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Preface

Like many sociologists, we were drawn to sociology because we were disturbed by the
social problems we saw all around us. We believed that sociology would help us under-
stand why these problems existed and perhaps show us how they could be solved. We
wanted to understand and we wanted to help bring justice to society. We came to realize
that no matter what we thought the world should become, we must try to be as objec-
tive as possible in our understanding. We also came to realize that we knew very little
about society and its problems, and that it would take patience and a critical attitude to
overcome our own ignorance and come to some partial understanding.

We also came to believe that social problems should be the concern of everyone in
society, not just social scientists and politicians. Sociology should give students the vocabu-
lary and the theory to understand and explain their own life situations. This is a reflexive
sociology as it concerns social problems. By reflexive, we mean that the sociological study
of social problems must always come back to individuals, and the questions that guide our
study of social problems should reflect a concern for how people are impacted by social
problems. The true gift of sociology is that it helps us to see the “small picture” by assisting
in our understanding of how social problems have impacted our life experiences thus far
and our future life chances.

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

The purpose of this reader is to examine society and its problems critically and sociologically.
By “critically,” we mean that these readings should encourage us to recognize the biases
that we have developed as individuals, groups, and as a society, and to question our most

basic beliefs about society and its problems. We are all victims to some extent: victims of

X



PREFACE

our cultural bias. If that cultural bias is not faced and understood, it will inevitably get in
the way of our understanding and dealing with social problems intelligently. By “sociolog-
ically,” we mean that the authors of the readings regard society itself to be the source of the
problems they discuss. The purpose of sociological study is to uncover, identify, and
understand these problems. The advantage of a collection of readings over a standard
textbook is that it can display a wider range of problems and diverse approaches; students
gain an opportunity to examine a number of perspectives rather than a single individual’s
views. Social problems such as discrimination, oppression, and exploitation both fascinate
and disturb us. As sociologists, we want to understand them; as people who seek a better
society, we want to deal with them in an intelligent manner. As teachers, we believe that
learning is accomplished in part through organizing what is to be learned. Students are
often told simply to read a collection of unrelated articles and to figure out what is impor-
tant. We have sought a useful structure for understanding what the authors are saying about
society, one that might help students read, understand, listen to, or express an intelligent
opinion about any social problem they might encounter.

CHANGES TO THE SECOND EDITION

The second edition of Social Problems: Readings with Four Questions comes with significant
changes. The authors, in conjunction with the publisher, analyzed a survey of professors
using the first edition. The professors’ criticisms and accolades of the text were crucial to
the revisions that appear in this edition. The first changes were in the addition of 15 new
articles and in the organization of selected topics. The selection and organization of the
readings in this edition match leading social problems textbooks. This makes it much eas-
ier for professors to bundle the second edition with any of the popular textbooks on the
market today. Also, the second edition places a much stronger emphasis on violence among
people who are connected to each other in some way: from the violence of extreme
poverty and social exclusion that scars America’s inner cities, to the soft violence of rankism,
the abuse of power in both formal and informal settings. The evaluations of students who
read the first edition were also influential in the making of the second. These students’
insights on which articles in the first edition were interesting, provocative, informative, and
challenging, as well as which ones were not, were pivotal. The authors took their suggestions
to heart when selecting contributions for the second edition. Finally, the updated questions
that accompany each selection make for a reader that is easy for instructors to teach with
and for students to grasp the central argument of each author.

FEATURES AND ORGANIZATION OF THE READER

The structure of the reader is sociological: all the problems have their origin in society. The
structure s also critical: social patterns are questioned and how society actually works is
examined. Finally, the reader is organized around four central questions:

What is a problem?

‘What makes a problem a social problem?

What causes a social problem?

What can be done about a social problem?

These four questions should help students determine the central issues in each article.
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The reader is divided into eleven parts. Part 1 examines the meaning of social prob-
lems and introduces the four questions in detail. Parts 2-5 focus on social inequality, prob-
ably the most important social problem for sociologists. Parts 6~10 examine institutional
problems in crime, drugs, family, education, health care, politics, violence, and terrorism.
Part 11 focuses on social problems related to population, aging, and the environment. Each
part is prefaced by a brief summary of the articles to follow, and each article is introduced
by a list of topics covered that students can use to find links and overlaps among articles
and the social problems they discuss. Each selection also returns to the four basic questions:
What exactly is the problem this author is identifying? Does the author convince us this is
a social problem? What does the author tell us is the cause of the problem? Does the author
make a suggestion as to what to do about this problem? Finally, the selections are followed
by discussion questions that offer opportunities for students to articulate their own responses
to the readings.

