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Cloward Piven Plan: A Deep Dive into its History, Impact, and Controversies.
The Cloward Piven strategy, a controversial approach to poverty and welfare,
has been a subject of intense debate for decades. This article will provide a
comprehensive overview of the Cloward Piven plan, exploring its origins, the
core tenets of the strategy, its intended and actual impacts on society, and
the persistent criticisms leveled against it. We will delve into the
historical context that gave rise to this plan, examining the socio-economic
conditions that fueled its development. Furthermore, we will analyze the
specific tactics proposed by Cloward and Piven and assess how these tactics
have been interpreted and implemented over time. The enduring legacy and the
ongoing discussions surrounding the Cloward Piven plan are crucial to
understanding American social policy and the broader discourse on poverty
alleviation and welfare reform.
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Understanding the Cloward Piven Plan: A
Historical and Sociological Perspective

The Cloward Piven plan, also known as the Cloward-Piven strategy, represents
a significant and often contentious theoretical framework concerning poverty,
welfare, and the political landscape of the United States. Developed by
sociologists Richard Cloward and Frances Fox Piven in the mid-20th century,
this strategy aimed to address what they perceived as systemic issues
contributing to widespread poverty and powerlessness among the marginalized
segments of American society. Their foundational work, particularly the 1967
article "The Weight of the Poor: A Strategy to End Poverty," articulated a
provocative approach that suggested leveraging the existing welfare system to
create a crisis that would necessitate fundamental social and political
change. The core of their argument revolved around the idea that by
encouraging and facilitating a massive increase in welfare enrollment, the
system itself would become unsustainable, thereby forcing the government to
implement more equitable and comprehensive anti-poverty measures.



The Origins of the Cloward Piven Strategy:
Societal Context and Intellectual Foundations

The intellectual and historical backdrop against which the Cloward Piven plan
emerged was a period of significant social upheaval and burgeoning civil
rights activism in the United States. The 1960s witnessed widespread poverty,
racial inequality, and a growing awareness of the limitations of existing
social safety nets. Cloward, a sociologist at Columbia University, and Piven,
also a sociologist at Columbia, were deeply concerned with the persistent
plight of the poor and the perceived indifference of political institutions
to their struggles. They observed that despite the War on Poverty
initiatives, many of the underlying structural issues that perpetuated
poverty remained unaddressed. Their work was influenced by critical theory
and a desire to empower the disenfranchised by recognizing their collective
power. The strategy was not born out of a desire to create dependency, but
rather as a response to a system they believed was failing the poor and
actively suppressing their potential for political influence.

Influences of Early Sociological Thought

The ideas of Cloward and Piven were not developed in a vacuum. They drew upon
earlier sociological analyses of poverty and powerlessness. Thinkers who
examined class struggle, social stratification, and the role of institutions
in maintaining social order provided a theoretical foundation for their work.
The concept of "mass society" and the alienation experienced by individuals
within it also informed their thinking. They saw the welfare system not just
as a benevolent aid, but as an instrument that could be strategically
utilized to expose the inadequacies of the prevailing social and economic
structures. Understanding these intellectual roots is crucial to grasping the
full intent behind the Cloward Piven approach.

The Socio-Economic Landscape of the 1960s

The United States in the 1960s was a nation grappling with deep-seated
economic disparities and social injustices. While some segments of society
experienced unprecedented prosperity, a significant portion of the
population, particularly racial minorities and those in inner-city and rural
areas, remained mired in poverty. The Civil Rights Movement was gaining
momentum, highlighting systemic discrimination in housing, employment, and
education. President Lyndon B. Johnson's "Great Society" programs, including
the War on Poverty, aimed to combat these issues, but Cloward and Piven
argued that these initiatives were insufficient and, in some ways, designed
to manage rather than eradicate poverty. They believed that the existing
welfare programs, while offering some relief, also served to atomize the poor
and prevent them from organizing effectively for systemic change. The Cloward
Piven plan was conceived as a radical intervention in this context.

Key Tenets of the Cloward Piven Plan: Exposing
Systemic Flaws

At its core, the Cloward Piven plan proposed a strategy to transform the
welfare system from a tool of marginal assistance into a catalyst for broader
social and economic justice. The sociologists argued that the existing



welfare apparatus was designed to provide just enough aid to prevent outright
rebellion while simultaneously discouraging the poor from demanding more
fundamental changes. Their strategy aimed to overwhelm this system, thereby
exposing its inherent limitations and forcing a societal reckoning with the
root causes of poverty. The central idea was to mobilize the poor and connect
them with the resources available to them, even if those resources were
meager, to create a visible and undeniable crisis of poverty.

