from hegemonic. Analyzing how racial and gender subtexts condition media con-
ceptions ol dependency can help dlarily the contested nature of this concept (Gilens 1999).

Because the popular media rellects and constitutes public discourse, we analyze randomly
sampled magazine anticles [rom the Readers Guide to Periodical Literature lor several periods
from 1929 10 1996. The media plays a crucial role in shaping and reflecting discourse; analyzing
media discourse then is an important window into understanding how the media depicts
welfare, and what these depictions suggest about perceptions ol welfare more generally. For
example, is dependency the major theme guiding media discourse on welfare? Do depictions
of dependency rest on racist and sexist assumptions? Do contrary and alternate themes exist
in the media?

Examining the ways in which the media frames discussions of wellare can provide insights
into both public opinion and social policy. Revealing commaon themes and thematic changes
can help to deconstruct and subvert negative assumptions and stereotypes about wellare re-
cipicnts. We begin our analysis by reviewing previous discussions of dependency discourse,
exploring several alternate perspectives. Next, we discuss our data and methods and present
our findings concerning media depictions ol wellare recipients across the twentieth century.

Media Discourse

Public discourse occurs in many venues, including speeches, conferences, newspapers,
magazines, television news, books, plays, movies, sitcoms, ete. Media discourse is a constituent
ol public discourse, even as larger public discourse also shapes how the media presents certain
issuces, Public discourse draws on a vocabulary—a collection of symbals, ideas, and accepied
words that constructs meaning about an issue—to create different frames for understanding
particular issues (Beckert 1996; Condit 1990; Gamson 1988a, 1988b, 1992; Gamson and Stuart
1992; Gamson et al. 1992; Gitlin 1980; Graber 1989). These frames are “a central organizing
principle that holds together and gives coherence and meaning to a diverse array of symbols”
(Gamson et al. 1992:384). They are detectable in the mass media, where ideological and sym-
bolic struggles about meanings visibly play out. In this research, we focus on the frames used
in discussions of wellare in popular magazines (Gamson and Stuart 1992).

Discourse about any particular issue is often complicated and contradictory, even while
one principal idea or position may appear hegemonic. As William Gamson and Andre
Modigliani (1989) argue, “Public discourse is carried out in many different forms. Rather
than a single public discourse, it is more useful to think of a set of discourses that interact in
complex ways” (p. 2). Rather than viewing contradictions in discourse as sources of interfer-
ence that obscure the ~real” analysis ol the issue, Michel Foucault (1972) claims that contra-
dictions reflect real complexities in ideas about political issues," We address the contradictions
present in public discourse regarding wellare in the United States in order to offer a more
complicated interpretation and analysis of these framings.

We also examine how [rames shift over time. Frames prevail during certain times for a
variety of reasons, including cultural and elite influences. First, larger cultural themes must

1. Gamson (1988a) similarly argnes that frames reflect complex and muliidimensional approaches, For example,
discourse about welfare might include contradicrory [rames abous the eflecrs wellare programs have on families (sup-
porting or undermining poor families). Individual Trames, in'turn, include a range of positions, which allow Tor a gieater
variation in these ideas (Gamson 1988a), For example, a frame [ocused on how welfare programs might undermine
families may include the idea that wellare Jaws undermine families when they anly provide henetits 1o lamilies withouwt
a “man in the house,” as well as the distincily ditferent idea that any wellare program will undermine parents” responsi
bility 1o their children
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support frames (Gamson 1988a). For example, if the cultural theme of individualism were
not central to American society, concerns about welfare undermining family responsibility
would not have such resonance in public discourse. If larger cultural themes donot support a
particular frame, it may eventually fade. In addition, both cultural themes and their related
frames have a historical life. Certain frames may gain in importance, or recede [rom discourse
over time (Gamson 1988a, 1992). Frames may emerge in a particular period, become dominant
in another period, and become less significant in another. We track not only the contradictions
in media discourse about wellare, but also how wellare is [ramed in dilferent time periods.

Powerful organizations or individuals may sponsor certain frames and may contribute to
their persistence or decline in public discourse. The most powerlul in society—those who
control political and economic resources—may also control media discourse (Condit 1990;
Domhoff 1998). Yet, contradictions exist among powerful groups in a society giving smaller
and less powerful groups an opportunity to gain access to and influence the discourse (Condit
1990). Although dominant discourses in society olten have strong institutional bases (for
example. in the law). these institutional locations themselves can become sites of contention
(Weedon 1997). Social groups continually challenge powerful discourses. Chris Weedon (1997)
notes, lor example, that social welfare policies in Britain furnish a site for a contest between
interests in approaches 1o welfare provision and ideas about women’s roles in society. Yet,
“the lack of discursive unity and uniformity on these questions means that the individuals
whom social welfare policies seek to govern have available o them, at least potentially, the
discursive means to resist the implications of existing sodal policies” (Weedon 1997:106).

The mass media play a role in determining which frames are presented (often relving on
olficial positions), and whether frames are presented in a balanced manner (Gamson 1988a;
Gamson and Stuart 1992; Gilens 1999). As Joel Best (1990) suggests, a variety of groups
make claims about a certain issue, but the media “serves as a channel through which they
can transmil their message to a larger audience” (p. 18) even as “the media do not just trans-
mit messages, they translate and transform them for the media audience” (p. 19). While the
media reflect the political and economic inequalities in society. they are also more likely to
respond to “outsider” groups because they are constantly interested in presenting new mate-
rial (Best 1990), Therefore, the media play a critical role in portraying the claims-making of
organizations and individuals seeking to shape public discourse about an issue.

Therefore, discourse on any issue has muliiple strands, is dynamic, and shapes and is
shaped by its contexts. In this study, we ¢xamine media discourse about wellare over several
decades. Media discourse clearly does not simply reflect public opinion (Gamson and Modi-
gliani 1989). Resources and power shape media representations, which in turn atfect the use
of resources and power. Whether as cause or effect, the media are a central component of
public discourse (Best 1990). As Maricka de Goede (1996) argues, “It is in the media that cer-
tain ideas and ideologies can be elevated 1o the level of ‘common sense’ both through discursive
strategies and by repetition and weight given to a topic . . . these representations of reality
become part of a set of generally undebated assumptions at the basis of all public debate” (p. 322).
At the same time, the mass media also can provide an arena in which conflicts and debates 1ake
place (Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Gamson and Stuart 1992; Gamson et al. 1992).

The Discourse of Dependency

In their discussion of public discourse surrounding welfare, Fraser and Gordon (1994)
emphasize the centrality of dependency. By tracing the genealogy of the concept of depen-
dency, they show that while dependency once was an appropriate status for certain individu-
als (including mothers ol young children), it has become a harshly stigmatized status for all
adulis. As Fraser and Gordon remark, “Naming the problems ol poor solo mothers and their
children ‘dependency’ . . . tends to make them appear to be individual rather than sodial problems,
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as much moral or psychological as economic. The word carries strong emotive and visual
associations and a powerful pejorative charge” (1994:4). The 1996 wellare relorm legislation,
which severely limits the social safety net for poor families, assumes that the state must
exchange poor women's “dependence” for “independence” in the form of employment, or at
least marriage (Abramovitz 1997; Mink 1998). This welfare reform suggests that discourse
about dependency has strongly inlluenced state policy.

