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"mass society" thesis is the most significant alternative to
Kirsten A.
Gronbjerg's
Piven and Cloward's "social control" explanation of the welfare explosion. Gr0nbjerg's
analysis, however, suffers from problems of conceptualization, measurement, and
evidence. In this article these two competing perspectives are reviewed and empirical
measures developed to assess the validity of one over the other. Contrary to Gronbjerg's
results, this analysis offers support for the "social control" as opposed to the "mass
society" thesis.

As David A. Rochefort has suggested, two schools of thought dominate
contemporary analyses of the role of social welfare in Western societies:
the progressive or liberal perspective and the neo-Marxist or social
control perspective.' Both perspectives have been employed in recent
years to explain the dramatic growth in the number of families receiving
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) in the late 1960s
and early 1970s. Recently, Kirsten A. Gronbjerg has employed a variation
of the liberal perspective and provided an empirical test of her account
of the welfare explosion.2 In several respects, Gronbjerg's analysis
parallels but contradicts the major neo-Marxist explanation of the
welfare explosion as articulated by Frances Fox Piven and Richard A.
Cloward.? In the following analysis, we highlight the parallel but contradictory nature of these two competing perspectives and provide an
empirical test to suggest the validity of one perspective over the other.
Social Service Review (December 1983).
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The Welfare Explosion Puzzle
Between 1950 and 1960, the number of families receiving AFDC grew
17 percent; however, in the next decade, the AFDC rolls grew 158
percent and by 1975 had begun to stabilize at a level that represented
a 353 percent increase over 1960.4 Most of this growth was concentrated
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and between 1965 and 1975 the
rolls grew by 220 percent.5 What were the primary factors behind this
acute, unprecedented extension of welfare to the poor?
Several analysts have pointed to the migration of over 3 million
blacks, many of them poor, between 1945 and 1965, from southern
states with stringent welfare policies to northern states with more
liberal welfare practices." Others have emphasized the increases in the
formation of female-headed poor black families that were intensified
by the migration north and grew sharply by the 1960s.7 Still others
have stressed the increased need of the poor in the face of their
increasing structural unemployment in the 1960s.8 We have also been
reminded that the Civil Rights Movement, the nation's "rediscovery"
of poverty in the early 1960s, and the Johnson Administration's War
on Poverty encouraged many poor to forego their reluctance to take
welfare and apply for assistance.9 Analysts have also stressed the increased professionalism of social welfare bureaucracies'0or have pointed
to the lax administration of welfare programs by those bureaucracies"
as the primary causes of the welfare explosion.
The issue of the welfare explosion continues to be a source of fundamental controversy among those who seek to explain the intent and
purpose of public welfare, and the progressive and neo-Marxist perspectives have been applied to the welfare explosion."2 Neo-Marxist
analysts of the social welfare state, such as Piven and Cloward, have
argued that welfare operates to perform social control functions in
mature capitalistic political economies; and during times of social unrest
and political instability, the state is driven inexorably to ease the access
of the poor to welfare so as to co-opt them and perpetuate the legitimacy
of the political economy in spite of its failure to create economic
opportunities for the poor.'" Liberals have suggested that the social
welfare state represents a basically humanitarian response by the state
to social problems endemic to industrialized societies.4 This perspective,
however, has been in need of revision in order to account for the
rapid growth of the welfare rolls in the 1960s and early 1970s.'5 In
1977, Kirsten A. Grenbjerg put forward such a revision that now
stands as the most explicit and comprehensive alternative to Piven
and Cloward's neo-Marxist account of the welfare explosion.'6
For Grenbjerg, in the 1960s, the welfare explosion was the result
of the acceleration of the United States toward a "mass society," where
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all persons are seen by the state as having legitimate entitlements as
citizens."17The movement toward a "mass society" constitutes an expansion in the concept of citizenship beyond basic political rights to
include social and economic rights.'8 In a "mass society," poor people
as citizens are vested with the right to receive government assistance
when their basic social and economic rights cannot legitimately be
fulfilled through private means. This expansion of citizenship, in
Grenbjerg's terminology, constitutes part of the process by which the
"center" incorporates the "periphery."
Grenbjerg revises the liberal perspective in an important way to
account for the welfare explosion. She emphasizes that the state accords
assistance to the poor because they are entitled to it as citizens and
suggests that this is different from allowing the poor access to welfare
on the basis of need. In other words, receipt of public assistance is a
right all citizens can invoke when they have a legitimate basis for doing
so rather than a privilege the state accords them when it so wishes.'9
This constitutes a revision of the liberal idea that welfare responds to
need and enables Grenbjerg to account for the dramatic growth in
the AFDC rolls that far surpassed any increases in need in the 1960s
and 1970s.