The Role of Welfare Programs

Cloward and Piven viewed welfare programs, particularly Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), as a crucial but flawed component of the social
fabric. They did not advocate for the elimination of welfare but rather for
its radical expansion and utilization. Their argument was that by encouraging
all eligible individuals to apply for and receive the benefits they were
entitled to, the sheer volume of recipients would strain the administrative
and financial capacity of the government. This, they believed, would bring
the plight of the poor into sharper focus and create public pressure for more
comprehensive solutions, such as guaranteed employment or a guaranteed annual
income.

Empowering the Poor Through Organization

A significant element of the Cloward Piven plan was the emphasis on
empowering the poor through collective action and organization. They believed
that individual applications for welfare were insufficient to create the
desired systemic shock. Instead, they advocated for grassroots organizing and
the formation of welfare rights organizations. These organizations would
serve to educate the poor about their entitlements, assist them in navigating
the complex welfare bureaucracy, and encourage them to demand their full
legal rights. By acting collectively, the poor could amplify their voices and
exert greater political pressure than they could individually. This aspect of
the plan was about shifting power dynamics and fostering a sense of agency
among those who had been historically disempowered.

Creating a Crisis to Force Change

The most controversial aspect of the Cloward Piven strategy was its explicit
aim to "create a crisis." Cloward and Piven argued that significant societal
change rarely occurs without a period of crisis that forces institutions to
re-evaluate their policies and priorities. By overwhelming the welfare system
with a surge of applicants, they intended to make the existing system
untenable. This, they theorized, would lead to a public and political demand
for more substantial reforms, such as job creation programs, universal
healthcare, or a guaranteed basic income. The "crisis" was not meant to be
destructive but rather a necessary precursor to constructive change, exposing
the existing system's inability to adequately address widespread poverty.

Proposed Tactics and Strategies: Mobilizing the
Disenfranchised

The Cloward Piven plan outlined specific, actionable tactics designed to



achieve the aforementioned goals. These strategies were aimed at directly
engaging with the welfare system and the political structures that governed
it. The emphasis was on using existing legal frameworks and administrative
processes as a means to achieve a revolutionary outcome. The goal was to make
the problems of poverty visible and intractable within the existing
framework, thereby necessitating a fundamental redesign of social support
systems and economic policies.

Mass Mobilization for Welfare Enrollment

One of the primary tactics proposed was the mass mobilization of eligible but
unenrolled poor individuals to apply for welfare benefits. Cloward and Piven
believed that a significant number of poor people were not receiving the
benefits to which they were legally entitled due to lack of information,
fear, or bureaucratic hurdles. They advocated for campaigns to educate the
poor about their rights and to assist them in the application process. This
would not only provide immediate relief but, more importantly, dramatically
increase the number of welfare recipients, thereby straining the system's
resources and administrative capacity. This strategy was about using the
system's own rules to expose its weaknesses.

Formation of Welfare Rights Organizations

Central to the Cloward Piven strategy was the establishment and strengthening
of welfare rights organizations (WROs). These organizations would act as a
collective voice for the poor, providing legal aid, advocacy, and a platform
for political action. WROs would help individuals navigate the complex and
often intimidating welfare bureaucracy, ensuring they received all the
benefits they were due. More importantly, these organizations would foster a
sense of solidarity and empower the poor to demand systemic changes. Cloward
and Piven saw WROs as essential instruments for transforming individual
grievances into collective political power, a key component of their strategy
to shift power dynamics.

Advocacy for Systemic Reform

Beyond immediate welfare enrollment, the Cloward Piven plan advocated for
broader policy changes aimed at eradicating poverty. These included proposals
for guaranteed employment programs, a guaranteed annual income, and the
expansion of public services. The idea was that by highlighting the failures
of the current welfare system and demonstrating the sheer scale of poverty,
public pressure would mount for more comprehensive and structural solutions.
Their strategy was not solely about increasing welfare rolls but about using
that increase as leverage to achieve lasting economic justice and a more
equitable distribution of resources.

