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PREFACE

In biblical times the principal problems of a
society could be described in terms of the
infamous *‘four horsemen of the apocalypse’’
—famine, war, disease, and death. Today, how-
ever, as societies have modernized and become
increasingly complex, those four have been
joined by literally dozens of others. In the con-
temporary United States we are confronted on all
sides with a perplexing array of social troubles
that often seem all but intractable. Yet, Ameri-
cans are a generous people and endlessly prag-
matic; they want to minimize the suffering of
their fellow citizens, and they constantly try a
variety of solutions designed to alleviate problem
conditions in our midst.

How severe are those problems? What causes
them? What are we trying to do about them?
What success are we having? Those are the key
questions, and they provide the organizing
framework for the present book. It focuses on
twenty significant social problems in American
society. It reviews the nature and scope of each,
analyzes what we know about its causes,
describes and assesses various solutions that
have been tried, and looks ahead to the pros-
pects for the future. The problems studied were
selected systematically; the discussion of each
was prepared by an expert in that field; and each
is reviewed within a framework that combines
theory and research.

Selecting Problems To
Analyze

This book is about the American society. Ob-
viously many social problems that exist in the
United States are found elsewhere. And, many
have links to international influences or other-
wise extend beyond our shores. The value of a
comparative perspective cannot be denied. How-
ever, our reason for focusing on American prob-
lems is simply that these are the ones of greatest

interest to students. No course can cover every-
thing, and a decision was made to cover to the
best of our ability the major problems that trou-
ble people in the United States. Students are
being prepared to enter significant roles in this
society as educated citizens and to assume lead-
ership in its affairs. They need a thorough
understanding of its social problems here and
now. This is fundamental and a prerequisite to
the development of a broader comparative per-
spective which can come later.

The topics treated in this text were not se-
lected arbitrarily. Extensive research was con-
ducted by the publisher and principal author with
the cooperation of the community of scholars
who are currently teaching social problems
courses in American colleges and universities.
Several hundred instructors were asked to iden-
tify and rank in importance the social problems
about which they wanted their students to be
especially knowledgeable. The twenty problems
selected for inclusion in the book represent the
choices of those concerned colleagues. The re-
sult of this effort was that the list includes not
only the traditional topics that for decades have
been dealt with in the social problems course,
but several more recent concerns that have
emerged in contemporary society—corporate
crime, energy, environment, mass communica-
tion, and the often unanticipated impact of sci-
ence and technology.

Consulting the Experts

Each chapter in the text was prepared by an ex-
pert in the particular social problem that it cov-
ers. Initial chapter drafts were professionally ed-
ited under the guidance of the principal author to
achieve both a uniform style and a standardized
topical framework. The end result in each case
is a comprehensive analysis by a highly compe-
tent scholar intimately familiar with the issues
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and ramifications of the topic, plus a simple and
logical development of topics within the chapter.

Readability was a principal criterion for the fi-
nal preparation of the manuscript. While the
chapters intentionally introduce and use almost
all of the basic concepts, theories, and research
strategies of general sociology, the discussions
are free of the complex jargon that can mar soci-
ological writing. Each chapter has been trans-
formed into a lively and readable account of a
major social problem and what our society is
trying to do about it.

Organization of the Text

Following the introductory chapter, Part I fo-
cuses on five traditional problems that are high
on the list of concerns of the American public.
These are topics that are often seen in newspaper
accounts or on the evening television news.
They tend to be problems in which the deviant
individual is the most conspicuous actor—crime,
drug use, problem drinking, mental illness, and
sexual deviance. In a common-sense way these
are what most students think of first under the
rubric ‘‘social problem.’’

Part II presents five problems of a somewhat
different sort, where a more sociological per-
spective is important. These are problems im-
posed on people by social forces largely beyond
their control—by the workings of the social sys-
tem where their personal choices are only a mi-
nor factor. They include the effects of racism on
minorities, the consequences of sex discrimina-
tion, our failure to provide adequately for the
aged, inequities in the distribution of health
care, and the uneven rewards provided by our
economic system.

Part III moves to an institutional setting.
Here, crimes committed by giant corporations
are analyzed (an innovative chapter). The prob-
lems of the political and economic system are
reviewed. Our failures in public education are
discussed. A spectrum of problems associated
with families and intimate living are assessed.
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Finally, institutionalized religion as an arena of
conflict is shown to produce a range of problems.
Part IV deals with problems of the society as
a whole. Population trends are reviewed to show

how these can generate troublesome conditions.
Changes and trends in the use of energy, partic-
ularly fossil fuels, are shown to be bringing a
number of new problems to our society. The de-
terioration of our environment is a problem that
touches us all. Our relatively new mass media of
communication are having unwanted effects on
their audiences. Finally, advances in science and
technology often bring negative consequences
and conditions that were not anticipated.

Each chapter can be read independently of any
other, with the exception of the introductory
chapter which should be read first in all cases.
There is some minor advantage in following the
sequence as set forth in the text, particularly in
the first half of the book. Some cross-referencing
has been included to help the student integrate
his or her understanding. However, the structure
was designed with a maximum of flexibility for
the instructor in mind, so the chapters can be as-
signed in virtually any sequence after reading the
introduction.