Indeed, Fraser and Gordon (1994) suggest that ideas about dependency have guided the
development of the U.S. wellare system since the Néw Deal. According to their analysis, the
New Deal institutionalized two different wellare tracks:

First-track social insurance programs such as unemployvment and old age insurance offered aid as an

entitlement, without stigma or supervision and hence without dependency .. . In contrast. seécond-
track public assistance programs (among which Aid to Dependent Children [ADC], later Aid to
Families with Dependent Children [AFDC] became the biggest and most well-known) . . . established

entirely differemt conditions for receiving aid: means-testing, morals-testing, moral and household
supervision, home visits, extremely low stipends—in short, they humiliated, infantilized, and thus
created the “wellare dependency” they feared. (P. 13)

Fraser and Gordon argue that these separate tracks exist, in part, because reflormers and
policymakers designed social insurance programs with a vision of working white men as recip-
ients.” The second track of public assistance serves women, minorities, and unemployable
workers (Fraser and Gordon 1994; Gordon 1994; Mink 1990, 1995; Nelson 1990). Indeed,
social insurance programs initially excluded agricultural and domestic workers, which meant
that many Alrican American, Asian American, and Latino/a workers were not covered by
the more generous first-track arrangements (Brown 1999a, 1999b; Gordon 1994; Mink 1995;
Quadagno 1994; Rose 1993, 1994),

However, public assistance programs, such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), do not necessarily always stigmatize recipients (Abramovitz 1997; Amott 1990). The
maternalist activists who shaped Aid o Dependent Children (ADC) believed that such pro-
grams should help at least certain women care [or their children at home (Gordon 1994).
While the program monitored clients to ensure behavior morally acceptable to upper-class
white women, the program did not initially stigmatize most ADC clients; dependency was cul-
turally accepted for certain women, particularly white women with children (Fraser and Gordon
1994). However. concerns about dependency intensified as white middle-class women entered
the labor market in increasing numbers, undermining support lor poor women'’s caretaking.

Additionally, local administrators of public assistance programs often bhad excluded
minority lamilies, in part because Alrican American or Mexican American women were per-
ceived as workers who should support their families independently (this sorting strategy
guaranteed a low-wage agricultural labor force in many regions) (Boris 1995; Gordon 1994;
Mink 1995; Quadagno 1994; Reese 2001). As welfare rights groups challenged the racial divi-
sion in the distribution of AFDC, the program expanded to include women and children of
color. As a result, public discourse about dependency grew exponentially (Fraser and Gordon
1994; Gilens 1999; Mink 1998).

Fraser and Gordon (1994) offer important insights into the discursive construction of
dependency. We extend their inquiry by analyzing the representation of dependency in
media discourse over eight decades. Following William Gamson and David Stuart (1992), we
examine "the display of competing interpretations in media discourse [as] a way ol assessing
relative success in a symbaolic contest” (p. 56). We analyze media representations of wellare,
to assess the strength and persistence of the discourse of dependency, We also examine how
lactors such as race and gender shape this discourse.

2, First-track pragrams may escape the negative connotations asseciated with dependency because most people
assume the programs retum the contributions employed individuals make through taxes. However, most workers' contri-
butions do not necessarily cover the entitlements that they recetve through sodial security or unemployment insurance
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Prior research points us to several expectations. First, we expect that the media discourse
of dependency has changed over the course of the twentieth century (Fraser and Gordon
1994: Gamson 1988a), and that media discussions of second-track programs, such as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children, are more likely to use this discourse (Fraser and Gordon
1994: Nelson 1990). Similarly, we expect that media articles that focus on programs targeting
women, and particularly minority men and women, are more likely 1o invoke a discourse ol
dependency (Fraser and Gordon 1994; Gilens 1999). Finally, we expect to find competing
media discourses; the discourse of dependency is not hegemonic as many have suggested
(Foucault 1981; Gamson and Modigliani 1989).

The Study

Our research analyzes 252 articles from eight time periods. We began by exploring arti-
cles listed in the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature from 1929 101996, We used the Reader’s
Guide because it lists articles by topic and includes a broad spectrum of magazines and other
periodicals that encompass a variety of perspectives. These articles serve as an indicator of
media discourse aboutr wellare programs (Condit 1990)." We study discourse as displayed in
magazine articles because, as Celeste Condit (1990) has argued, popular magazines “reach
large audiences, they are preserved in a complete form, they provide a manageable but large
quantity of discourse, and they are clearly public media which discuss important political
issues” (p. 12). We analyze media images ol welfare as one indicator of how public discourse
has framed the issues surrounding wellare, recognizing that power structures and resources
shape the wellare discourse presented in magazines.

Beginning with the Reader’s Guide volume in January 1929, we grouped the volumes
into approximately 22 three-year periods, ending in December 1996.° We calculated the
number of articles appearing under the Reader’s Guide ropic headings “child wellare,” “poor,”
“public wellare,” "unemployment reliel.” and “economic assistance. domestic” lor each
period. Most of these categories appear in the Reader’s Guide over the entire period. However,
in 1957, the Guide began including the category "economic assistance, domestic,” which we
included in our analysis,

The number of articles appearing on these topics varies a great deal from period to
period. For example, during the first period, 366 articles appear on unemployment relief
alone, Figure 1 describes the overall trends in articles over the entire period. As Figure | indi-
cates, fewer articles appear during the 1940s and 1950s. which alerts us to potential differ-
ences in these periods’ frames.

We employed a stratified random sampling technique to increase the efficiency of our
estimators, while maintaining a reasonable sample size for intensive content analysis.” We
chose eight three-vear periods by focusing on fairly evenly spaced periods where: (a) a vari-
ety of articles was published (for example, articles listed in more than one ol the above topic
headings) and, when possible, (b) a relatively high number of anicles were published. These
periods are 1929-31, 1937-39, 194345, 1951-53, 1961-63, 1969-71, 1981-83, and 1994-96.
Although not perfectly evenly spaced between 1929 and 1996, these periods do provide us

3. Our sample includes a wide variety of periodicals, such as America. Ameérican City, Atlannc Monthly, Business Week,
Children Today, Christian Century. Commonweal, Fortune, Good Housekeeping, Jet, Ladies Home Journal, Life, Literary Digest. Look
Macleans, Tite Nation. National Review, Nation s Business, New' Republic. New: . New Yorker. Paremts, Recreation, Reporier, The

Rotarian, The Saturday Evening Post. School & Society, School Review, Society, Survey, Time, and U.S. News and World Report

4. We grouped the volumes binto only approximate three-yvear periods because during the earlier decades, there
were variations in how the Reader's Guide nself grouped volunes

5. Singleton and Straits (1999) state, “strarifying by variables correlated with the dependent varable mcreases the
precision ol estimates because it systematically introduces relevant sources ol variability (heterogeneity) in the population
into the sample” (p. 152} Strarified sampling. then, permits us to maintain a smaller sample size without losing efticiency,
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Figure 1 « Distribution of Articles in the Reader’s Guide, 19291996

with useful information about times when media discourse about a variety of welfare pro-
grams was more intense,

From each time strata, we randomly sampled approximately thirty articles using a simple
random sampling technique.” Random sampling within strata ensures that the sample of arti-
cles that we analyze fairly represents those articles listed in the Reader’s Guide {articles found
in English-language, general interest periodicals) (Condit 1990). We read the articles and
determined the prevailing themes that appeared in these works. Because we are interested in
variation in media discourse over time, these themes are not necessarily strong throughout
all of the periods. The analysis indicated that there were significant differences between the
articles focused on labor programs (such as unemployment and work programs) and those
addressing family issues, Therefore, we analyzed these differences explicitly.