The Impact and Consequences of the Cloward
Piven Plan: Debating the Unintended and
Intended Effects

The Cloward Piven plan has had a profound and often debated impact on
American social policy and public perception of poverty. While Cloward and



Piven did not directly implement their strategy on a national scale, their
ideas influenced activist movements and policy discussions throughout the
latter half of the 20th century. The perception of their strategy and its
alleged effects has been a significant factor in shaping welfare reform
debates, particularly the discussions that led to the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Act of 1996. Understanding the perceived impact is
crucial to understanding the ongoing relevance of the Cloward Piven strategy
in contemporary discourse.

Influence on Welfare Rights Movements

The writings of Cloward and Piven significantly influenced the nascent
welfare rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Activists and organizers
were inspired by their analysis of the welfare system and their call for
empowering the poor. Welfare rights organizations, such as the National
Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO), adopted many of the tactics and goals
articulated in the Cloward Piven plan. These groups worked to increase
welfare rolls by assisting eligible individuals in applying for benefits and
by advocating for increased benefit levels and broader eligibility. This
period saw a substantial increase in the number of individuals receiving
welfare, which proponents of the Cloward Piven strategy attributed to the
success of their approach.

Perceptions of Welfare Rolls and Dependency

A significant consequence of the public discourse surrounding the Cloward
Piven plan has been the widespread perception that it led to an uncontrolled
expansion of welfare rolls and fostered dependency. Critics of the strategy
often point to the rise in welfare recipients during the 1960s and 1970s as
evidence of the plan's "success" in overwhelming the system. This narrative,
whether entirely accurate or not, became a powerful political tool for those
advocating for welfare reform and stricter eligibility requirements. The
association of the plan with increased welfare dependency has been a
persistent theme in conservative critiques of social welfare programs.

Impact on Welfare Reform Debates

The Cloward Piven plan has been a central, albeit often vilified, reference
point in debates about welfare reform in the United States. Proponents of
welfare reform have frequently invoked the Cloward Piven strategy as a
cautionary tale, arguing that liberal social policies have historically aimed
to expand welfare rather than to promote self-sufficiency. The narrative that
the welfare system was intentionally expanded to achieve political goals,
rather than to genuinely alleviate poverty, has been a cornerstone of
arguments for dismantling or significantly reducing the scope of welfare
programs. The strategy has thus been instrumental in shaping the political
agenda surrounding poverty and social assistance, often framing welfare as a
problem to be managed rather than a societal responsibility to be fulfilled.

Criticisms and Controversies Surrounding the



Cloward Piven Plan: Accusations and Rebuttals

The Cloward Piven plan has been a lightning rod for criticism since its
inception. Opponents have accused its proponents of deliberately seeking to
destabilize the economy and undermine traditional American values. The core
controversy lies in the perceived intent behind the strategy – whether it was
a genuine attempt to address poverty and empower the disenfranchised, or a
deliberate effort to create a crisis for political gain. Understanding these
criticisms and the responses to them is vital to a balanced assessment of the
Cloward Piven strategy.

Accusations of Intentional Destabilization

A primary criticism leveled against the Cloward Piven plan is that it was
designed to intentionally destabilize the American economy and social order.
Critics argue that by encouraging mass welfare enrollment, Cloward and Piven
aimed to create fiscal chaos, thereby weakening the government and fostering
widespread dependency. This perspective often casts the strategy as a cynical
manipulation of the poor for political purposes, rather than a sincere effort
to address poverty. The notion that the plan was a "radical agenda" to
fundamentally alter the American system of governance and economics is a
recurring theme in these criticisms.

The "Dependency" Argument

One of the most persistent criticisms is that the Cloward Piven strategy
directly led to increased welfare dependency. Opponents contend that by
making it easier for people to receive government assistance, the plan
discouraged work and personal responsibility. They argue that the focus on
entitlement rather than employment created a cycle of reliance on government
aid. This perspective often overlooks the structural barriers to employment
faced by many poor individuals and the potential for welfare to serve as a
temporary safety net during times of hardship. The debate over dependency
remains a central point of contention in discussions about social welfare
policy.

Misinterpretation and Political Vilification

Supporters of Cloward and Piven, and those who acknowledge the historical
context of their work, often argue that the Cloward Piven plan has been
deliberately misinterpreted and politically vilified. They contend that the
strategy was intended as a means to expose the inadequacies of a system that
failed to adequately address poverty and that the goal was not to create
dependency but to force a reckoning that would lead to more robust anti-
poverty measures. They emphasize that Cloward and Piven were advocating for
systemic change and empowering the poor, not simply encouraging idleness. The
"crisis" they sought to create, they argue, was a crisis of conscience for
society, not an economic collapse.

