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Dependency through the ages 
 
 

Welfare dependency refers to the reliance of some members of society on public assistance 

to maintain material subsistence. Fraser and Gordon observed the history of dependency 

from pre industrial society and subsequently revealed that an accurate depiction of welfare 

dependency relied on analysis of a number of different structural and individual factors.  

Fraser and Gordon discuss the negative stigma associated with welfare receipt including the 

changing role of women’s dependency on men, the effects of ethnicity and the different 

types of dependency that vary between the poor and non-poor (1994: 323).  

 

Dependency was considered a norm in pre-industrial society whereby many members of 

society were classed as subordinates (Fraser and Gordon 1994: 312).  There was no 

negative stigma attached to dependency, nor the connotation of women being reliant on 

men.  This highlights that there was an earlier time when women were generally treated as 

equal to men and their domestic contribution highly valued.  As Fraser and Gordon explain, 

‘women’s and children’s labour were essential to the family economy’ (1994: 314). 

 

Post industrialism reverted the view of dependency as structural, i.e. mainly caused by 

economic, legal and political reasons.  These structural causes resonate with the world we 

currently live, as many people have no choice but to rely on others especially for financial 

reasons.  Political causes are another major influence on dependents as Governments are 

portrayed as very powerful. 

 

The industrial revolution saw the ‘rise of capitalism’ which meant dependency underwent 

greater scrutiny due to the importance of the market and waged labour (Fraser and Gordon 

1994: 314).  It became evident that money became a highly valued commodity with which to 

increase one’s quality of life and support a family.  

  

A key point in Fraser and Gordon’s discussion was that dependency can be viewed in 

different ways, depending on the context (Fraser and Gordon 1994: 323).  For example, 

women have traditionally been dependent on men economically.  Men may also be 

considered to be dependent on the market to produce an income to sustain their families or 

on women to raise their children.  Thus, dependency it would seem is a subjective view. 

There are many examples of members of society who argue about welfare dependents who 

don’t realise that they too are equally and mutually dependent in different aspects of their 

own lives.   
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In the early 1900s, those viewed as dependent attracted a negative stigma (Fraser and 

Gordon 1994: 321).  This period also saw society reflect on the deserving and undeserving 

poor with conditionality now prevalent. There were certain categories of welfare recipients 

who were viewed as deserving poor and thus socially accepted.  For example, the aged or 

those receiving home mortgage assistance. (Fraser and Gordon 1994: 323). 

 

Postindustrial society viewed dependency as ‘avoidable and blameworthy’ (Fraser and 

Gordon 1994: 323).  As the market gained momentum it was difficult to understand how so 

many people could be jobless and thus dependent on public assistance.  The rise of 

capitalism also saw many people working very hard and therefore becoming a lot more 

protective of their taxes going to the undeserving poor.  The focus from structural causes 

developed into a focus on a psychological rationale for dependents.  This may possibly have 

been due to the dissolution of legal and political causes of dependency (Fraser and Gordon 

1994: 323).   

 

Fraser and Gordon argue that women began to gain social status as they entered the 

workforce, divorce was on the rise and the traditional family unit was deconstructed (Fraser 

and Gordon 1994: 323).  It became evident that changing social norms and values were 

increasing and therefore the definition of dependency continued to change. The influences 

of upbringing and neighbourhood were ‘cast as cause or effect of poverty’ (Fraser and 

Gordon 1994: 328). This argument indicated that individual behaviours like having parents 

out of work or living in a delinquent area may have had a significant effect on children 

growing into welfare dependents. 

 

Overall, Fraser and Gordon concluded that historical context influenced the way society 

viewed its members as welfare dependent. For example, in pre-industrial society women 

and negros were often stigmatised as welfare dependent. This is in contrast to an earlier era 

where a woman’s role in contributing to the household was highly valued and dependency 

was considered a norm.  Industrialism and the focus on the market meant that people 

wanted less public assistance, and subsequently less of their taxes, distributed to welfare 

dependents who could often be classed as the undeserving poor. Their discussion provided 

critical insight into reasons for dependency beyond simply economic causes but also 

political, legal and psychological. 
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Similarly, Gans argues that those who look down on welfare dependents are also dependent 

in their own right.  Gans discusses the perceived economic threat of welfare dependency to 

affluent people (1995: 81-82).  Those who are well off believe their taxes are subsidising the 

life of undeserving members of society. Gans illustrates that the undeserving poor’s 

behaviour is continually visible to society and is subsequently open to such scrutiny (1995: 

