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For Jesse and Ana



This work is conceived primarily to comple-
ment one of the many textbooks used in the
very popular undergraduate course Social Prob-
lems. Some students, encountering this book
and their text for the first time, may feel over-
whelmed by a seemingly enormous amount of
reading. Some might wonder why isn’t the text-
book enough? Why do we need to read these
additional selections? Can’t the important as-
pects of the readings be summarized by the
text?

Instructors acquainted with the benefits of
anthologies will of course not need to be per-
suaded about their value. But those unfamiliar
with these teaching tools may need some expla-
nation of their advantages. Too often, students
exposed only to a textbook end up obtaining an
erroneous and unrealistic conception of their
subject of study. As one attempts to acquire
knowledge in almost any discipline, one learns
that it ordinarily does not come out of one cen-
tral headquarters; erudition usually emerges
from many sources of inspiration and from a
careful review by students themselves of all the
available materials. Many students who have no
more to guide them than their text become
lulled into thinking that wisdom is embodied in
the authoritative pronouncements of their text-
book author. They may become overinclined to
apply rote memory—memorizing the five fac-
tors that cause the “Y” problem—rather than to
invoke their critical-thinking capabilities.

An anthology serves important functions
for beginning students in any discipline. In
sociology, it enables them to observe directly
what sociologists actually do. It affords for the
student firsthand experience in confronting
the sociological literature and in evaluating
the actual products of sociologists. Students
are also encouraged from such exposure to
learn that problems are not always conceptu-
alized in the same way by all scientific practi-
tioners and are thereby encouraged to sift all
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the available evidence, to come to their own
scientific conclusions.

Anthologies also permit students to acquire
an in-depth understanding of some selected is-
sues. Instead of the encyclopedic overview of a
text, an anthology provides some detailed fo-
cus. Accordingly, with text and reader together,
students are encouraged to derive a more bal-
anced and complete viewpoint.

In this collection, I have tried to offer selec-
tions paralleling the topics usually investigated
in Social Problems courses: problems of pov-
erty, drug and alcohol abuse, crime, racism,
family disorganization problems, and the like.
These selections are derived from recent social
science contributions. Many have come from
highly acclaimed and prize-winning studies.
Some of the selections have appeared in such
professional social science journals as Social
Problems, Psychiatry, and Social Forces; oth-
ers have come from books and monographs;
and still others originally appeared in popular
magazines like the New York Times Magazine,
The Public Interest, and Reader’s Digest. They
span the broad range of social-problems think-
ing that has been developed not only from soci-
ologists and other behavioral scientists but also
by journalists, politicians, and educated laypeo-
ple. Those aiming for the most complete under-
standing of the nature of social problems must
inevitably assume a broad-based and open-
ended attitude; indeed, it would be arrogant
and foolhardy to assume that such knowledge
would be confined only to social science practi-
tioners.

Yet, sociologists like myself are inclined to
put a sociological framework at the center-
piece of efforts to interpret social problems.
The organization of selections presented here
is meant to conform to a sociological approach
to studying social problems. And what does
that consist of? First, we must identify the defi-
nition and incidence of social problems: what
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Introduction

the problem is and how pervasive it is in the
community. We might call this the epidemiol-
ogy of a social problem. (Does the problem
represent an epidemic, or how much of an epi-
demic is it?) Second, we are concerned with the
etiology of social problems. What causes the
problem; what are its social bases or group corre-
lates; and how does the problem interpenetrate
with other social problems? Last, but by no
means least, we are concerned with the prob-
lem’s remediation. Through what kinds of ac-
tions or social policies can we reduce or
eliminate this problem? Today’s sociological so-
cial-problems analysts are concerned with each
of these three important dimensions of social
problems. They are committed to using the sci-
entific method of systematically collecting and
comparing empirical data to address each of
these major aspects to social problems. In assem-
bling these readings I have attempted to repre-
sent each of these three major attributes of
interpreting social problems throughout.

Those studying sociology for the first time
are often advised about the three dominant theo-
retical perspectives shared by most sociologists:
functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic in-
teractionism. These viewpoints are very relevant
in the sociology of social problems. Most social-
problems analysts would be inclined to empha-
size one or another of these three fundamental
overviews in attempting to understand and deal
with the various social problems plaguing us in
urban-industrial societies.