We coded articles as focusing on labor programs when they discussed job creation pro-
grams, training programs, and unemployment insurance. We coded articles as focusing on
family programs when they discussed supports for families with children, including ADC and
AFDC and programs such as child support, We coded some articles as reflecting both family
and labor programs; almost all of these discussed programs for working mothers (for example,
daycare for working mothers),

In our initial coding of the data, we Tound several major themes. These include the need
for welfare programs, problems with existing welfare programs, suggested reforms of these
programs, basic ideologies abou welfare, and perceptions of recipients. Together, we devel-
oped a detailed coding sheet (see Appendix A), and coded each article based on these themes.

6, We were able to obtain most ol these articles either through our library holdings or via interlibrary loan. When
we were unable to find an article (fewer than 8 percent of articles), we simply moved 10 the next randomly sampled
article on our list. This was more likely to ocour for articles we used from the 1920s and 19305 than for those from other
time pernods.
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We re-coded the data to explore the ideologies in more depth (see Appendix B). Two coders
coded each article, and inter-coder reliability was high; the coetficient of reliability (the ratio
of coding agreements to the total number of coding decisions) was over .82 (Holsti 1969). We
coded articles separately for each of the frames; codes are not mutually exclusive, and articles
can be coded as displaying more than one frame, We discuss the frames that emerged in more
detail below (sce Table 2).

Findings

We organize our lindings section as follows: First, we discuss the general breakdown in
articles by program and time period. Next, we present the core of our analysis, the media
frames used to discuss welfare. We focus on depictions of dependency and conduct a series of
logistic regressions o predict whether an article invokes images of dependency, We also con-
sider how racialized and gendered images of wellare recipients relate 1o the use of the depen-
dency frame. Finally, we examine competing frames across our time periods,

Welfare Programs and the Societal Context. Table 1 describes the distribution of this sample ol
articles over our rime periods in terms of the general program focus. For simplicity, we con-
dense our eight time periods into four: the 1920s and 1930s, the 1940s and 1950s, the 1960s
and 1970s, and the 1980s and 1990s. While we chose fairly broad categories related to poverty,
welfare, and economic assistance from the Reader’s Guide, almost all of the articles were focused
on public assistance to needy families (such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children) or on
assistance to unemployed workers (such as unemployment insurance and work/training pro-
grams). The greatest exception to this occurred during the 1940s and 19505, when a number ol
articles addressed programs meant to meet the needs of working mothers.

In the 1920s and 1930s, most of the articles address labor programs (including unem-
ployment and work programs), reflecting widespread concern over the employment crisis of
the Great Depression. In the later periods, articles focus primarily on programs directed
toward families with children. As Table 1 illustrates, the 1940s and 1950s are exceptional, as
a large proportion of articles discuss both family and labor programs.

Clearly, societal context conditions media discourse. As divorce rates and rates of unwed
motherhood increase, so does discourse about family programs such as AFDC. Unmarried
birth rates began rising in the 1950s, while divorce rates rose significantly in the late 1960s
(Feldstein 2000; Mink 1998; Mittelstadt 2001; Patterson 2000: Ventura and Bachrach 2000).
Discourse about family programs [ollowed these trends. Similarly. discourse emphasizes labor
programs during the Depression, and drops when unemployment is lower during the 1940s
and 1950s (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2001; Piven and Cloward 1993).

Articles from the 1940s and 19505 are very different in character from those during the
other periods in our sample. The 19405 and 1950s experienced higher marriage rates, with
lower divorce and unwed birth rates than the later periods. Furthermore, the economy, after its
recovery [rom the Great Depression, was expanding. Although some articles refer to training

Table 1 « Distribution of Articles Between Family Programs and Labor Programs

1920519305 1940319505 1960s~1 97005 1980199005
(") ) (%) (%)
Family programs 25 56 71 62
Labor programs 69 13 24 25
Both family and labor programs 7 32 5 14

Chi square = 69.626, p < .01
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programs for workers in war industries, they rarely mention unemployment insurance or
programs such as Aid to Dependent Children.” Instead, many of these articles focus on pro-
grams, such as daycare, that allow women to balance their roles as workers and mothers:

Iy fighting the war, manpower and womanpower are ripped out of the family and put on the barttle-
field and in the factory. As more married men are drafted, their families will be unable 1o survive on
government allotments and their wives will have 1o go to work . . . An all embracing program of
child care will contribute to this survival and extension of democracy. (The American City, March
1944, 18:50)

The [ollowing analyses examine all articles that discuss labor programs and all those that discuss
family programs. We include articles that discuss both labor and family programs in both groups.

We focus on several major frames that emerged [rom our reading of the articles. These
frames emerged from the themes we identified in the texts. Because we are interested in vari-
ation in discourse over time, these frames are not necessarily strong throughout all of the
periods. Table 2 provides a summary of these frames, their subframes, how they are defined,
and an example quotation [or how we coded the frame or subframe. The major [rames are in
bold print, while the subframes are in italics.

Discourse on Dependency. Fraser and Gordon (1994) identify dependency as an underlying,
yet fluid. frame directing welfare discourse. As they would expect, many articles invoke
images ol dependency or the idea that welfare makes recipients reliant on programs and
unable to provide lor their families. In fact, 35 percent of all articles employ the dependency
frame. However, this idea varies significantly among the labor programs and the family pro-
grams (see Table 3). Articles are much more likely to use this [rame for labor programs during
our earlier periods, but during later periods the frame becomes dominant for family programs
and less used for labor programs,

During the 1920s and 1930s, 28 percent of articles that focus on labor programs argue that
these programs may cause dependency, compared 10 5 percent of articles that focus on family
programs. However, during the 1980-1990s, 8 percent of articles that discuss labor programs
invoke the dependency [rame compared to 43 percent of articles that discuss family programs.
Clearly. dependency discourse has shifted dramatically over the course of the century.

Overall, articles relate the dependency frame to family programs twice as often as 1o
labor programs. Yet, this varies over time. In the earliest decades, articles connect concerns
about dependency to labor programs rather than family programs. Articles frame programs
such as unemployment insurance as creating dependency rather than encouraging workforce
participation. The following quote exemplifies these concerns:

No one opposes relief for those who have neither money nor jobs. The question is not whether they
shall be cared for. It is whether they shall be returned 1o productive jobs as rapidly as possible, or
perpetuated as Government charges on the dole, (Saturday Everiing Post. July 8, 1937, 210:22)

[nitially, articles do not frame family programs in this way. Indeed, during the 1920s and
1930s, only one article on lamily programs draws on the dependency frame, in part because of
an expectation of mothers as appropriately “dependent.” Representations of dependency on
family programs greatly increase over time, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, when divorce
and unmarried childbearing increased, and African American and Latina women gained access
to wellare programs previously reserved for whites (Abramovitz 1997; Feldstein 2000; Mink

7. Mittelstadt {2001} notes that the constituency for the program Aid 1o Dependent Children changed significantly
during the 1940s and 19505, from white widows to mothers who were divorced, deserted, or unmarried, as well as to
increasing numbers of nonwhite mothers. Patterson (2000) similarly notes these changes and a lack of support for welfare
recipients in popular media. However, despite these changes and the media and political attention given 1o them, the major-
ity of articles we sampled from this period did not focus on ADC, and therefore do not reflect these growing sentiments,
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Table 2 « Frames Applied to Welfare Programs®

Frame Definition

Quintes

Dependency
Strict dependency subframe  Welfare programs make
recipients dependent on
the government and unable

1o support themselves

Contextualized dependency Welfare programs may make

subfrane some recipients dependent.
but not in all cases, or even

in most

Helping the needy Welfare programs exist/
should exist to help the

needy get back on their feet

Family support Welfare programs provide
resources that support
families, or help families
provide care or balance

care and work

Undermines lamilies

Undermines as written
subframe mine families because of

the way they are currently

written

Always undermines Wellare programs undermine

subframe family responsibility

Welfare programs may under-

“Tt only takes six months ol idleness
for.a man's work habits 1o start
atrophying, He can become so
dependent he will never lace up
10 working again.”