Rebuttals Regarding Welfare Rolls

Those who defend the principles behind the Cloward Piven strategy often point
out that the increase in welfare rolls during the 1960s and 1970s was a



complex phenomenon driven by multiple factors, including economic recession,
demographic shifts, and increased awareness of eligibility. They argue that
attributing this increase solely to the Cloward Piven plan is an
oversimplification and a politically motivated distortion. Furthermore, they
emphasize that many of the individuals who entered the welfare system were
indeed in dire need and that the benefits provided were often insufficient to
lift them out of poverty, suggesting the system's inherent limitations rather
than a manufactured crisis.

The Cloward Piven Plan in Modern Discourse:
Enduring Relevance and Shifting Debates

While the specific socio-economic conditions of the 1960s have evolved, the
core ideas and debates surrounding the Cloward Piven plan continue to
resonate in contemporary discussions about poverty, inequality, and social
policy. The legacy of Cloward and Piven's work persists, influencing how we
understand the relationship between social welfare systems, political power,
and the fight against poverty. The ongoing relevance of their strategy lies
in its provocative challenge to established norms and its persistent
questions about the effectiveness and equity of our social safety nets.

Contemporary Echoes of the Strategy

Modern activist movements and policy proposals sometimes echo the fundamental
principles of the Cloward Piven strategy. Advocates for expanding access to
healthcare, increasing the minimum wage, or implementing universal basic
income often employ similar arguments about the need to empower marginalized
communities and leverage collective action to demand systemic change. While
not always explicitly referencing Cloward and Piven, these contemporary
efforts share a common lineage in challenging the status quo and advocating
for more robust social support systems. The idea that collective action can
pressure governments to address societal inequities remains a powerful force.

The Role of "Awareness Campaigns" in Poverty
Reduction

The concept of raising awareness about poverty and the rights of those
experiencing it, a key component of the Cloward Piven plan, remains a vital
tactic in contemporary anti-poverty efforts. Many organizations today focus
on educating the public and policymakers about the realities of poverty,
advocating for policy changes, and mobilizing communities. While the goal may
not always be to "overwhelm" a system in the same way Cloward and Piven
envisioned, the underlying principle of making poverty visible and demanding
action is a persistent theme. This highlights the enduring influence of their
focus on awareness and mobilization as pathways to reform.

Welfare Reform and the Legacy of Cloward-Piven

The debates surrounding welfare reform in the late 20th and early 21st
centuries were heavily influenced by the specter of the Cloward Piven
strategy. The shift towards welfare-to-work programs, time limits on
benefits, and stricter eligibility requirements can be seen, in part, as a



reaction against the perceived excesses attributed to the Cloward Piven
approach. While proponents of reform aimed to encourage self-sufficiency,
critics argue that these changes often left vulnerable populations without
adequate support, demonstrating the complex and contested legacy of the
original strategy. The ongoing discussions about the effectiveness and
fairness of current welfare policies continue to engage with the fundamental
questions raised by Cloward and Piven.

The Cloward Piven plan remains a pivotal concept in understanding the history
of poverty advocacy and welfare policy in the United States. Its
controversial nature stems from its radical proposition to utilize the
welfare system as a tool for systemic change. While its direct implementation
is debated, its influence on social movements and policy discourse is
undeniable. The ongoing discussions about poverty alleviation, economic
justice, and the role of government continue to grapple with the enduring
questions posed by Richard Cloward and Frances Fox Piven.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core strategy of the Cloward-Piven
strategy?

The Cloward-Piven strategy is a radical approach to achieving economic
justice and universal welfare in the United States. Its core strategy
involves mobilizing the poor to overload and destabilize the existing welfare
system, thereby forcing the government to implement a guaranteed annual
income or similar universal programs.

Who were the main proponents of the Cloward-Piven
strategy?

The Cloward-Piven strategy is primarily associated with sociologists Richard
Cloward and Frances Fox Piven, who outlined their ideas in their influential
1967 article 'The Weight of the Poor: A Strategy to End Poverty'.

What was the intended outcome of overwhelming the
welfare system?

The intended outcome was to create a crisis within the welfare system, making
it unmanageable and unsustainable in its current form. This crisis,
proponents argued, would compel political leaders to consider more
fundamental reforms, such as a guaranteed annual income, to address poverty.