Parallelism: Mass Society versus Social Control
In spite of her revisionism, Grenbjerg's analysis still represents a liberal
account of the welfare explosion that rejects Piven and Cloward's
conception of the role and function of welfare in our political economy.
We actually have two parallel perspectives that view the welfare explosion
in three contradictory ways.2"First, Grenbjerg sees a relatively rapid
shift in society's commitment to public assistance, but she emphasizes,
as liberals before her, that it constitutes part of a secular trend toward
what she refers to as a "mass society."21Alternatively, Piven and Cloward
see the growth of welfare as, historically, part of a cyclical process in
capitalist societies wherein welfare is expanded during times of political
instability and contracted during times of relative social peace.22Second,
although Granbjerg stresses the expansion of the concept of citizenship
rather than growth in needs as the force behind the welfare explosion,
she reinforces the liberal notion that the welfare explosion is reflective
of a positive, humanitarian trend in society and that the expansion of
citizenship as such is a good.23 Conversely, Piven and Cloward suggest
that the welfare explosion reflects less the humanitarianism of the
social welfare state than its "latent" functions to assist the state in
performing social control.24 Third, Grenbjerg's analysis implies that
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the growth of welfare rolls is a manifestation of the integration of the
poor (periphery) into the mainstream of society (center) by virtue of
the expansion of citizenship.25 Piven and Cloward's analysis, however,
implies that the welfare explosion reflects the limited extent to which
the state is willing to go to incorporate the poor and serves to perpetuate
the poor as a relatively permanent "underclass"who suffer from isolation
from the mainstream of our society.26
The parallelism of these two competing perspectives is also reflected
in the contradictory ways they interpret the same developments as
important factors in the welfare explosion. Grenbjerg suggests that
the increased willingness of the poor to apply for and take social
assistance reflected the change in societal norms about welfare that
constituted a shift from welfare as a privilege the state accorded the
needy to welfare as an entitlement.27 Piven and Cloward, however,
argue that the poor became less willing to "regulate themselves" or
internalize society's dominant norms of self-sufficiency that had previously discouraged them from seeking welfare for fear of being stigmatized as "dependent."28 For Grenbjerg, the new climate conducive
to the poor's taking welfare was reflective of society's growing commitment to welfare as entitlement. For Piven and Cloward, the new
climate represented a breakdown in the social order and an increase
in political instability. For Grenbjerg, liberalization of the poor's access
to welfare was something the top or center of society extended to the
bottom or periphery as reflective of a changing society. For Piven and
Cloward, the poor's increased access to welfare represented something
the bottom or periphery forced the top or center to accord them in
order to maintain the status quo.
The parallelism between these two perspectives intensifies when we
consider that both offer conflicting interpretations of how the "economic
rights" of citizenship have emerged. In recent writings, Piven and
Cloward have argued that while the initiation and liberalization of
welfare programs since the Great Depression were originally co-optative,
they simultaneously created the conditions for ending the cyclical nature
of public welfare and starting a more democratic political economy
based on the idea that "democratic rights include economic rights."29
They, however, still see the welfare explosion of the late 1960s and
the early 1970s as a manifestation of the social control function of
public welfare and the tendency of public welfare to expand only in
For Piven and Cloward,
the face of political instability and civil disorder."30
economic rights have been achieved through conflict and struggle.
For Granbjerg, economic rights have been achieved through peaceful
social and economic development.
Stephen M. Aigner has suggested that the parallelism between these
two competing perspectives lies in their imputing different motives to
social welfare policymakers. We think not. Both perspectives are struc-
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tural and functional explanations of welfare's role in society. Therefore,
both deemphasize the long-run significance of motives and volitional
behavior and emphasize the functional necessities to which institutions
in societies conform. Although both perspectives may include within
them a space for motives in affecting institutional stability and change,
their purposes are not to explain changes in welfare policy in terms
of the character, personality, or intentions of specific actors. In other
words, the debate between these perspectives is not over the benevolence
or malevolence of social welfare policymakers. It is over the functional
obligations of social welfare policy in recent years."31