“The reason [or welfare dependence
is more related 1o legitimate social
and economic hardship and 1o
the difficulty of finding jobs in a
severely depressed economy.”

“Any well ordered family has an
obligation to take care of its
poor relations.” “We know
these peaple . .. they live in

our communities, We want (o

help them.”

“The Swedish mother who bearsa
child raises rather than lowers
her standard of living . . . Her
confinement costs no money and
she is given [ree prenatal care; also
her child receives the advantages
of dental clinics, pediatric clinics,

state nursery school.”

"Aid programs are generally
degrading, They break up homes
because they are not set up to
supplement a man’s salary to
support his lamily but to feed
the family when there is no
man in the house.”

*Something has gone drastically
wrong with the family . . . the
breakdown is disproportionately
found in poor neighborhoods.
and ... . the wellare system is

deeply implicared.”

* Major frames appear in bold print, subframes appear in italics

1998: Mittelstadt 2001: Patterson 2000; Quadagno 1994).

In addition, during the 1960s,

researchers released provocative reports condemning “dependent” families, particularly black
families, These reports, authored by Coleman (1966) and Moynihan (1965), spawned inten-
sive research and public debate. The high proportion of articles that invoke dependency in
the 1960s and 1970s, particularly for family programs, reflect this debate.
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Table 3 = Percentage of Articles Using Dependency Frame®

192151930 19405~ 951k 196 08— 770 {98 0| 0y
%) %) (%) %) Chi-Square
Labor Programs N=46 N=28 N=18 N =25
Dependency 2§ 32 33 8 543
Strict dependency 11 4 28 8 16,237
Conringent dependency 17 29 6 0
Family Programs N=149 N = 55 N=48 N =49
Dependency 5 24 69 43 32.45%&%
Strict dependency 5 2 33 14 18,97
Contingent dependency 0 22 35 29

* Subframes appear In italics,
*p< .05 =Ep< 001

As Fraser and Gordon (1994) argue, during the earliest period, media discourse charac-
terizes women's dependency as socially acceptable, This changed significantly over the course
of the century, as expected. Yet, counter to Fraser and Gordon’s (1994) arguments, it appears
that media discourse reflects suspicion toward the “first-track” social insurance programs
such as unemployment during these early years. Indeed, even through the 1960s and 1970s,
about one-third of all articles abour labor programs depict these programs as creating depen-
dency. Interestingly, concerns that labor programs lead to dependency decrease during the
1980s and 1990s, despite the surge in unemployment during the early 1980s. Yer very few
articles during this period suggest that, for example. the unemployed might become depen-
dent on government handouts. By the 1980s, articles depict unemployment insurance as tar-
geting white men willing to work for their families, and focus on unemployment insurance as
a short-term and deserved policy measure. Yet, this does not fully explain why there are
higher levels ol distrust in unemployment and other work programs in the earlier decades.

We examine media discourse about dependency more closely 1o analyze variation in the
depiction of dependency. We find two major subframes. One set of articles takes a “strict”
perspective, suggesting that wellare programs inevitably cause dependency. Another set 1akes
a “contested” perspective, suggesting that wellare programs may create dependency in some,
but not all, circumstances. In coding the articles, we also include articles that mention depen-
dency but primarily dismiss it as “contested.” Table 3 presents these data.

Eleven percent of the 117 articles that discuss labor programs invoke a strict dependency
subframe, and 15 percent of the 171 articles that discuss family programs employ a sirict
dependency perspective. Over time, variation in the strict dependency framing is statistically
significant for both labor and family programs. The strict dependency subframe is most prev-
alent during the 1960s and 1970s when more than one-quarter of articles that discuss labor
programs, and almost one-third of articles that discuss family programs, use this frame, For
labor programs, articles are more likely 10 use a contested dependency subframe in the earlier
decades of our analysis. For family programs, the contested perspective remains relatively
strong over time. Many of these articles blame structural changes and economic issues [or
creating the need for welfare programs.

Articles using a strict dependency subframe tend to be entirely opposed to wellare pro-
grams. The following quotes provide examples:

“And the pity is,” Hilliard said 1o me, “that . . , it only 1akes six months of idleness for a man’s work
habits to start atrophying. He ¢an become so dependent he will never want to face up 1o working
again.” (Reader’s Digest, December 1961:59)
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Margaret Lamim, assistant Tulsa County attorney, sees the situation like this:

Paying women to add 1o the population of miserable illegitimate children is base charity, for it
doesn’t eliminate want, it compounds it. Tt raises new generations of twisted, subnormal people
bred in the foulest environments: who are candidates for our swelling ranks of unemployables,
criminals, and insane. (The Saturday Evening Post, Séptember 8, 1951:143)

These articles exemplify media discourse that blames welfare for creating dependency. Rather
than suggesting that wellare programs provide a short-term safety net to struggling families,
many articles that take the strict dependency perspective depict wellare as creating larger wel-
fare rolls.

On the other hand, articles that invoke a contested dependency subframe suggest that wel-
fare only sometimes creates dependency, or that other structural forces are the real problem:

When it is understood that the reason for welfare dependence is more related to legitimare social
and economic hardship and to the dilficulty of findings jobs in a severely depressed economy, the
rationale behind worktare begins to make less sense. (Amrerica. January 15, 1983, 148:26)

Most articles that raise the issue of dependency do so in a contested fashion, By the
1980s and 1990s, articles employ the contested dependency sublrame, even for family pro-
grams, twice as often as the strict dependency [rame. Media discourse about dependency is
more complicated than one might expect. While the idea of dependency is very widespread,
much media discourse reflects the beliel that wellare programs do not always create depen-
dency, or calls for new understandings of the phenomenon ol dependeney. This is true in
almost all publications; even mainstream magazines such as Time and Newsweek present cau-
tious analyses of the potential lor dependency. Clearly, dependency played a key role in shaping
the welfare reform of the 1990s. However, media discourse was varied, and the strict depen-
deney perspective that seems (o prevail was not the only one voiced (Cook and Barrett 1992;
Gilens 1999). These data show that media discourse, even regarding dependency, is more
varied than we might expect (Foucault 1972, 1981; Gamson 1988a).

Ruce, Gender, and Dependency. As our analysis suggests, dependency plays a central role in
media discourse about wellare. However, race and gender condition this frame. While many of
the articles on labor programs tend 1o assume that the programs meet the needs of male
workers (although not during the 1940s, when labor programs trained women for war indus-
tries), articles on family programs [ocus almost entirely on women and their children. Yet while
concerns about men's dependency on government aid lessen over time, concerns about wanten s
dependency grow. The decrease in concern about men’s dependency may be due to the gradual
acceptance of labor programs as entitlements. However, media discourse has not always
portrayed labor programs more {avorably than the public assistance family programs.

