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PREFACE

mark for us, and we accordingly used the occasion to reflect on the aims
and direction of the book over the years. We think that process has pro-
duced a stronger book.

Though the basic plan of the book remains the same as in earlier editions,
we have made a number of changes. We have dropped some good but aging arti-
cles, and we have added several fresh pieces on critical problems that have
recently caught national attention—including, among others, corporate “down-
sizing,” immigration, the growing concentration of wealth, and racial disparities
in the criminal justice system. And we have strengthened our commitment to
publishing the best of what we feel is an increasingly rich crop of work by social
scientists—including pieces by Herbert Gans on poverty, Elliot Liebow on the
homeless, William Julius Wilson on ghetto joblessness, and Douglas Massey and
Nancy Denton on racial segregation. All twelve parts of the book have been
updated with at least one—and sometimes several—new articles.

Each edition has offered an opportunity to review the best contemporary
writing on American social problems, and with each we have regretted dropping
old favorites and omitting promising new work. We invariably find far more
worthwhile writing than we are able to use. That isn’t surprising, since we survey
a range of topics—from corporate power to racism, to the family and the envi-
ronment—each of which could profitably occupy a lifetime of study and writing.

As always, many people helped us in many ways to make this edition of
Crisis a reality. Alan McClare and Margaret Loftus at Longman provided much-
appreciated skill and patience. The Center for the Study of Law and Society at
the University of California, Berkeley, once again offered a supportive environ-
ment. Rod Watanabe as always created order whenever chaos threatened, and
Jena Tarleton pitched in at a crucial point to help with the manuscript. We
deeply appreciate their assistance and friendship. Finally, we are most grateful to
the students and teachers who have continued to teach us about each edition’s
strengths and weaknesses.

’ I \he tenth edition of Crisis in American Institutions is something of a land-

Jerome H. Skolnick
Elliott Currie

Also available: Test Bank. For the instructor; the authors of the text have prepared
a test bank, featuring multiple choice, true/false, and essay questions keyed to each
reading.
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INTRODUCTION:
APPROACHES TO
SOCIAL PROBLEMS

en we first put this book together in the late 1960s, the American

s ; s / mood was very different than it is today. The United States in those

days was the undisputed political and economic leader among the

world’s countries. American living standards had been steadily rising. Each year

brought new technological wonders that seemed to promise still more abundance

to come. Small wonder that many social scientists accepted the widely prevailing

view that most fundamental economic and political problems had been solved in
the United States—or, at least, were well on their way to a solution.

Today all of that seems like ancient history. Indeed, by the time Crisis in Ameri-
can Institutions first appeared, the superficial tranquility of postwar American society
had already begun to unravel—hence our choice of title. But by now, Americans are
confronted with a range of social problems whose magnitude and visibility would
have seemed almost incomprehensible when we first wrote our book.

These changes have profoundly affected the way social scientists (and other
observers of American society) have thought about social problems. After all, the
study of social problems—Ilike any other aspect of social science—does not take
place in the antiseptic confines of a scientific laboratory. Social theorists, like
everyone else, are deeply influenced by broader trends in the society, in the
economy, and the cultural and technological setting of social life. As a way of
introducing the articles that follow, of placing the debates of the 1980s and
1990s in some historical and intellectual context, we want to spend a few pages
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outlining the way in which the study of social problems has developed over time
and how those larger social changes have shaped its basic assumptions and guid-
ing themes.

DEFECTIVES AND DELINQUENTS

The earliest writers on social problems in this country were straightforward
moralists, staunch supporters of the virtues of thrift, hard work, sexual purity,
and personal discipline. Writing at the end of the nineteenth century, they
sought ways of maintaining the values of an earlier, whiter, more Protestant, and
more stable America in the face of the new challenges of industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration.’

This early social science usually concentrated on the problems of what one
nineteenth-century textbook described as the “defective, dependent, and delin-
quent classes.”” The causes of social problems were located in the physical con-
stitution or moral “character” of the poor, the criminal, the insane, and other
“unfortunates.” For these theorists, the solution to nineteenth-century social
problems lay in developing means of transforming the character of these “defec-
tive” classes, in the hope of equipping them better to succeed within a competi-
tive, hierarchical society whose basic assumptions were never questioned. Social
reformers working from these theories created, in the last part of the nineteenth
and the first part of the twentieth centuries, much of the modern apparatus of
“social control” in the United States: reformatories, modern prisons, institutions
for the mentally ill, and the beginnings of the modern welfare system.

THE RISE OF “VALUE-FREE” SOCIAL PROBLEMS

During the first decades of this century, this straightforward moralism was
increasingly discarded in favor of a more subtle, ostensibly “neutral” approach to
writing about social problems. By the 1930s, the idea that the social sciences
were—or could be—purely “objective” or “value-free” had come to be widely
accepted. From that point until the present, social problems theory has been
characterized by a tortuous attempt to prove that theories and policies serving to
support the status quo are actually scientific judgments arrived at objectively. In
this view, social scientists do not try to impose their own values in deciding what
kinds of things will be defined and dealt with as social problems. Instead, the
“scientific” student of social problems simply accepts “society’s” definition of
what is a problem and what is not. This approach is apparent in these state-
ments, taken from major textbooks, on what constitutes a social problem:

Any difficulty or misbehavior of a fairly large number of persons which we
wish to remove or correct.?