81-82).  I strongly agree with Gans’ view that welfare dependents lives are closely monitored 

and as such scrutinised by the members of society funding the taxes for the public 

assistance welfare dependents receive.  Gans highlights that, “if the better-off use drugs, 

they do so in their living rooms” which I believe to be an accurate analogy as it is the affluent 

in society who typically criticise the poor for substance abuse (1995: 83).  Gans argues that 

less money was spent in welfare in 1992 than on the ‘mortgage interest tax deductions 

available to home owners’ that benefit the rich (1995: 82).  It would seem that dependency 

was almost if not equally prevalent for the non-poor, although it was simply not as visible in 

society. 

 

Briggs, Buchanan and Watson support Gans’ view in emphasising that there are other 

members of society who are dependent on government assistance in some form.  They 

argue that ‘’receiving income support from welfare is somehow more ‘passive’ and morally 

dubious than receiving other forms of unearned income’’ (2006: 31).  As with Fraser and 

Gordon’s view of non-welfare dependents, they argue that the financially better-off are quick 

to dismiss low income earners when they too are engaging in activities that rely on financial 

support from the government or unearned income such as rent and dividends. (Briggs et al. 

2006: 31).  This concept is valuable as it illustrates a balanced perspective on dependency, 

showing many members of society are typically dependent one way or another.  Has it been 

considered low income earners may too want to earn a living they may simply be 

encountering a ‘transition in their life’ prohibiting them from doing so, for example; ‘sickness, 

family formation or movements between education and work’ (Briggs et al. 2006: 31).  

 

Schmid (Briggs et al. 2006: 31) supports Fraser and Gordon in their view on women as a 

minority who are unfairly stigmatised in relation to dependency.  He notes that in order to 

look at women and reintegrate them into the workforce, post-natal incentives like child care 

rebates must be reviewed (Briggs et al. 2006: 31).  Recently, AAP published a news article 

discussing a report for the Australian Institute of Superannuation Trustees which found ‘the 

average super balances in 2010 for men in the workforce between 58-62 was $210 000, 

compared with $95 000 for women.’ The findings highlight women’s financial struggle as 

they take time away from their jobs to raise children, which I believe to be a far more 

important part of their lives. 
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Mead (1997:1) argues that dependency can be a result of people’s values, similarly to 

Fraser and Gordon’s(1994: 312) view of the moral and psychological register (1994: 312). 

Paternalism focuses on government implementing policies to monitor the lives of welfare 

dependents (Mead 1997: 1).  The aim is to reduce the cost of welfare but it also adds to the 

administrative burden of monitoring lives (Mead 1997: 12).  This indicates that while affluent 

members of society are complaining about welfare dependency they are not realising the 

cost of supervising welfare dependents.  Is government supervision on welfare recipients an 

effective deterrent for the undeserving poor preventing them from misusing public 

assistance?  I believe it should serve as an effective deterrent. 

 

Fraser and Gordon’s article explored various definitions of dependence over time focusing 

on the plight of women and the need for society to value their domestic contribution and not 

class them as completely dependent on men.  Fraser and Gordon effectively conveyed a 

balanced perspective on dependency by highlighting that the non-poor are also dependent 

on government assistance and unearned funds, for example the aged accessing their 

retirement fund.  An additional strength was their discussion around the evolution of the 

moral and psychological register as a cause of dependency (Fraser and Gordon 1994:312).  

This is an important concept as economic dependency is generally viewed as the traditional 

means by which one is considered dependent.  Allowing for analysis of historical context 

enabled a more thorough discussion on dependency. 

 

Fraser and Gordon focused heavily on the changing role of women’s dependency on men. 

Dependency is relevant to numerous members of society, the discussion would have 

benefitted from analysing the role of other members of society beyond predominantly stay at 

home women.  Over time, the market has played a vital role in how society views the 

importance of working and subsequently earning an income.  A deeper discussion on the 

evolution of capitalism and the influences of the market on social norms and values may 

have been useful. 
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