SUPPLEMENTS

Online Resources:

= Extension: Wadsworth’s Sociology Readings Database is an online database from
which an instructor can review and then select articles and book excerpts from origi-
nal source material to create customized printed readers for their courses. Consult
your Thomson Wadsworth sales representative for details.

®  The companion website for this text is located at Virtual Society: The Wadsworth
Sociology Resource Center at http://sociology.wadsworth.com.

= InfoTrac® College Edition .. .now with InfoMarks!

It is possible to bundle free with this text a four-month access to InfoTrac College
Edition’s online database of more than 18 million reliable, full-length articles from
5000 academic journals and periodicals (including The New York Times, Science, Forbes,
and USA Today). This includes access to InfoMarks—stable URLs that can be linked
to articles, journals, and searches. InfoMarks allow you to use a simple “copy and
paste” technique to create instant and continually updated online readers, content
services, bibliographies, electronic “reserve” readings, and current topic sites. Consult
your Thomson Wadsworth sales representative for details.
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An Introduction
to Social Problems

For many students, one of the attractions of sociology is a passion to understand
social problems so that understanding can help students work toward making
the world a better place. This inspiration is what sociologist Peter L. Berger
describes as “a Boy Scout view” of sociology. Sociology, of course, is much more
than this once people study it, but this “social problems” inspiration remains part
of what we sociologists are and part of what the discipline has become.

It goes without saying that every society has social problems and that social
problems will never cease to exist. We should also recognize that social prob-
lems are not usually obvious to people, that they are not easily solved, that they
are caused by many complex social conditions, and that their origins are almost
always in society itself. The topic of social problems is a difficult one in part
because it is difficult to understand exactly what social problems are, because
people are often not familiar with the sociological approach to understanding
social problems, and because sociologists differ from one another as to which

problems are significant.

Part I comprises four selections. Each one attempts to introduce and explore
the four questions asked throughout this book:What is a problem? What makes
a problem a social problem? What causes a social problem? What can be done

about a social problem?
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Joel Charon, one of the authors of this R eader, wrote the first selection to high-
light these questions and lay out systematically some of the issues involved in
trying to answer them. He introduces three perspectives that sociologists take
toward studying social problems: the conflict perspective, the consensus perspective,
and the interactionist perspective. Throughout this selection he emphasizes the
importance of understanding all social problems in the context of the larger
society—its patterns, its forces, and its conditions.

There are many good introductions to the meaning and importance of social
problems. One of the best is by Joseph Gusfield and is the second selection in
Part 1. Gusfield’s message is that social problems become social problems only
when public debates make them so.There is, he writes, a contest in society as to
which problems will be identified and dealt with. Power plays a large role in
this contest, and those who perceive problems always have the aim of creating
a consensus in society so that policies can be applied. Gusfield distinguishes
between “political issues” and “social problems,” and illustrates that people try
to turn political issues into social problems.

Joel Best has one basic goal in the third selection: to criticize the use of war
metaphors in relation to social problems. For example, he examines the so-
called “war on drugs” and the “war on poverty.” What is misleading in this
metaphor is the idea that social problems should be and can be “solved,” that
we can ultimately “defeat them,” that we can be “victorious.” Through the crit-
icism of this metaphor, Best explores this book’s four questions, describing
what problems are, what social problems are, what causes social problems and,
most Important, examining what can be realistically done about social problems.

In the fourth selection Robert W. Fuller describes the problem of rankism,
or the abuse of power in social interaction. This selection is very basic to the
sociological view of social problems since social inequality weaves itself through-
out almost all the problems discussed in this book. Fuller sees the abuse of
rank as a social problem that often escapes notice, but one with profound

implications.

These four selections raise many issues, and they do not necessarily agree on
the answers to the four questions that structure this book. Together, however,
they introduce us to some of the possible answers to these questions:

What is a problem?

What makes a problem a social problem?
What causes a social problem?

What can be done about a social problem?
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1 An Introduction to the Study of Social Problems

Joel M. Charon

The Four Questions

1. What is a problem?

2. What is a social problem?

3. What is a social cause?

4. How can we solve social problems?

Topics Covered:

Social problems

Values and goals
Objective and subjective problems
Social cause

Social condition

Social issue

Conflict perspective
Consensus perspective
Interactionist perspective
Social pattern

Solving problems

WHY BOTHER?