What people think they are.*
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Whenever people begin to say, isn’t it awfull Why don’t they do something
about it?’

Conditions which affect sizable proportions of the population, which are
out of harmony with the values of a significant segment of the population, and
which people feel can be improved or eliminated.

Any substantial discrepancy between socially shared standards and actual
conditions of social life.”

These definitions share the common idea that social problems are popularly
defined. No condition is a problem unless a certain number of people in a soci-
ety say it is. Since we are merely taking, as our starting point, the definitions of
the problem that “other people,” “society,” or “significant segments of the pop-
ulation” provide, we are no longer in the position of moralizing about objective
conditions.

The basic flaw in this happy scheme is that it does not make clear which seg-
ments of the population to consult when defining problems or how to decide
between conflicting ideas about what is problematic and what is not. In the real
world, societies are divided along class, racial, sexual, and other lines, and the soci-
ologist who proposes to follow “people’s” definitions of social problems in fact
generally adopts one of several competing ideologies of social problems based on
those divisions. In practice, the ideology adopted has usually been not too different
from that of the “unscientific” social problems writers of the nineteenth century.

These points are not new; they were raised as early as 1936 in an unusually
perceptive paper called “Social Problems and the Mores,” by the sociologist
Willard Waller. Waller noted, for example, that discussions of poverty in the
social problems literature of the 1930s were shaped by the unquestioning accep-
tance of the ideology of competitive capitalism:

A simpleton would suggest that the remedy for poverty in the midst of plenty is to
redistribute income. We reject this solution at once because it would interfere with the
institution of private property, would destroy the incentive for thrift and hard work and
disjoint the entire economic system.?

Waller’s question is fundamental: What has been left out in a writer’s choice
of what are to be considered problems? What features of society are going to be
taken for granted as the framework within which problems will be defined and
resolved? In this case, the taken-for-granted framework is the principle of pri-
vate property and individual competition. In general, Waller argued, “social
problems are not solved because people do not want to solve them”;? they are
problems mainly because of people’s unwillingness to alter the basic conditions
from which they arise. Thus:

Venereal disease becomes a social problem in that it arises from our family institutions
and also in that the medical means which could be used to prevent it, which would
unquestionably be fairly effective, cannot be employed for fear of altering the mores of
chastity.!?
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For Waller, the definition of social problems was, in the broadest sense, a politi-
cal issue involving the opposed ideologies of conflicting groups.

Waller’s points still ring true. Most social problems writers in the United
States still tacitly accept the basic structure of American society and restrict their
treatment of social problems to maladjustments within that structure.

SOCIAL PROBLEMS IN THE 1950s: GRADUALISM
AND ANTICOMMUNISM

This is not to say that the literature on social problems since the 1930s has all
been the same. Books on social problems, not surprisingly, tend to reflect the
preoccupations of the time when they were written. Those conceived in the
1950s, for example, reflect social and political concerns that now seem bizarre.
The shadow of McCarthyism and the general national hysteria over the “Com-
munist menace” pervaded this literature. Consider the discussion of “civil liber-
ties and subversion” in Paul B. Horton and Gerald R. Leslie’s textbook The
Sociology of Social Problems."! Horton and Leslie saw the “American heritage of
liberty” being attacked from both Left and Right, from both “monolithic com-
munism” and overzealous attempts to defend “our” way of life from it. Their
position was resolutely “moderate.” They claimed a scientific objectivity; yet,
they were quite capable of moral condemnation of people whose politics were
“extreme,” whether Right or Left:

Most extremists are deviants. Most extremists show a fanatical preoccupation with
their cause, a suspicious distrust of other people in general, a disinterest in normal pur-
suits, recreations, and small talk, and a strong tendency to divide other people into ene-
mies and allies.!?

The preference for “normal pursuits,” even “small talk,” over social criticism
and action was common in an age noted for its “silent generation,” but it was
hardly “scientific.” Among the other presumably objective features of the book
were the authors’ “rational proposals for preserving liberty and security,” includ-
ing these:

An adequate national defense is, needless to say, necessary in a world where an interna-
tional revolutionary movement is joined to an aggressive major power. This is a mili-
tary problem, not a sociological problem, and is not discussed here.

Counterespionage is essential. Highly trained professional agencies such as the FBI
and the Central Intelligence Agency can do this efficiently and without endangering
personal liberties of citizens. If headline-hunting congressmen, Legion officials, or
other amateurs turn G-men, they merely scare off any real spies and destroy the coun-
terespionage effort of the professionals.'?