Within each chapter a brief historical introduc-
tion is provided for the particular social problem
under study, and the problem is carefully de-
fined. Its current scope and distribution in the
social structure are then explained. Each chapter
probes what we know about the causes of the
problem and the various solutions that have been
or are being tried. These solutions are assessed
in terms of their effectiveness in minimizing the
problem, and the outlook for the future is dis-
cussed. This approach provides a simple and
uniform framework (The Problem, Causes, Solu-
tions, and Prospects) for each chapter around
which students can organize their understanding.

The Role of Theory

Chapter 1 sets the theoretical stage for the analy-
sis of social problems. This introduction defines



social problems clearly, setting them off from
other kinds of human difficulties and troubles. It
reviews the major themes of all sociological
analysis in terms of (1) the organization of social
life, (2) its processes of change, and (3) the in-
fluence these have on individual behavior.

The major theoretical paradigms, or models,
of sociology are set forth very simply in terms
of four contrasting descriptions of how society is
presumably organized and how it changes. These
are the evolutionary paradigm, structural-func-
tionalism, the conflict paradigm, and symbolic
interactionism. These broad models of societal
organization and change are used as starting
points to show that four different perspectives on
social problems can follow more or less logically
from such sets of assumptions. These perspec-
tives are social pathology, social disorganization,
deviant behavior, and labeling. It is explained
very clearly that these must be used selectively
as aids in understanding social problems. How-
ever, they must also be supplemented with spe-
cific or unique explanations that pertain to a par-
ticular problem or solution to a problem. Thus,
the general paradigms help readers understand
the broad processes of organization and change
that characterize modern society. The derived
perspectives give a more focused interpretation
of a particular social problem occurring within
that society. And finally, causes and solutions of
a given problem can be understood in detail as
they are explained by highly specific theories.

Generally, then, the book does not take the
reader on a lock-step trip through a uniform set
of theoretical concepts. Some social problems
texts do this. The result can be an unrealistic at-
tempt to force every problem discussed into a
rigid and sometimes inappropriate framework.

In this text, the three levels of theory discussed
above are used flexibly and selectively where
they are relevant to understand or explain a
given problem or a particular solution. Thus,
every chapter makes use of theoretical tools as
aids in understanding, but only where they are
clearly relevant and needed to explain particu-
lar causal sequences or for background
interpretation.
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Learning Aids

The text includes several features to aid students
in mastering the material and learning key
points. Each chapter begins with an outline that
corresponds to the major headings within the
chapter, so that students can readily grasp the
overall organization and the topics to be cov-
ered. Each chapter also ends with a numbered
summary divided into four sections that corre-
spond to the four major headings within the
chapter (The Problem, Causes, Solutions, and
Prospects).

Within each chapter, key terms have been set
in boldface type, usually where they are defined
in the text. These terms are also listed at the end
of the chapter to alert students that these are
concepts they should understand when they fin-
ish studying a particular chapter. The terms are
also defined in the glossary at the end of the
book.

Charts and photographs have been made
an integral part of the teaching package. Charts
and graphs illustrate visually many relationships
and statistical data covered in the text. Photo-
graphs and their captions are intended not as fill-
ers to break up the text, but as important rein-
forcing points to theories and other issues
covered in the text.

Appendix: Writing About
Social Problems

Most sociology courses usually require some
writing by students in addition to short-answer
tests to evaluate their understanding and ability
to utilize the material they have learned. These
writing assignments may range from essay ques-
tions of varying lengths on examinations to re-
search papers. The appendix in this text provides
suggestions on how to deal with these writing
assignments. These suggestions are applied spe-
cifically to writing about social problems—how
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to choose a topic and narrow it down to a man-
ageable size, where to find source information
relating to social problems, how to do field work
and write up the results of your research, and
how to write a book report, including where to
find reviews of books dealing with social
problems.

Study Guide

An extensive Study Guide has been prepared to
accompany Social Problems in American Soci-
ety. In addition to multiple-choice and true-false
questions, the Study Guide provides a special
section of suggestions on how to read and study
Social Problems in American Society, with spe-
cific examples drawn from the text. The Study
Guide also contains a section of preview and
study guidelines, which combines a running
commentary on each chapter with questions that
require short answers, usually in the student’s
own words. This section can be particularly
helpful, because the student must do something
actively with the material learned from the text,
rather than just recognize a right or wrong an-
swer. Each chapter of the Study Guide ends with
a few essay-type questions that require students
to apply what they have learned by utilizing ma-
terial from different chapters and by dealing with
current problems in the news based on material
they have learned in the text. And, finally, an-
swers are given to all the multiple-choice, true-
false, matching, and fill-in-the-blank questions
so that students can quickly check their compre-
hension of the text and areas that they may need
to study further. Students who use the Srudy
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Guide conscientiously should expect to be well
prepared for tests and examinations.
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