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Preface

Like many sociologists, I was drawn to sociology because I was disturbed by the social
problems [ saw all around me. I believed that sociology would help me understand why
these problems existed and perhaps show me how they could be solved. I wanted to un-
derstand—and I wanted to help bring justice to society.

Sociology, I learned, is not simply the study of social problems; it is the study of soci-
ety, including its problems. I was taught that it is a scientific study; that is, its goal is to un-
derstand society critically and carefully. I came to realize that no matter what I thought the
world should become, I must try to be as objective as possible in my understanding. I also
came to realize that I knew very little about society and its problems, and that it would take
patience and a critical attitude to overcome my own ignorance and to come to some par-
tial understanding.

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

The purpose of this reader is to examine society and its problems critically and sociologically.
By “critically,” I 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. I believe we are victims to some extent: victims of
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 “sociologi-
cally,” T 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 under-
stand 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 op-
portunity to examine a number of perspectives rather than a single individual’s views.

Vi




PREFACE

Social problems such as discrimination, oppression, and exploitation both fascinate
and disturb me. As a sociologist, I want to understand them; as a person who seeks a bet-
ter society, I want to deal with them in an intelligent manner. As a teacher, I believe that
learning is accomplished in part through organizing what is to be learned. Students are of-
ten told simply to read a collection of unrelated articles and to figure out what is impor-
tant. I 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 he or she might encounter.

FEATURES AND ORGANIZATION OF THE READER

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

e 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.

SUPPLEMENTS

Wadsworth offers a selection of other valuable materials to accompany this reader. They
include:

Online Instructor’s Manual with Test Bank. This supplement offers reading summaries, lecture
topics, discussion questions, suggested Internet links, and essay, true/false and multiple
choice test questions.

Virtual Society: The Wadsworth Sociology Resource Center. This web site (http://sociology
.wadsworth.com) includes a career center, Sociology in the News, Virtual Tours in Soci-
ology, InfoTrac College Edition, instructor resources, links to other web sites and to
the editor’s address, and much more.

Understanding Social Problems, Third Edition, by Linda A. Mooney, David Knox, and Caro-
line Schacht. Instructors who choose to assign this reader in conjunction with Wads-
worth’s best-selling social problems textbook, Understanding Social Problems, Third Edi-
tion (ISBN 0-534-96005-7), should contact a Wadsworth representative about a
possible discount on this valuable package.

charonj@mnstate.edu. 1 would like to learn students’ and instructors’ reactions to the indi-
vidual selections in this reader or to the book as a whole so that I can make the second
edition a better book. Suggestions about other social problems that should be included
are also welcome.
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