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To my parents, Joe and Florenda, for teaching
me to care about problems like the ones
discussed in this book: and to my children,
Kelly and Megan, that they may come of age
in a world with fewer such problems.



When I decided over three years ago to write
this book, I had one overarching goal in mind—
to help students to use their reasoning ability in
a way that would help them to better understand
the causes of our social problems, and by so
doing, to be able to make decisions that will con-
tribute to an improvement in the quality of life
in American society. Throughout the process of
writing this book, everything that I have done
has been done with this goal in mind.

To achieve this goal, I believe that several
things must be accomplished. Two of these are
addressed in Part One. The first thing that must
be accomplished is that students must have some
awareness of the major substantive and meth-
odological approaches that can be used in the
analysis of social problems. This need is ad-
dressed in Chapter 1, which explains the general
approach to social problems used by sociology,
and distinguishes that approach from others. In
addition, it introduces the student to two key
perspectives within sociology, the functionalist
perspective and the conflict perspective which,
broadly defined, are especially useful in offering
students insights about the causes of social prob-
lems. Several important points need to be made
here. First, the sociological approach is in no way
the only approach which offers useful insight
about social problems, and it is not used exclu-
sively in this book—wherever relevant, the meth-
ods and findings of other social sciences and
indeed of some of the natural sciences are used.
Second, within sociology there are far more per-
spectives than the two outlined above, and other
perspectives are introduced and used wherever
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they offer relevant insight into the causes of a so-
cial problem. However, many of the more spe-
cific theories of sociology are closely related to
one or the other of these two approaches, and I
believe that for people to understand a subject,
they must see how one part of it relates to an-
other. Hence, whenever a theory is used which
is relevant to or arises from one of these two
broad perspectives, it is identified with the ap-
propriate perspective. The advantage of this ap-
proach is that, in the end, it is possible to utilize
the thinking of each perspective, broadly de-
fined, to gain a better understanding of nearly
every problem covered in this book. This, in
turn, makes it easier to see the myriad ways in
which one problem is related to another—some-
thing that is easily missed given the necessarily
long list of problems that must be covered in any
book such as this one. I have strived extra hard
to see that such links are not missed in this book,
because I believe that an understanding of the
interrelatedness of our problems may well be a
key prerequisite to dealing effectively with those
problems.

The second thing that must be accomplished
in order for students to understand social prob-
lems is that they must know something about how
to make judgements concerning cause and effect.
If this capability is missing, students cannot make
intelligent judgements about the causes of our so-
cial problems, and hence cannot contribute to
their solution. Chapter 2 introduces students to
the scientific method and how it enables them
to make such cause-and-effect judgements. Spe-
cifically, students are shown how to use that

XV



xvi Preface

method to evaluate the competing claims of dif-
ferent perspectives about the causes of a social
problem. Finally in this chapter, students are in-
troduced to the key research methods that soci-
ologists use in order to gain an understanding of
social problems, including use of public data
sources, survey research, experiments, and field
observations.

Of course, the best analytical skills must be
applied to sound information in order to be use-
ful. Hence, it is also crucial to provide accurate
and up-to-date information about the most im-
portant social problems facing America. This is
the objective to Parts Two and Three of the book.
Part Two concerns problems of inequality, in-
cluding poverty and class (Chapter 3), racism
(Chapter 4), and sexism (Chapter 5). Part Three
concerns problems which affect the overall qual-
ity of life in America. These include crime
(Chapter 6), substance abuse (Chapter 7), and
problems relating to human sexuality (Chapter
8) and the family (Chapter 9). They also include
several problems we have become aware of more
recently—problems of efficiency and productiv-
ity (Chapter 10), of the environment and energy
(Chapter 11), and problems relating to popula-
tion change (Chapter 12). The latter include the
‘““population explosion’’ on the world level and
problems associated with an aging population on
the domestic level. Part Three ends with an ex-
amination of what could be the most life-threat-
ening problem of all in the nuclear age—war and
peace (Chapter 13).

While some of the problems outlined are new,
most of them are not. They are, in fact, problems
which have been with us for a very long time and
have defied attempts to be solved through a va-
riety of social policies enacted by a series of
elected officials and administrations with rather
varied political orientations and agendas. In the
concluding section of the book, Part Four, I turn
my attention to the question of why such a va-
riety of policies has, in many cases, failed to pro-
duce the desired ameliorations in our social
problems. Part of the reason, I think, is that not
all problems are amenable to solution through
social policy. A limitation of social policy is that
it fails to consider the possibility that part of the
cause of some of our social problems may lie in
the very nature of some of our social institutions.

Clearly the two sociological perspectives utilized
in this book do not agree on the extent to which
our institutions (a) meet basic needs in our so-
ciety, and thereby generally act to minimize our
problems or (b) operate in ways which, however
useful to some individual interests, create prob-
lems for the larger society. In general, function-
alists argue the former while conflict theorists
argue the latter. I believe that it is equally clear,
though, that our institutions can act in ether
way—and understanding how they act in any
given instance can help us understand our prob-
lems better. Specifically, it can help us under-
stand what can be done with social policy, versus
what may require more basic institutional
changes. Conversely, it can also help us to iden-
tify what ought not to be changed in our insti-
tutions. In short, I believe that to do something
effective against our social problems, we simply
must consider how our key institutions relate to
those social problems. That is the objective of
Part Four, which deals specifically with the
American economy (Chapter 14), American ed-
ucation (Chapter 15), American government and
law (Chapter 16), and the American health-care
system (Chapter 17).

A number of learning aids have been added
throughout the book. Each chapter opens with a
set of questions to be addressed within the chap-
ter and closes with a succinct summary of the
chapter’s key points. In addition, shorter sum-
maries of key issues and debates are included
within most chapters, so students know where
they have been and where they are going as they
proceed through the chapters. Key terms are
highlighted where they first appear in the text and
are included in the glossary. Throughout the
book, I have tried to make sure that discussion
of social problems is grounded in current and
complete data relevant to the problem at hand.
These data come from a wide variety of sources
including the Census Bureau, National Center
for Health Statistics, United Nations, World
Bank, Environmental Protection Agency, and
many others. In addition to the use of graphs, I
have added vignettes in the form of boxed inserts
and linked these to the discussion in the text, so
students can readily see how these materials il-
lustrate the key points being made concerning a
social problem.
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