Changes in gender relations, including middle-class women’s entrance into the labor
market, may also help explain why the media [ramings are less positive for family programs
in later decades. At the outset, media discourse seemed 1o support women’s caretaking work
with their children, but as middle-class women entered paid employment, the media began
to portray such caretaking work as dependency. For example:

A Texas Research League study of ADC in the state revealed that 75 per cent of the white and 80
per cent of the Negro parents on ADC rolls never in their life had been sell-sustaining, and that lack
of effective rehabilitation programs insured a heavy, permanent, relief population. (Loak, November
7. 1961:25)

Since this study defined women as dependent if they had previously relied on their husbands
[or income, these levels appear to be quite high. However, the labor force participation rates for
Alrican American and white women suggest that these women conformed to national averages
of “independence” (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1960}.
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Concerns about changing gender roles, particularly rates of unmarried births, also relate
to strict dependency discourse while reflecting racial biases that emphasize unmarried births
for sente women. Articles during the earlier eras represented recipients of family programs as
widows or wrongly abandoned women; they expressed more concern about recipients as
unmarried birth rates grew. Additionally, the discourse on unmarried motherhood changes
over the period we study. During the 1920s and 1930s, articles portrayed illegitimate births
as a problem, but primarily one ol concern for the unmarried mother and her children re-
garding protection of their rights. These articles depict unmarried mothers as innocent, white
women deserted by irresponsible and reckless men. Discussions of illegitimacy as a moral
lapse arise during the 1950s, a period of increasing unmarried motherhood and escalating
images of African American women as unmarried mothers.® This image continues to expand
in later decades:

Jones suggests that women who have illegitimaie children should not be permitted 1o draw checks
on them, His argument is that the unwed baby breeder is a racketeer, and her children should be
placed in an orphanage. (Saturday Evening Post, September 8, 1951)"

This discourse suggests that while it may be appropriate for women who are dependent on their
husbhands to resort to government funds, government funds should not go to support “morally
corrupt” women who become pregnant outside of marriage. For example,

Wellare olfflicers . . . report numerous instances of girls in their early teens becoming unwed
mothers, frequently with their families” permission, or even encouragement. Each additional baby
entitled a mother on reliel 1o increased income as aid 10 dependent children, under present welfare
laws. (US News.and Weorld Report, July 24, 1961, 57:48)

Table 4 presents information about the way articles describe recipients from the depen-
dency frame. Indeed, while only 3 percent of articles that do not use a dependency frame dis-
cuss unmarried or teenage mothers, hall of all articles that do use a strict dependency
subframe discuss unmarried or teenage mothers (this difference is statistically significant).
The strict dependency subframe clearly relates to concerns about unmarried motherhood.

The strict dependency sublrame also draws upon racist ideologies. As Martin Gilens (1999)
has effectively shown, racial stereotypes about the poor explain “why Americans hate wel-
fare.” In our analysis, we find that articles are more likely 1o invoke the strict dependency sub-
frame when they portray recipients as Alrican Americans, or as minorities more generally, For
example, fewer than 5 percent of the 163 articles that do not use a dependency frame mention
Alrican American recipients, However, more than 15 percent of articles that take a contested
dependency subframe, and almost half ol the articles that take a strict dependency subframe,
mention African American recipients (this dilference is statistically significant). A quote from
an article about a later discredited attempt at wellare reform in Newburgh, New York' (based

8. For example, Feldstein (2000) argues, "As ADC came 1o support a greater number of families that departed
from a white nuclear two-parent model, more and more peopie concloded that the program itsell cansed this allegedly
deviant behavior. Critics and supporters of ADC invoke Images of black women as matriarchs as they repeajedly drew
links between the program, promiscuity, and illegitimacy™ (p. 70}

9. We also found that rebunals thar wellare leads 1o Hlegitimacy began appearing as early as the 1960s: “In fact.
the Advisary Council on Public Assistance, composed of distinguished leaders from many walks of life, stated emphati-
cally in a January 1960 report that they “did not share the view that a significant nimber of women deliberately proceed
1o have babies just to ger the meager amounts allowed for their support.” A detailed study of the Aid-to-Dependent-
Children program in Cook Country (Chicago), lllinois, concluded ‘more children create more financial difficuly rather
than less® lor families receiving public assistance granty and that ‘it does not pay 1o have additional children on Aid-to-
Dependent-Children'rolls’ ™ (Good Housekeeping, August 1961, 107).

10. See Levenstein (2000) for an excellent analysis of both (he 1961 Newburgh welfare cutbacks and similar cut-
backs in Louisiana in 1960
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Table 4 « Percentage of Articles Discussing Specified Recipient Groups within Type of
Dependency Frame

Serice Dependency  Contingernt Depewdency: Dependency Not Irvvoked

N =353 N =163
Recipients Partrdyved ds (%) (%) (") Chi-Square
Teenage/unmarried mothers 50 30 3 64.02*
Alrican Americans 44 15 5 41.93*
Minorities 47 19 10 2779
Lazy/welfare cheaters 58 34 3 78.61*

“p< 001

on incorrect data and violating lederal guidelines) shows how deeply ingrained racism is
intertwined with concerns about dependency:

City Counciliman George McKnealy, a plumbing contractor . . . is convinced that a steady siream of
Southern Negroes has been coming to Newburgh in recent years for the express purpose of going
on relief, thereby boosting welfare costs o the point of fiscal crisis. Among the measures McKnealy
has suggested 1o remedy the situation are a sirict residence requirement in the siate welfare law and
the use of police dogs 1o patrol the river-front wards where most Newburgh's Negroes live . . .
McKnealy hastens to explain that *This is not a racial issue.” then adds: “But there’s hardly an
incentive to a naturally lazy peaple to work il they can exist without working.” (Reporter, August 17,
1961, 25:37)"

Articles that use a strict dependency subframie are more likely to mention welfare recipi-
ents’ laziness or explicit attempts to cheat the government. Indeed, articles often link laziness
to race (as the quote above suggests).”” Many articles that use a strict dependency subframe
suggest that government programs create men and women who no longer can support them-
selves. We code articles as depicting wellare recipients as lazy and/or as cheats when they
assume that men and women inrentionally become dependent on wellare programs because:it
is easier than working. As Table 4 shows, only 3 percent of articles that do not use a depen-
dency frame refer to recipients as lazy or cheating the government: one-third of articles that
use a contested dependency perspective refer to such recipients; and more than half of articles
that use a strict dependency perspective refer to such recipients (this difference is statistically
significant).

Many of the articles that use a strict dependency subframe link dependency to all of
these conceptions of recipients: Articles portray recipienis as African American leenage
mothers who are trying to cheat the system. Race and gender intertwine, as motherhood is
invested with racial meanings (Feldstein 2000). In this way. discourse about changing gender
roles or illegitimacy reflects racist ideologies (Solinger 1992). For example, in her study of
single pregnancy, Rickie Solinger (1992} notes,

White illegitimacy was generally not perceived as a “cultural™ or racial deficit. or as a public
expense, so the stigma suffered by the white unwed mother was individual and familial, Black
women, illegiimately pregnant, were not shamed but simply blamed, blamed for the population
explosion, for escalating welfare costs, for the existence of unwanted babies, and blamed for the
tenacious grip of poverty on blacks in America, (P. 25)

11. We drew this guote from an article that discredits the Newburgh plan and its assumptions of dependency. We
include it here because McKnealy's words exemplily so well certain assumptions about race: “laziness,” and “dependency.”

12, Gilens (1999) also finids that stereotypes ol African Americans as lazy are strong and play a role in shaping
fegative perceptions of wellare
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Such stereotypes and perceptions of welfare recipients clearly affect the framing of wellfare pro-
grams in media discourse.