The military and intelligence services themselves were not considered to be
problems relevant for social science. Questions about the operation of these
agencies were viewed as internal and technical, military rather than sociological,
issues.
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In a section on “Questions and Projects,” the authors asked, “How have
conservatives or reactionaries sometimes given unintentional assistance to the
Communists? How have liberals sometimes given unintentional assistance to
the Communists?”!*

In the introduction to their book, Horton and Leslie considered the possibil-
ities of social change and the proper role of social scientists in promoting it. They
carefully adopted a middle ground between conservatives, to whom social prob-
lems were primarily problems of individual character, and “extremists” hoping for
sudden or radical changes in social structure. They argued that the resolution of
social problems “nearly always involves sweeping institutional changes” but also
that such changes are “costly” and “difficult,” and that therefore

it is unrealistic to expect that these problems will be solved easily or quickly. . .. Basic
solutions of social problems will come slowly, if at all. Meanwhile, however, consider-
able amelioration or “improvement” may be possible.!

Social change, according to these authors, must be gradual and realistic; it
must also be guided by experts. The authors insisted that their own role, and
that of social experts in general, was merely to show the public how to get what
they already valued. But in this role it was folly for the “layman” to question the
expert. Horton and Leslie wrote that “when experts are agreed upon the futility
of one policy or the soundness of another, it is sheer stupidity for the layman to
disagree.”!6

An elitist, Cold War liberalism and gradualism, a fear of extremism and of
an international Communist conspiracy—all these were presented not as moral
and political positions but as fundamental social scientific truths. The sturdy
entrepreneurial and Protestant values described in Waller’s paper of the 1930s
gave way, in Horton and Leslie’s book of the 1950s, to a general preference for
moderation, anticommunism, and “normal pursuits.”

THE 1960s: AFFLUENCE AND OPTIMISM

A different imagery dominated the social problems literature of the next decade.
Robert K. Merton and Robert M. Nisbet’s Contemporary Social Problems'” was a
product of the beginning of the 1960s, the period of the “New Frontier,” which
saw a significant shift, at least on the surface, in the focus of social concern.
Americans were becoming aware of an “underdeveloped” world abroad and a
“disadvantaged” world at home, both unhappily excluded from the benefits of an
age of general “affluence” and well-being. New agencies of social improvement
were created at home and abroad. A critique of old-style welfare efforts began to
develop, along with the notion of “helping people help themselves,” whether in
Latin America, Harlem, or Appalachia. The idea of inclusion, of participation,
in the American way of life became a political metaphor for the age. From a
slightly different vantage, the idea emerged as “development” or “moderniza-
tion.” The social problems of the 1960s would be solved by extending the tech-
nological and intellectual resources of established American institutions into
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excluded, deprived, or underdeveloped places and groups. An intervention-
minded government combined with an energetic social science on a scale
unprecedented in this country.

In this period—very brief, as it turned out—social problems were often seen
as problems of being left out of the American mainstream: “left behind,” as the
people of Appalachia were described; “traditional,” like the Mexican Americans;
or “underdeveloped,” like most Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans. In social
problems theory, these ideas were manifested in a conservative ideology that cel-
ebrated American society as a whole, coupled with a liberal critique of the con-
ditions hindering the extension of the American way to all.

One variant of this view was given in Nisbet’s introduction to Contemnporary
Social Problems. For Nisbet, social facts become problematic when they “repre-
sent interruptions in the expected or desired scheme of things; violations of the
right or the proper, as a society defines these qualities; dislocations in the social
patterns and relationships that a society cherishes.”!®

Nisbet’s assessment of the American situation was in keeping with the exag-
gerated optimism of the early 1960s:

In America today we live in what is often called an affluent society. It is a society
characterized by imposing command of physical resources, high standards of pri-
vate consumption, effective maintenance of public order and security, freedom
from most of the uncertainties of life that plagued our ancestors, and relatively high
levels of humanitarianism There are also, of course, squalid slums, both urban and
rural; occasional epidemics of disease; sudden eruptions of violence or bigotry, even
in the most civilized of communities; people for whom the struggle for food and
shelter yet remains obsessing and precarious. Thus, we are not free of social prob-
lems, and some of them seem to grow almost in direct proportion to our afflu-
ence.'?

Nisbet was aware that America had not yet solved all its problems; indeed,
that some seem to come with the generally glittering package that is America in
the twentieth century. Yet the problems were viewed as peripheral, as occasional
eruptions in the backwaters of society where modern institutions had not fully
penetrated.

Like earlier theorists, Nisbet sharply separated the role of the scientific stu-
dent of social problems from that of other concerned people. The social scien-
tist, as a scientist, should not engage in moral exhortation or political action but
instead concentrate on understanding. At the same time, the scientist is

as interested as the next citizen in making the protection of society his first responsibil-
ity, in seeing society reach higher levels of moral decency, and when necessary, in pro-
moting such legal actions as are necessary in the short run for protection or decency.2’

Here the scientific stance masked a preference for vaguely defined values—
“societal protection” and “moral decency”—that, in turn, determine what will
be selected as social problems. In this instance, problems were selected accord-
ing to whether they offended the values of social stability, that is, values associ-
ated with the conservative tradition in social thought.