In 1759 a man named Voltaire published a book in
France. It was called Candide, and it had a great and
lasting effect on European intellectuals. It is still read in
universities today all over the world, being one of the
most outstanding satires in the history of thought.
Candide is the name of a naive young man. To
him, as bad as the world was, it still was “the best it
could be” His teacher taught him a philosophy of
optimism: to accept the world as it is, to believe that
God meant the world to be as it is, to always look on the
bright side. Candide saw instances of evil, including
murder, rape, robbery, and poverty, yet he always declared
“the world is the very best it can be.” Terrible situations
were made into acceptable and even good ones.
Like Candide, Europe was also naive,Voltaire believed;
Voltaire would say that many of us today are naive.
This optimistic philosophy might be tempting for
many of us to accept, but according to Voltaire and
other philosophers who wrote during his time, humans
should not accept evil in the world, and they need to

address and solve social problems. Progress is possible,
and we should work toward it. This philosophy became
the basis for democratic thought, which led to the
modern search for a democratic society. This philosophy
also had a lot to do with the development of sociology
in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. It is the basic
inspiration for the study of social problems as well as the
efforts of many people in the world today to work to
shape a better world for all.

For many people, the study of social problems has
little use, either because, like Candide, they do not rec-
ognize the problems, or because, like Candide, they be-
lieve that nothing can be done about them. Others
might understand the existence of problems and even the
possibility for improvement, yet they have other prior-
ities in life.

I would like to make a simple case for studying
social problems, a case that I have tried to make explicit
through my teaching and writing.

= From a moral standpoint, social problems need to
be identified, understood, and dealt with because
a large number of people are being seriously
harmed.

= From a democratic standpoint, social problems need
to be identified, understood, and dealt with because
democracy’s most basic concern should be a com-
mitment to bettering the human condition.

= From a societal standpoint, social problems need to
be identified, understood, and dealt with because
they may seriously threaten the continuation of
society as we know it.

This book is meant to be an introduction to social
problems. It is one sociologist’s attempt to identify what
he considers to be serious social problems according to
his personal understanding and value system. I know
that many readers will, and should, disagree with my
choices partly because their values or understandings
are different from mine. But I believe that these articles
illustrate well a sociological view of social problems;
they are also insightful and well written and will inspire
thinking and discussion.

Throughout the book readers must continue to ask
themselves: Why should I care? What difference does it
make anyway? Is understanding all this a waste of my
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time, or is there something important here that I should
know and think about?

In order to help you understand social problems and
to press you to consider their importance, I encourage
you to examine each selection from the standpoint of
four questions. Sometimes the author will answer these
four questions directly; sometimes the four questions,
although not addressed directly, will be implied by what
the author writes. You should therefore try to infer how
the author might address these questions.

Please remember: These selections are usually from
previously published books and you do not have the
entire book in front of you, so please do not blame the
author for not answering the four questions directly.
Of course, this should not let the author off the hook
either; be prepared to criticize the author if his or her
arguments are not clear or convincing or if the ques-
tions are poorly answered.

Here are the four questions that address each selec-
tion in one way or another. These questions should
help you understand what this book is all about and, I
hope, inspire you to understand and think about social
problems.

1. What is a problem? What makes something
into a problem? Specifically, what is the problem
in this selection that the author is identifying, and
do I agree that it is a problem?

2. What makes a problem a social problem?
What distinguishes a social problem from other -
types of problems? Specifically, is the problem
described in this selection really a social problem?

3. What causes a social problem? What condi-
tions or forces in society create social problems?
Specifically, what is the author identifying as the
cause or causes of the problem, and do I agree
that these are the causes?

4. What can be done about a social problem?
Can the problem be solved? Can we—as individu-
als, groups, or society—successfully do something
about it? Specifically, does the author suggest a way
of dealing with the problem, or, at least, does the
author imply a strategy for making it less serious?

QUESTION 1: WHAT IS A PROBLEM?

As you will see throughout this book, it is not easy to
define what constitutes a problem for an individual, for
a group, or for a society.

Values and Problems
A problem depends, first of all, on people’s values. What
are values and how do they relate to problems?

Values are the cherished beliefs of what is good that
people are committed to. They are broad, abstract guides
to what people do. They have the force of “right,”
“good,”“valuable,” or “desirable,” and underlie an indi-
vidual’s belief as to what life “should be”Values shape
people’s actions. If people believe in goodness, they try
to act morally. If they value materialism, they try to accu-
mulate material goods. If people value freedom, they
might fight for the right for all people to think and act
as they choose.