Explaining Invecations of Strict Dependency Discourse. Overall, our findings suggest that the
strict dependency subframe is applied ditferently to labor programs and to family programs, and
that media discourse changes significantly over the periods we examine. Dependency isa cen-
tral frame for both labor and family programs, although it is more significant for labor programs
during the earlier decades and family programs during the later decades. In addition, the strict
dependency subframe is less powerful than we imagined. While articles taking this perspective
draw together many racist and sexist perceptions about welfare programs, other articles take a
comtested approach or do not focus on dépendency at all,

To explore dependency in media discourse further, we run a series of logistic regressions
predicting whether or not an article invokes the strict dependency sublrame. Table 5 summa-
rizes these findings. We present the coefficients, odds ratio, and the probability change associ-
ated with each variable.

To predict use of the strict dependency frame, we include a measure of whether articles
focus on family programs (coded “17 if they do, and “0” if they do not) and measures of time
period (coded “17 if the article appeared in a particular time period, “0” if not, with the

19205-1930s as the excluded period). In addition, we explore whether articles that portray
recipients as African Americans, as lazy or welfare cheats, or as unmarried or teenage
mothers (again, articles are coded as “1” if recipients are categorized in these ways, and “0" if
they are not) are more likely to use a dependency frame.

Table 5 « Logistic Estimation of Strict Dependency on Selected Independent Variables

Model | Model 2 Model 3

Coefficrent coefficient Probakility  Coefficient Probability
(SE) Probability (SE) change (8E) change

Program
Family 0.024 : —=1.393 10.35¢*
{0.44) (0.60)
Time Period
19408 and 19508 =1.215 0.904 -8.00
{0.87) (0.97)
1960s and 1970s 1.365 0.715 11.03
(0:55) (0.65)
1980s and 19905 0.377 5. 0.121
10.59) (0. 71)
Needy
Unmarried/teen mothers 1.556
(0.63)
African American 1.262
10.59)
Lazy/cheaters

Constant =1.79 =2.223

(.18) (0.45)
—2 Log Likelihood 186.37 141.03

"p<.05 * ni< {01 *p<.00l; N= 252
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Model 1 in Table 5 shows that the unconditional probability that an article will employ
the strict dependency subframe is .14. Model 2 regresses strict dependency on program type
and time period. From our earlier analyses, we expect that articles discussing family programs
may be more likely to adopt this frame. However, our analysis does not support this expecta-
tion. Neither family nor labor programs predicts the use of the strict dependency perspective.
Media discourse does not necessarily accord first-track labor programs more respect than
second-track family programs.

This model also incorporates measures of time, with the 1920s and 1930s as the ex-
cluded period. We find that the only significant effect occurs during the 1960s and 1970s, when
articles are more likely to use the strict dependency frame. Indeed, articles during this period
are 25 percent more likelv to use this subframe than are those during the 1920s and 1930s,
assuming an unconditional probability of .14, This is perhaps partially attributable to the
widespread concern and debate surrounding political publications and debate over the
Moynihan Report (as well as debates about Nixon's Family Assistance Plan) (Moynihan 1965,
1973; Quadagno 1994), These time specific effects, however, decline when variables measuring
perceptions of recipients are included in the analyses.

Model 3 incorporates measures of whether articles discuss recipients as Alrican Americans,
unmarried/teen mothers, and lazy/wellare cheaters. As expected, unmarried/teen mothers are
positively associated with the strict dependency subframe; indeed, articles that invoke depic-
tions of recipients as unmarried or teenage mothers are 30 percent more likely to use a strict
dependency frame. Similarly, articles that present recipients as African Americans are nearly
23 percent more likely to use a strict dependency subframe. Finally, articles that describe
recipients as “lazy” or “wellfare cheats” are 35 percent more likely than other articles 1o use
the strict dependency subframe. Once we control for these depictions of recipients, the time
effect becomes insignificant.

Perhaps even more interesting, when we control for these depictions the effect for family
programs becomes significant but negative. This means that when we control for depictions
of recipients as African Americans, unmarried/teen mothers, and lazy/wellare cheaters, articles
that discuss family programs are actually fess likely 10 use a strict dependency subframe than
those that discuss labor programs. It is not simply womens dependency at issue, but a cerrain
kind of women’s dependency. 1f the media [ramed recipients as widowed or divorced white
woinen, it might not portray these programs as creating dependency. Gender combines with
race, and media depictions tie dependency o racist conceptions of recipients along with tradi-
tional conceptions about women's roles and sexuality. The media uses a strict dependency
subframe in talking about family programs in part because the recipients are represented as
black. unmarried mothers out to cheat the state. Clearly, these depictions are critical to
the strict dependency framing of lamily programs. The ubiquity of these depictions during
the 1960s and 1970s also helps explain the framing during this period. Researchers have
argued that the shift in perception of the welfare programs between the 19505 and 1960s
resulted from the concomitant increase in the African American and single parent clientele,
and the perceptions of these recipients as “unworthy” (Abramovitz 1997; Bell 1965; Boris
1995; Feldstein 2000; Mink 1998; Mittedstadt 2001; Patterson 2000), These conceptions of
recipients shape the larger ideological frames used in media discourse about wellare programs.

These findings suggest that the strict dependency subframe connects to a number of dif-
ferent images of recipients—in particular, images of recipients as African Americans, those
who are lazy or “welfare cheats,” and unmarried or teen mothers, as well as combinations of
these images. While dependency discourse has varied across time periods, peaking during the
1960s and 1970s, the strict dependency discourse is strongly tied to racist and sexist biases as
well as to concerns that wellare recipients are lazy or out to cheat the government.

Competing Discourse on Welfare, While we find that dependency is a central, yet fluid,
frame, we also find that depictions of wellare are not monolithic. Indeed, media discourse also
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Table 6 » Percentage of Articles Expressing Other Frames®

19206—1930s  19405—19505  19605-1970  1980s—1990s
(%} (%) (%) %) Chi-Square
Labor Programs N =46 N =28 N=18 N=25
Help needy get onto their feet 57 39 72 60 5.24
Family Programs N'=19 N =55 N =48 N =49
Help needy ger onto their [eet 47 40 44 67 8.90*
Support families 58 55 38 7 5.74
Undermine lamilies 0 6 42 12 30,637
Undermine as written 0 0 29 8 26,7 1%+
Always undermine faniilies 0 6 13 6 3.91

" Subframes appear in italics,
*p< .05 ***p <.00]

frames welfare positively as a social safety net. Table 6 presents a summary of the media repre-
sentation of other frames regarding wellare.

For example, many of the articles use the frame "help the needy” in discussing welfare
programs. During every period except the 1940s and 19505, the majority of articles on labor
programs reflect this idea. We attribute the drop in the 1940s and 19505 to depictions of labor pro-
grams during this period focusing on training workers in war-related or postwar jobs rather
than providing benefits for the unemployed or otherwise needy. Articles about family pro-
grams are slightly less likely to draw on the frame ol “help the needy get onto their feet,” bun
use the frame firmly in every time period. Forty percent or more of those articles that discuss
family programs invoke this frame.

Articles use the “help the needy” frame in a variety of ways, often 1o justify the utility of
wellare programs, or to provide support for extensions of these programs.'* For example:

Any well-ordered family has an obligation 1o take care of its poor relations . . . Thus, when the
problem of depressed areas came to the House of Representatives last week, there was no question
of the national obligation to help: the debate centered on how to help, and how much aid 1o give to
these pockets of distress. (Time, April 7, 1961, 77:18)

Take those who allege that “public assistance is designed for chiselers.” Do they know that about
5 1/2 million of the 7 1/2 million people who are receiving public assistance are children, or the
aged, or the blind, or the seriously disabled? We know these people—they aren’t chiselers! They
live with us in our communities. We want to help them. (Geod Housekeeping, January 1961, 154:50)

Surprisingly. articles invoke this frame during the 1980s and 1990s, a period of welfare re-
trenchment. We find that many articles during the 1990s defend the importance of welfare pro-
grams that “help the needy.” Indeed, there was a statistically significant increase in the
percentage of articles using this frame during the 1980s and 1990s. Just as the earlier analyses
showed that the strict dependency subframe was less strong during the 1980s and 1990, this
analysis also suggesis thal positive [rames did exist during this period. All in all, we find that the
“help the needy” frame applies 1o both labor and family programs, and is relatively strong
throughout the period we study.