FUNCTIONALISM: SOCIAL
PROBLEMS OFTEN RESULT FROM

SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION

The theory of functionalism holds that soci-
ety consists of a system of interrelated parts. Un-
der optimal conditions, the institutions of society
are integrated with one another, satisfying indi-
vidual needs and binding the members of society
together. As an example, let us consider the de-
velopment of work values, imparted by parents
and reinforced by extended kin. The individual
learns various things about work: work is inher-
ently gratifying; a task well done is a source of
self-pride; work is the primary vehicle for attain-
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ing financial and adult autonomy; promptness,
ambition, and assuming responsibility are desir-
able personal traits. As these values are imparted
within the context of the family, they are also
supported by the institutions of the church and
the schools. This, in turn, eventually inspires
young people to seek employment, which not
only relieves family members of the burden of
their continuing dependency but also fulfills the
needs of the industrial economy. Such would
represent a state of institutional integration, the
antithesis of social disorganization.

Functionalists see social problems as
emerging from social disorganization. Social
disorganization arises when the institutions
of society are malintegrated with one an-
other. Returning again to our example, social
disorganization might arise when the indus-
trial community is unable to generate a suffi-
cient number of jobs for all those desiring
work. Among those unable to find work, some
of the possible social-problem by-products
could be poverty, an overpowering sense of
guilt that is temporarily allayed by drug abuse,
or resentment to conventional social institu-
tions expressed in criminal or violent actions,
among other possible problems.

In any complex society, institutions exert
compound consequences upon each other.
These multifold relationships may be functional
in some respects and disorganizing in others.
For example, the industrial system may gener-
ate sufficient employment opportunities but it
may also pollute the environment. As it may
require its employees to relocate often or to
subordinate their family lives for the company,
it may contribute to marital instability.

Often, social disorganization results from
rapid and uneven rates of social change.
Change may take place in one institutional
realm but adaptive responses may lag behind in
other areas. Thus social disorganization be-
comes the inevitable result. Developments in
medical science, greatly extending life expec-
tancy through inoculations and insect control,
have produced alarming rises in world popula-
tion. Many third-world countries absorbed new
technological measures but have not modified
their religious prohibitions against modern
birth-control techniques and traditional values
venerating large families.



CONFLICT THEORY: SOCIAL

PROBLEMS RESULT FROM GROUP
AND VALUE CONFLICT

In sharp relief to the scheme above is an-
other theoretical perspective: conflict theory.
Conflict theory presupposes that social prob-
lems result from the hegemony of the socially
dominant forces of society. The powerful and
economically dominant strive to promote val-
ues that are consistent with their needs and
interests, which necessarily involves subordina-
tion for the rest of society. The dominating elite
foists its commitments to corporate capitalism
upon a citizenry whose interests would proba-
bly be better served by more socialistic eco-
nomic practices; thus social problems become
the inevitable result. In the conflict perspective
social problems exist because the interests of
the most powerful members of society often
prevail at the expense of the many.

For example, the problem of poverty in so-
ciety could be dramatically reduced if wealthier
members were willing to give up some of their
many tax loopholes and tax themselves at the
same rates paid by lower-income wage earners.
But elite members use their dominance in the
political process to blunt more far-reaching tax-
reform proposals. The rich are also highly
critical of proposals to expand welfare state
practices, arguing that such aid will only
weaken incentives to work and produce other
demoralizing consequences among their recipi-
ents. The rich also gain by the presence of
poverty: it means that people will be willing to
work for low wages, pay high amounts for bor-
rowing privileges, perform unpleasant tasks,
buy inferior and secondhand merchandise, and
do other things that help sustain the power and
wealth of the rich. Many conflict theorists claim
that substantial change or the amelioration of
social problems can only be accomplished if
power is seized from the ruling class.

Akin to the notion of conflict theory is the
value-conflict approach. While most conflict
theorists see fundamental structural change as
essential for combating social problems, many
value-conflict theorists do not necessarily link
drastic restructuring of society to the remedia-
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tion of particular social problems. Many posit
that value conflicts can also be resolved by
compromise, bargaining, and accommodation
among the various contending interests.