Groups develop values, as do societies. Individuals
are socialized to accept these values, and most do
although some do not. Sometimes we are punished
because we do not accept the values of our society; too
often, we do not critically evaluate its values. In a com-
plex society such as the United States, it might seem as
though we agree on few values, but even here, there
tends to be general, although not perfect, agreement
about some values. In my own analysis of American
society, I believe that we tend to value materialism, the
present or the immediate future, physical beauty, indi-
vidualism, the free market, and the family. Some would
say we value equality, education, creativity, and freedom
of thought, but I am less certain that these are impor-
tant to many of us, especially when we try to define what
these values are. Some groups and societies value war,
oppression, slavery, violence, and power. Others value
God and salvation above all else, or friendship, order, or
the search for truth.Values are what people consider to
be worthwhile; values give meaning to people’s lives
and direction to their thoughts and actions.

Values are important to defining problems. A prob-
lem is an existing condition that is inconsistent with or threat-
ening to our most important values. People can never totally
agree on what constitutes a problem because they have
different values. A problem for some is inevitably seen by
others as a positive quality.

A problem is not simply something that objectively
exists “out there” that reveals itself to people; instead, it is
a condition that is “wrong” because it violates or threat-
ens people’s values. To those who value a liberal arts
education, the growing emphasis on education aimed at
career placement is probably a problem. They do not
believe that this is what education should be. To those
who value order, extremist attacks on the courts and law
might be a problem. They do not believe that people
should act this way if we are going to have order and
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cooperation in society. Because what is and is not a prob-
lem depends on violations of values, there is always a sub-
jective aspect to what a problem is—for the individual and
for the group or society. For many people, abortion is a
problem; for others, threats to abortion rights is a prob-
lem. For many people, violation of the law is a serious
problem; for others, unjust laws are the problem.

Goals and Problems

Goals are ends that people work toward. People estab-
lish goals and tend to organize their actions to achieve
these goals. In most cases, goals are not achieved com-
pletely; sometimes a serious condition gets in the way
and makes a goal difficult to achieve. This condition
becomes a problem to the extent that it interrupts the
actor’s achievement. In society, a condition that pre-
vents the achievement of a goal that many people hold
important is a problem.

Goals, like values, are guides to our actions. They
are specific and practical and are often guided by val-
ues, which are more general, more morally based, more
cherished, and more long range. Goals can be achieved,
whereas values are continuous guides.Values guide our
actions and our goals; goals organize our actions. We
might have a strong commitment to education (a value),
so we might try to choose classes in which we are going
to learn something that will be useful for our under-
standing the world (a goal). On the other hand, we
might value being successful in the world of computer
science, so we might try to seek classes that are relevant
to our career and necessary for our graduating on time.
We might value contributing to the lives of others and
decide to act toward a degree in social work.

Goals and values influence what we do and deter-
mine the problems that exist for us. Problems are either
threats to or violations of values that the individual,
group, or society believes in, or they are conditions that
stand in the way of people achieving their goals. The
individual holds values and pursues goals; problems
arise in relation to these. A group or society also holds
values and pursues goals; social problems arise in rela-
tion to these.

Any problem is therefore relative, relative to the
particular values and goals held by an individual, group,
or society. People will ultimately disagree as to what
constitutes a problem in large part because each has a
different set of values and goals.

Throughout this book, the authors of the selections
identify what they consider to be a problem; always
basic to their judgments are their own values and goals.

Each one is trying to persuade you that these are impor-
tant problems to solve. You might or might not share
the author’s values and goals. Of course, every article in
every magazine that describes a “problem,” every book,
every sermon in church, and every lunchroom discus-
sion that describes a “problem” assumes a value orienta-
tion or a goal to be achieved. This is one of the central
points of this book.

Difficulties in Identifying Problems

Values and goals make a problem subjective. We disagree
about what is and is not a problem in part because our
values and goals are different. This is true for groups and
societies as well as individuals. We cannot escape our val-
ues and goals when we examine problems.

Problems, however, are far more complex than this.
If we think a situation prevents us from acting according
to our value system, or achieving our goals, does this
thinking alone make the situation automatically into a
problem? Does a problem exist only if we are able to see
it, or can it exist even if we do not recognize it?