Has the Cloward-Piven strategy been successful in its
original goals?

The success of the Cloward-Piven strategy is a subject of debate. While some
argue that it contributed to increased welfare rolls and awareness of
poverty's systemic issues, it did not directly lead to the widespread
implementation of a guaranteed annual income. Critics point to the potential
for negative consequences and the limited tangible policy changes directly
attributable to the strategy.



What are some criticisms or controversies surrounding
the Cloward-Piven strategy?

Criticisms include concerns that the strategy could be seen as manipulative
or disruptive, potentially leading to unintended negative consequences for
those it aimed to help. Others argue that it oversimplifies the complex
political and economic factors involved in poverty reduction and that it was
ultimately ineffective in achieving its stated goals.

Are there any modern interpretations or relevance of
the Cloward-Piven strategy today?

While the specific context of the 1960s welfare system has changed, the
underlying idea of leveraging collective action and systemic pressure to
achieve social and economic change remains relevant. Some contemporary
activists and scholars draw parallels between the strategy's focus on
systemic issues and current movements advocating for economic justice and
universal basic income.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Cloward-Piven strategy, each beginning
with "":

1. The Audacity of Hope: Rethinking the American Dream
This book, while not exclusively about the Cloward-Piven strategy, delves
into the broader political and social movements that aimed to empower
marginalized communities and challenge existing power structures. It explores
the philosophical underpinnings of advocating for change and creating wider
access to social welfare programs. The author discusses the role of public
discourse and political action in shaping policy and addressing societal
inequalities.

2. The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time
This work examines global poverty and proposes bold solutions, many of which
involve significant expansions of social safety nets and government
intervention. It resonates with the Cloward-Piven ambition to fundamentally
alter economic realities for the poor through strategic use of welfare
systems. The book advocates for a world where basic needs are met and
economic opportunities are more equitable.

3. The Poor People's Movements: Why They Succeed, Why They Fail
This foundational text analyzes various historical movements advocating for
the rights and welfare of the poor. It provides critical context for
understanding the goals and potential outcomes of the Cloward-Piven strategy
by examining similar past efforts. The book offers insights into the
organizational challenges, political obstacles, and ultimate impacts of
movements seeking systemic change for disadvantaged populations.

4. The New Class War: Saving America from the Liberal Elite
Although from a contrasting perspective, this book engages with the
underlying societal tensions and political debates that the Cloward-Piven
strategy aimed to exploit and address. It highlights the perceptions of
overreach by government programs and the resulting backlash, which are
crucial factors in understanding the strategy's reception and impact. The
work offers a viewpoint on the political ramifications of expanded social



welfare.

5. The Great Society: A Full Employment Economy
This historical account details the ambitious social reforms of the 1960s,
including the expansion of welfare programs and anti-poverty initiatives. It
provides a direct backdrop for the Cloward-Piven strategy, which sought to
leverage and amplify these very programs for greater political impact. The
book illustrates the era's belief in government's capacity to address social
ills and create economic security.

6. The Politics of Poverty: An American Dilemma
This book explores the complex relationship between poverty and political
power in the United States, dissecting the systemic issues that perpetuate
inequality. It offers a framework for understanding how political strategies,
including those that push the boundaries of welfare systems, can be employed
to challenge these entrenched problems. The work examines the social and
political forces at play when addressing poverty.

7. The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York
While focused on urban planning and political machinery, this biography
offers a compelling case study of how a single, powerful individual can wield
influence and reshape society through strategic use of institutions. It
provides a broader understanding of the mechanics of power and advocacy that
are relevant to any strategy aiming for significant societal change,
including the Cloward-Piven approach. The book illustrates the profound
impact of concentrated political will.

8. The Reckoning: America and Its Meaning in the New Century
This book offers a broad critique of American society and its institutions,
often touching on issues of economic inequality and the role of government.
It provides a lens through which to view the Cloward-Piven strategy as a
response to perceived systemic failures and a desire for a more just
distribution of resources. The author contemplates America's trajectory and
the challenges of social progress.

9. The Weight of the Nation: Community, Inequality, and the Future of
American Democracy
This work examines the persistent issues of inequality and their impact on
American democracy, often highlighting the role of social policies and their
effectiveness. It frames the debate around social welfare and the rights of
citizens, which are central to the Cloward-Piven strategy's objectives. The
book explores how disparities in wealth and opportunity can strain the fabric
of society.
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