In addition, many articles focused on family programs draw on two contrasting frames:
that wellare programs “support families” and that they “undermine families” (See Table 6).

13, Levenstein (2000) similarly notes that critical media responses to a 1960 wellare refarm in Louisiana that
denied welfare payments to families with children born out of wedlock focused on the importanice of “child aid” 1o sup-
port needy children,
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We discuss both brielly here. The “support families” frame is distinet from the “help the needy”
frame, and focuses more specifically on the ways that wellare helps strengthen lamilies and
maintains them in the face ol economic and other pressures. The "undermine families” Irame
differs from the dependency frame by [ocusing on how wellare undermines family responsibility.

During the earlier decades, more than half of all articles about family programs invoke
the family support frame. The frame becomes less powerful during the later decades, but
more than one third of all articles continue to invoke this [rame about lamily programs (there
is not a significant difference between time periods). Clearly, media discourse reflects a real
concern that government programs support families in their caretaking. Yet, this frame is
stronger in the decades before dependency becomes so closely linked to lamily programs. For
example, in 1931, one article claims, A woman running a household with the help of her
sons and daughters is rendering a social and cconomic service lor which there is no equiva-
lent” (The Commenweal, November 18, 1931, 62). Even later in the century, the media depicts
the importance of women caring lor children at home. For example, during discussions of
Nixon's (lailed) Family Assistance Plan, many articles endorse the idea that wellare programs
should support mothers with young children so they can stay home and care lor their chil-
dren, In addition, articles depict family programs as key to supporting families and reducing
the risk of divorce, juvenile delinquency, and other dangers:

Saluting such pluck. a school superintendent observes, “Every lamily that is kept whole, indepen-
dent, and self-reliant is kept American. Without child care, many parents might become the prey of
crackpots or subversive agents . . . [Rev. David J. Donnan claims] “I have watched the California
child care program from the beginning. It has made a great contribution toward strengthening fam-
ily life. Tt has helped keep together many lamilies who otherwise would be foreed 1o separate when
the mother was compelled towork . . .* (Narion s Business, September 1952, 30)

Analyzing detailed data from 256 such cases in New Orleans, the state concluded that economic fac-
tors were “the prime cause of family breakup™ and that *very probably, if financial service had been
available at the right time and in the right amount. many of the families would have held together.”
{Journal of Home Econtomiis, November 1952, 689)

Such frames continue even in later decades:

A handicapped teen-age youngsier . .. was assaulted when left at home because her mother was at
workfare. No reasonably priced facility that could meet her needs was available alter school. “Low
income neighborhoeods.” said [Coalition for Basic Human Needs in Boston leader Janet] Diamond
“are no place to take chances with children, bur that is just what is being forced on mothers because
of workfare.” (America, January 15, 1983, 148:27)

Overall, we find that articles use the family support frame more strongly from the 1920s
to the 1950s, though they continue 1o invoke this frame from the 1960s to the 1990s. On the
other hand, we also find a frame arguing that welfare programs “undermine [amilies.” This
frame emerges only in the later decades of this period, strongly in the 19605 and 1970s, and
dropping in the 1980s and 1990s. This [rame has two subframes—articles that suggest that
wellare programs undermine families because of the construction of these policies, and those
that suggest that wellare programs always undermine family responsibility.

The “undermines as written” approach is strongest during the 1960s and 1970s. These
articles are sympathetic with the need to support poor families, but show concern that the
legislation as written encourages men to leave their families. For example:

Aid programs aré generally degrading. They break up homes because they aré not set up 1o supple-
ment a man’s salary to support his family but to leed the family when there is not a man in the
house. A low-income male sometimes deserts his family because the ADC (Aid 10 Dependent Chil-
dren) check is larger than the amount he can earn each month by working on a laberer’s job.
(Ebony, October, 1969, 24:104)




Changing Media Depictions of Welfare

While these articles depict some anxiety over whether wellare may undermine families, they
also present themes that suggest that welfare programs support rather than undermine family
structures.

Other articles suggest that all wellare programs undermine family responsibility. Accord-
ing to this perspective, welfare allows parents to be irresponsible. While only about 13 percent
of articles suggest that wellare always undermines” family responsibility during the 1960s
and 1970s, there are clear examples of this subframe:

[Calilornia governor, Ronald Reagan:] Once upon a time, if there was no welfare program, there
would be a mother and children and a lot of interested people tracking this guy down lor abandoning
his family. Bul now, automatically, the next morning when she knows he’s gone, the mother can
come in and get on this wellare program, and many times get as much as he was carning, so no effort
is made 1o find him. This is what's happening 1o break up families. The father says, “I can leave and
someone else can take care of the lamily.” (US News dand World Report, March 1, 1971, 70:37)

This perspective argues that by providing for children, welfare weakens parents’ responsibility
for supporting their children. While the “undermines lamilies” frame is not as strong as the
other frames, it is particularly strong during the 1960s and 1970s, the same time dependency
rhetoric was most powerful,

Discussion and Conclusions

Our findings demonstrate that images of dependency often dominate media discourse on
wellare, but that several alternate frames also exist, Media discourse about wellare programs
has not been monolithic, and race and gender biases help explain the variations in this dis-
course. We address the contradictions and changes present in media discourse regarding wel-
fare in the United States and offer a more nuanced interpretation and analysis of how media
discourse frames these issues.

Overall, our analyses suggest that there have been significant shifts in media discourse
about welfare over the course of this century. Fraser and Gordon (1994) highlight the devel-
opment of the cancept of dependency:

Once a sodially approved majority condition, it became first a group-based siatus deemed proper for
some classes of persons but not others and then shifted ro designate (except in the case of children)
an anomalous, highly stigmatized status of deviant and incompetent individuals. (P, 21)

As Fraser and Gordon suggest, we find that the notion of dependency has framed media dis-
course on wellare since the inception of the U.S. wellare state. Articles use the dependency
frame most strongly during the 1960s and 1970s, a period of fluctuating unemployment, dra-
matically changing family structure, and academic and political emphasis on the culture of pov-
erty and the dissolution ol the American family (Moynihan 1965; Murray 1984). The media
presents lamily programs with increasing suspicion, portraying them as causing dependency on
the government, and weakening families and family responsibility.

However, the focus and intensity of the dependency discourse has shifted over time. For
example, articles from the 1930s, as Fraser and Gordon {1994) suggest, do not portray women's
dependency as problematic. On the other hand, during this period, unemployment compen-
sation carries a certain stigma, as articles depict workers as prelerring to collect unemploy-
ment rather than to work. Social insurance programs have not always been [ree of the stigma
of dependency. Over the course of the twentieth century, labor programs have become less
associated with dependency, even as articles are more likely to depict mothers caring for young
children as pathologically dependent. In part, this is because, over time, media discourse sug-
gests that labor programs target white men, while lamily programs (arget minority women.
Similarly, we show that there is a division in the discourse about dependency, and that a
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contingent perspective on dependency has actually been more prevalent than has a strict
interpretation of dependency. Our analysis illustrates that dependency is an important frame
used in media discourse about wellare—but it has not followed any sort of simple progression.