Whither Mass Society?
Given the extensiveness of the data Grenbjerg presents to buttress
her argument, her research cannot be dismissed lightly, and any critique
of it must include alternative data analysis. Three major problems in
Grenbjerg's empirical analysis stand out.
One is that Grenbjerg's analysis represents a form of the classic
methodological problem in the social sciences of "misplaced concreteness."Her analysis is fundamentally flawed because it rests its conclusions
on a firm empirical base that may not be related to those conclusions.
Specifically, Grenbjerg goes to great lengths to suggest that since the
more urbanized, industrialized, and professionalized states had relatively
higher welfare roll growth in the 1960s than other states, that welfare
growth must be due to the development of a "mass society." Grenbjerg
makes the case that urbanization, industrialization, and professionalization are all indicators of the development of a "mass society" that
is committed to a broad conception of citizenship and, as a result,
more liberal social welfare policies. These factors, however, could also
be nothing more than indicators of economic development and all the
social and economic problems endemic to such development. That is,
more economically developed states tend to have more of the social
and economic problems that are addressed through the expansion of
social welfare programs.
Through stepwise multiple regression, Grenbjerg finds that in 1960
indicators of need for social assistance in state populations better explained the relative levels of the AFDC rolls across the states than did
indicators of the relative levels of modernization or development of
"mass society" in the states."2 Grenbjerg's multivariate analysis for
1970, however, indicated that measures reflective of the development
of "mass society" in the states had joined measures of need as the best
predictors of relative levels of AFDC rolls across the states." In addition,
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she found that mass society indicators were important contributors to
explaining variation across the states in the relative levels of growth
in their AFDC rolls from 1960 to 1970.54 Gronbjerg also buttressed
her analysis by reporting that during the 1960s almost all states made
their eligibility standards more lenient, and states with relatively strong
"mass society" characteristics

were more apt to have higher application

and approval rates for AFDC, indicating their relatively stronger commitment to affording welfare to those who needed it.35
The problem of "misplaced concreteness" begins with Gronbjerg's
operationalization of "mass society." Using factor analysis, Gronbjerg
arrives at a set of indicators that are distinct from measures of need
and which, she suggests, are reflections of modernization or movement
by a state toward "mass society." These measures include: voter participation, median education, percentage of the work force deemed
professional, urbanization, industrialization, and per capita revenue
collected by the state."6 Gronbjerg emphasizes that these indicators
are related and, according to factor analysis, constitute elements of a
factor or dimension of her state data. Yet, there is an insufficient basis
in her discussion for assuming that these are indicators of states tending
toward a "mass society" that is given to expanding its concept of citizenship to include welfare as an entitlement. At best, these are indicators
of modernized, economically developed states. To imply more than
this is to transform data analysis into speculation. To suggest that
economically developed states became in the 1960s more committed
to welfare as an entitlement relative to other states is to make a leap
of faith that Gronbjerg's data cannot sustain. Instead, it is distinctly
plausible to infer from these data nothing other than that more economically developed states tended to have relatively higher increases
in their AFDC rolls in the 1960s.
The problem of "misplacedconcreteness" continues in that Gronbjerg's
evidence for the "mass society" thesis is thinner than we are led to
believe. It is based largely on the results of multiple regression analysis
of the AFDC rolls in 1970. In this analysis, we find that the percentage
of broken families (an indicator of need, not "mass society") is far and
away the most important determinant in explaining variation in the
level of the AFDC rolls across states. Granbjerg rests her case at this
juncture on the fact that in 1970 as opposed to 1960 two "mass society"
indicators (per capita revenue and percent high school educated) contributed somewhat to explaining the variation of AFDC rolls across
the states."7 How this implies evidence for the "mass society" thesis
remains the subject of speculation. The fact remains that a basic indicator
of need for social assistance remains the overwhelmingly most important
determinant of variation in state AFDC rolls in 1970. Gronbjerg goes
on to find that "mass society" indicators were better predictors ofAFDC
roll growth from 1960 to 1970 than measures of need. Unfortunately,
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Gr0nbjerg only provides simple correlations here and eschews multiple
regression, thereby preventing us from estimating the effects of each
factor on AFDC roll growth controlling for other factors. In the end,
this very exhaustive, concrete presentation of data allows us to imply
no more than that economically developed states had more rapid
AFDC roll growth in the 1960s compared to other states. While this
may be a manifestation of"mass society," it may also be a manifestation
of many other things."8
A second problem in Grenbjerg's analysis is a substantive one. She
implies that the growth of the welfare rolls as a manifestation of the
expansion of citizenship is a progressive development in our society.
As such, it should not be interpreted as a manifestation of the state's
role in mature capitalistic societies of acting to control the poor and
thereby perpetuating the legitimacy of a class-based society. Yet, by
simply calling welfare an entitlement that comes with an expanded
form of citizenship, Grenbjerg did not show that welfare growth was
unrelated to social control functions in economically developed communities. In fact, the welfare entitlement of expanded citizenship may
be nothing more than an artifice of the state's social control mechanisms.
Grenbjerg may only be developing euphemisms for the functional
responsibilities of the state in an advanced capitalistic society. In this
sense, her problem is one of mischaracterizing the subject under study.
Her labels imply that welfare growth as a manifestation of the expansion
of citizenship is a good, unrelated to the social control functions of
the state. Yet, accepting her labels, one can still argue that the functional
consequence of the expansion of citizenship is the enhancement of
the state's ability to control people. It is important to bear in mind
that labeling something does not mean we have explained it.
The third problem in Gronbjerg's analysis is her failure to test for
the social control interpretation of the welfare explosion. This is a
glaring oversight in light of her attempts to conclude that her analysis
presents a refutation of Piven and Cloward's work. Actually, her empirical evidence could be used to buttress the social control argument
as well as the mass society argument for the welfare explosion. The
following analysis seeks to provide an alternative empirical test to
Gr0nbjerg's in a way that allows us to distinguish results that support
one interpretation over the other.