This question is not easily answered, except to con-
tend that whatever problems may exist—in society or in
nature—will always be perceived on the basis of our own
values and goals, and this introduces a subjective element
into the definition. Objective conditions may exist that
we do not recognize or understand, however, and these
might be more serious problems in relation to what our
goals and values are. This is because it is difficult to define
the problem accurately, and it is only through careful
analysis that our subjective definition can be accurate;
only through careful analysis can we understand the real
situation that prevents us from achieving our goals or
acting according to our values. Understanding problems
begins with our own goals and values (usually socially
influenced), but these goals and values only guide us in
the direction of understanding; only careful analysis allows
us to understand the problem and its origins.

For many people, the oppression of women consti-
tutes a problem. This may be related to the fact that these
people value equality and have as a goal the creation of
equal rights for men and women. The intentional oppres-
sion of women may or may not be an important problem
even if we believe in these goals or values. Instead, the
real problem may be the traditions and institutions that
define and divide labor in such a way as to prevent women
from taking advantage of opportunities in society. In this
case, only changes in the division of labor will contribute
to more equality. Simply saying that the problem is the
intentional oppression of women does not make that
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the problem and may actually cause us to identify an inac-
curate problem.

I am emphasizing this point simply to underline
the fact that problems constitute a complex mixture of
subjective values and goals on the one hand and careful
understanding of the world as it is on the other. We
must remember that if we are concerned about our
values and our goals, it is important not to chase imag-
ined problems.

The selections in this book are meant to show the
difficulties that exist in identifying and understanding
social problems. The four questions posed through-
out the book are meant to give you a map for analyz-
ing social problems and seeing their complexity and
seriousness.

This first question—what is a problem?—must be
asked first whenever we read a selection that tries to
persuade us that a problem exists. Then we can move
to the second question.

QUESTION 2: WHAT MAKES A
PROBLEM A SOC/AL PROBLEM?

There are individual problems and social problems. For
instance, suppose I am trying hard to pass a class. I am
failing, jeopardizing my goal of passing the class. The
instructor might be the problem, or my inability to
read might be the problem. This is an individual prob-
lem; it is not yet a social problem. To become a social
problem, my failure in the class must meet three cri-
teria: It must be social in origin; it must harm many
people; and it must harm society. These criteria should
be understood as a matter of degree:

Not a Social Problem
Origin/cause is not social

Does little harm to few people
Does not harm society

A Social Problem
Origin/cause is social
Harms many people
Harms society

Some problems are caused by factors besides social
factors; for example, earthquakes, genetics, and physical
illness can all cause problems. Some, we must face as
individuals, but few people share these problems, or the
problems are not very harmful. For example, a car may

not always start, a love affair may go sour, we may get a
poor grade in a class, or we may not have enough money
to go to a concert. Other problems exist in society but
probably do little real harm to society at large; for exam-
ple, overcrowded highways, a 4 percent unemployment
rate, or the loss of friendship or meaning in life may harm
individuals but not society in general.

Normally, but not always, these three points are inter-
related: The more the origin/ause is social, the more people are
affected and society itself is affected. If crime, for instance, is
caused by social conditions, then large numbers of peo-
ple will be affected, and society will be threatened in
some important way. Furthermore, the more people who
are affected, the more likely the cause is social and society is
affected. Thus, if large numbers of people are experienc-
ing unemployment, poverty, crime, or alienation, the
cause is likely to be social and there will be a negative
effect on society. And finally, the more society is affected, the
more likely the cause is social and many people are affected.
Thus, if society is negatively affected because people
are not able to read, then the origin of the problem is
undoubtedly social, and large numbers of people are
hurt by that fact.

A problem is a social problem, then, to the degree
that its causes are social, to the extent that large numbers
of people are affected, and to the extent that conditions
threaten society as we know and accept it. Crime is a
serious social problem if its causes are overwhelmingly
social, if large numbers of people are harmed one way
or another, and if the social order is undermined and
institutions are threatened.

There is another matter to consider here. Even
though a social problem is objectively something that
exists because it is harmful to people, threatening to
society, and caused by social forces, most sociologists
consider one more point in its definition. A full-blown
social problem also relies on an agreed-upon recognition by a
large number of people that something is wrong and needs to
be corrected.

This might be clearer if we distinguish between a
social condition, a social issue, and a social problem. A social
condition exists as a neutral quality identified in society:
for example, globalization, a market economy, marriage,
divorce, class distinctions. It evolves into a social issue
when people begin to debate whether or not the con-
dition is a problem. The social issue evolves into a social
problem when those who consider it a problem are able
to persuade enough people that it is, and a consensus
develops among many people that something needs to