In addition, we lind that dependency is not the enly media frame for family programs.
Indeed. there is significant variation in discourse about wellare. Our data supports arguments
about the complexity of ideologies. Media discourse does nol simplistically and systematically
deny the importance of welfare to help the needy and to support families. We discover many
positive portrayals of welfare programs, particularly during the 1980s and 1990s. Media
framings were consistently supportive, even in mainstream magazines, Indeed, articles [re-
quently counter the strict dependency framing, drawing upon academic research and other
information that discredits such formulations. While the strict dependency frame dominated
the 1960s and 1970s, the intervening decades appear to have lostered more complicated per-
spectives on dependency.

Figure 2 shows the strength ol the general frames that we identified over the time peri-
ods we explore. Clearly, media discourse has represented the frames of “help the needy” and
“support families” over the entire period, although the “support families” frame has declined
over time, The “dependency” frame has grown in strength, but the 1960s and 1970s appear
to have been its peak. The “undermine lamilies” frame also peaked at this time. While it may
seem surprising that the dependency [rame was less prevalent during the 1980s and 1990s,
given the trouble-free passage of the 1996 welfare reform, Congressional action does not nec-
essarily reflect media discourse. Politicians and policymakers play powerful roles in shaping
media discourse, but the media also serves as a site for groups contesting the dominant, and
most politically influential, frames.

Similarly, studies that examine public opinion (rather than media discourse, as in our
study) find that political discourse and decision-making has not reflected public opinion on
these issues. There has been, and is, greater public support for welfare than many recognize
(Cook and Barrett 1992; Dolbeare and Lidman 1985; Gilens 1999; Nilson 1981). As Gilens
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Figure 2 ¢ Ideological Shifts in Media Discourse on Welfare, 1920s-1990s
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(1999) notes: “Contrary, perhaps, to popular belief, Americans are not clamoring for cutbacks
in government efforts to help the poor. Instead, most Americans want the government to
spend more on these programs, and most say that they are willing to pay higher taxes in
order to boost spending lor the needy” (p. 216).

Our research makes significant contributions to understanding discourse on welfare in
several ways. First, our research design allows us 1o analyze the media discourse surrounding
welfare empirically over a number ol decades, As expected, we lind that media discourse of
dependency has changed over time, and that there have been competing discourses (Fou-
cault 1972, 1981; Fraser and Gordon 1994; Gamson 1988a; Gamson and Modigliani 1989).
However, we show that these changes over time are not simply linear, but related to specific
historical periods (€.g.. a decrease in concerns about dependency during the strong economy
of the 19405 and 1950s, or an increase in strict dependency framing during the changes in
family structure of the 1960s and 1970s), As there were changes in the demographics of wel-
fare recipients, particularly in the 1960s (with larger number ol never-married as well as
minority recipients receiving welfare), the media was more likely 1o use the strict depen-
dency [rame. We also show that there are several competing media discourses, and that even
within the dependency discourse, the media represents a contingent dependency frame more
[requently than the strict dependency perspective.

While our analyses of the racist and sexist subtext of dependency discourse confirmed
our expectations (Fraser and Gordon 1994; Gilens 1999), we found that articles did not nec-
essarily invoke dependency when discussing second-track public assistance programs as
opposed to first-track social insurance programs. Media depictions regard both programs with
suspicion, but at different times; “dependency” is seen as a troublesome result of programs
directed at men during the 1920s and 1930s, but these programs are less likely to be nega-
tively depicted during the 19805 and 1990s. Similarly, programs directed at women and children
are not initially portrayed in terms of dependency, although these images become stronger
over time, peaking during the 19605 and 1970s.

Our research also shows how gendered images of women and men, as caretakers and
warkers, are incorporated imo dependency lrames. As larger numbers of white middle-class
women enter the labor force, the media depicts with suspicion programs that allow women
to care for children at home. In addition, increasing rates ol unmarried mothers relate to
increasing portrayals of women’s dependency on welfare; there are [ewer media depictions of
government support for unmarried and teen mothers, particularly when attached to racial
and racist irmages. Media depictions of men’s roles as workers (particularly white men’s roles)
are more positive over this period.

Racialized images ol wellare recipients are deeply embedded in the media discourse of
dependency. Indeed, images of recipients as African American or other racial/ethnic minori-
ties emerge sirongly in those articles that portray welfare programs as creating dependency,
and are accompanied by images of wellare recipients as defrauding the government or
unwilling to work. As Gilens (1999) argues, dependency intensely connects 10 racist stereo-
types and prejudices. Images ol minority, particularly African American, women who do not
contorm 1o “fraditional” gender relations frame wellare in terms of dependency,

Recent welfare reform in the United States draws upon a discourse that has demonized
wellare recipients as dependent on the state. Yet, scholars and activists might underestimate
the support for wellare programs that does exist (Cook and Barrett 1992; Gilens 1999). Media
discourse about wellare has been complex and varied; it includes many positive as well as
negative images ol wellare recipients. As Fraser and Gordon (1994) argue, “To prevent welfare
programs {rom being used by conservatives to promote hostility to feminism, single mothers,
minorities, and poor people, we must imbue our public language with different meanings and
associations” (p. 6). Our analyses show that the media do just this. By revealing the social con-
struction of welfare dependency by the media, as well as the media’s role in more positively
depicting welfare recipients, this anticle helps uncover the complex depictions of wellare.
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Appendix A

CODING SHEET ARTICLE
Programs Focused Upon

Social Security

Ungmployment

ADCIAFDC

Waork Programs

Local/Community Programs

Other i

]

Problems with Welfare

Costly (spending, deficit, taxation}
Creates dependency

Wenkens worker incentive
Encourages families to break up
Encourages out of wedlock births
Other
Other
Other
Other

Reform should

Make distribution of welfare fisderal / state
Create workfare program

Create public / private sector jobs

Work training/education

Meel healih care needs

Meet day care needs

Universalistic policies / allowances

Muke food available

Other
Other

Ideologies expressed
Wark ethic 1s undermined by welfare

Family responsibility is undermined by welfare
‘Welfare supports caretaking

Welfare supports needy. gets back on fest
Charity/compassion lowards poor important value
Wellare creates dependency

Immigrants exploiting US taxpayers

Other

NRRRRRRE

Appendix B

in Article Info

YEAR

NERN

RERRRARN

HNRARRRNR

QUOTABLE? on

Distribution of Welfare (primarily}
Church/charity

City/County/Local

State

Federal government

State vs. federal government

Other

We need Wellure because
Unemployment

Poverty/Economic conditions

So women cun caretake for small children
Divorce/desertion of fathers

Out of wedlock births

Disnbiliry, sickness, age

Other

Other
Other

Who's on welfare
Unemployed

Children

Caretaking mothers
Disabled/sick

Elderly
Teen/unmarried mothers
Lazy/cheats

Working poor
Generations on welfare
Minorities

African Americans
i grants

Other

Other

Other
Other

Year _ Quote? _

About Work/Unemployment Programs

About Family Progrims

About Both

Helps needy get back onto their fieet

Creates dependency

Welfore creates dependency

Welfiire may create dependency sometimes, but not always

Welfare does not really ereate dependency

Support family/caretaking

Allows women o balance work and caretaking

Allows women to stay home and caretake

Allows men to support theur families

Provides families with resources

Undermine family responsibility

Welfare ns a whale und

Welfare as it's written undermines

Discusses Recipients?

Whites

Minarities

African Americans

Unmarried Mathers

Teennge Mothers

Lazy

Welfare Cheats
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