Data Analysis
Like Gr0nbjerg, we focus our empirical analysis on welfare growth
within each of the fifty states rather than for the nation as a whole.
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By examining a series of units, we can assess variation in indicators
of "mass society" and need for social control so as to determine which
are associated with welfare growth. We choose states, rather than other
units such as localities, because they have substantial latitude in how
they administer AFDC.39 We employ multiple regression that enables
us to assess which of a number of factors best explains variation across
states in the growth of their AFDC rolls. Our analysis includes indicators
that Gr0nbjerg suggests reflect "mass society": percent of work force
deemed professional, median years of formal education, percentage
of population living in central cities, interparty competition, and voter
participation. Grenbjerg also includes per capita revenue as an indicator
of the effort a state makes to raise revenue relative to its resources.
Tax effort, we feel, is a better measure of "mass society" because it
reflects the willingness of a state to tax itself for public purposes given
its capacity to do so.4 Our analysis also includes an indicator of the
state's need for social control. We use an index of the severity of rioting
in the state from 1965 to 1968.4' We include indicators of the relative
level of need of the state population for social assistance: unemployment
rate, black net in-migration, and the percentage increase in poor femaleheaded families.42 We also include median income as a measure of the
state's capacity for providing social assistance irrespective of its willingness, and average community action expenditures per poor person
as an indicator of community action efforts to increase the poor's access
to social assistance.43
Table 1 presents the results of our regression analysis and indicates
that median income and the severity of rioting are the measures most
strongly associated with variation in 1960-70 state AFDC roll growth
while controlling for other factors. The indicators of "mass society,"
other than tax effort, are not strongly related to variation in state
AFDC roll growth in the 1960s once we take other factors into account.
Table 1 also presents the results on variation in state AFDC roll growth
for 1969-70. We examined 1969-70 for three reasons: (1) this was
the first year after the period of major rioting (1965-68), (2) this was
the first year after the national government took a series of actions to
liberalize AFDC, and (3) 1969-70 had the largest annual growth rate
for any year since the program's inception.44 The results indicate that
the severity of rioting is the most important factor in explaining variation
in AFDC roll growth across the states for 1960-70. Once again, indicators
of "mass society" in the states, other than interparty competition, do
not relate to variations in state AFDC roll growth, once other factors,
such as a state's need for social control, are taken into account.
We do not wish to suggest that our empirical analysis represents
definitive evidence that states liberalized the poor's access to welfare
strictly in response to the intensity of rioting they suffered. Nor do
we wish to imply that our evidence serves as a conclusive basis for
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Table 1
FACTORSAFFECTINGAFDC ROLL GROWTH 1960-70

FORTHE 50 AMERICANSTATES

INCREASES
IN AFDC FAMILIES
PER1,000 POORFAMILIES

Medianincome
Severityof rioting.
Unemployment
Poor female-headedfamilies
Tax effort
Voter participation
Interpartycompetition
Medianeducation
Black migration
CAP expenditures
Workforceprofessionals(%)
Centralcity (%)
R2

r
.74
.61
.11
.50
.12
.30
..51
.42
..49
.39
.53
.38

1960-70
Beta
.65*
.34*
.12
-.06
.24*
.14
.03
-.02
-.16
-.08
.10
.12
.73

r
.64
.69
.09
.40
.03
.22
.50
.37
.42
.31
.38
.31

1969-70
Beta
.37*
.53*
.12
-.13
.10
-.15
.38*
.15
-.11
-.05
-.08
.10
.70

NOTE.-Figures in the "r"column indicate the simple correlationbetween each independent factor and the dependent factor. Figuresin the "Beta"column indicatethe
standardizedregressioncoefficientbetweenthe independentvariableand the dependent
variablecontrollingfor all other factorsand are the resultof simple multipleregression.
* F is significantat the .01 level.

rejecting the "mass society" thesis and accepting the social control
thesis. Instead, our findings suggest that once one undertakes an empirical test that distinguishes evidence for one thesis over the other,
the social control thesis finds more support in the data than the "mass
society" thesis. Contrary to recent claims, the available data do not
favor the "mass society" thesis.45
David A. Rochefort has recently written,
It is a seriousweaknessin progressiveand socialcontrol perspectivesthat they
rely heavilyon assumptionsconcerning the "true"nature of man or the state.
Whether these assumptionsare positive, as in the case of progressivetheory,
or negative, as in radicaltheory, they are intrinsicallyunverifiable.... In this
sense, neitherthe progressivenor the socialcontrolperspectivereallyconstitutes
a model developed through scientific inquiry; they are, instead, systems of
valuesand beliefsreflectingthe politicalphilosophiesof liberalismand Marxism,
respectively.Ideology, not observation and inductive reasoning, largely determines how these prevailingtheoreticalmodels of socialwelfare policy view
their subject.46
Rochefort is correct to suggest that these two dominant perspectives
on social welfare policy are essentially philosophical and value-laden.
Yet Rochefort is wrong on two counts. First, given our data analysis,
we feel it is possible to provide empirical evidence that suggests which
of these perspectives is most relevant for characterizing the welfare
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explosion of the late 1960s. Second, the solution to the philosophical
and value-laden nature of these perspectives is not to cast them aside
in search of "scientific," value-neutral perspectives on social welfare
policy. Such alternatives do not exist. Social theory is inherently tied
to values and normativejudgments.47 The solution to the philosophical
character of social theory is to extend our analysis to these implicit
philosophical assumptions, and then, on the basis of both philosophical
argument and empirical documentation, to assess the validity of one
perspective over the other. Our analysis has sought to contribute to
the empirical dimension of the debate between these perspectives as
they relate to explaining the welfare explosion.

Conclusion
Given the confluence of factors directly related to the growth of the
AFDC rolls in the 1960s, emphasis on one factor to the exclusion of
the others obviously represents an incomplete and mischaracterized
explanation of the dynamics behind the welfare explosion. Neither
the "masssociety"nor the social control perspective is really a monocausal
explanation of the welfare explosion. Instead, they are theoretical
perspectives that establish the logic underlying the dynamics involved
in the welfare growth of the 1960s. Gronbjerg's thesis is flawed not
because it emphasizes one factor to the exclusion of others. Instead,
the "mass society" thesis represents a misleading characterization of
the dynamics behind the welfare explosion. It attempts to explain the
dramatic growth in families receiving AFDC in the very salubrious,
benign terms of society according the poor economic entitlements.
Yet it does so on the basis of data that can also be interpreted to imply
that the state, in the economically developed setting of advanced capitalism, with its low-wage secondary labor markets and superfluous
underclasses, has a functional imperative to extend welfare to the poor
so as to regulate them. Given our examination of data that enable us
to distinguish findings supporting one interpretation over another,
we must conclude that much doubt remains as to the superiority of
the "mass society" explanation of the welfare explosion over the social
control thesis.
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