This analytical scheme provides additional
insight into the causation and persistence of so-
cial problems. Its principal assumption is that
society is composed of a variety of groups who
pursue diverging and competing interests and
values. As groups attempt to promote their con-
cerns, conflict inevitably results—and with it
social problems. Conflicts vary in intensity
from mild differences of opinion to violent op-
position. Although certain conflicts may engen-
der changes that avoid stagnation and enhance
adaptation, others may tear a society apart, re-
sulting in massive destruction of human mate-
rial resources. A great many contemporary
social problems are either caused, exacerbated,
or sustained by value conflicts.

For example, problems associated with the
unequal availability of health care largely re-
flect the successful efforts of the health care
industry—physicians, drug and medical equip-
ment manufacturers, health insurance compa-
nies, hospital management, and the like—to
maintain the existing fee-for-service, profit-ori-
ented system against more socialized medical
systems favored by their detractors—the poor,
consumer advocate interests, leftists, among
others. Despite the proven dangers associated
with cigarette smoking, the tobacco industry
has strenuously opposed most all anti-tobacco
legislation, launching extensive efforts in its
own behalf to obtain favored treatment and gov-
ernmental supports. Thus the poor health of
many Americans attributable to smoking owes
its existence in part to the successful value and
interest advocacy of tobacco industrialists.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM:
SOCIAL PROBLEMS OFTEN RESULT
FROM ASSIGNING MEANING

TO ACTION AND LABELING
BEHAVIOR AS DEVIANT

Another dominant sociological viewpoint is
the theory of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic
interactionists maintain that as people interact
socially they assign meaning to their actions. As

ix



Introduction

W. I. Thomas once said, “if men define sit-
uations as real, they are real in their conse-
quences.” In this perspective, it is the
assignment of meanings or social labeling that
creates social problems. This viewpoint holds
that many social problems result from labeling
behavior as deviant. Here it is emphasized that
the members of society make and enforce so-
cial rules and apply them to different groups
and individuals. As the behavior of particular
people departs from normative expectations,
labels are assigned to them; they may be desig-
nated criminal, mentally ill, homosexual, old,
alcoholic, and the like. As such labels are ap-
plied to particular persons, so-called deviants
are also likely to be subject to exclusionary and
inferior treatment. As a consequence, labeling
may serve to elicit further disapproved behav-
ior. Thus the occasional drinker may be encour-
aged to drink more heavily if those within his
social circle expect him to do so. Moreover, if
close associates link drinking with irresponsi-
bility, “drinkers” may be inclined to doubt their
abilities to take initiatives and they may act un-
reliably. Such associated additional deviant pat-
terns are termed secondary deviance.

When labeling takes place on an institu-
tional level as well as informally, its effects are
likely to be even more personally damaging.
Thus persons who may be denied employment
because of their drinking problems may be in-
clined to drink more heavily to allay their anxi-
ety and guilt for failing to comply with work
values. Or in other cases of deviance, the same
would be true for officially convicted criminals
or for persons subjected to mandatory retire-
ment, despite their desires to continue with
their careers. Labeling at the institutional level
drastically circumscribes the conventional op-
portunities available to the deviant.

People who are similarly stigmatized may
be inclined to gravitate toward each other and
form groups—deviant subcultures. Such mem-
berships may have multifold consequences:
they may insulate deviants from the critical
and condemnatory responses of conventional
society and they may contribute to further de-
viance. For example, former criminals who

evoke much suspicion and encounter consid-
erable employment discrimination may find
their only acceptance within the criminal sub-
culture, which may enlist them to do more
crime. Thus deviant labels, when applied to
people, tend to generate self-confirming and
self-perpetuating response patterns.

Reading through many of the selections of-
fered in this text, students will note that many
of the analyses converge with these three domi-
nant theoretical interpretations. It may even
comprise a worthy academic enterprise to iden-
tify some of the theoretical underpinnings of
the selections offered here. Yet it would be a
gross oversimplification to assume that all or
most of the analyses can be neatly pigeonholed
into one or another of these predominating the-
oretical schemes.

In arranging the collection, I made certain
arbitrary decisions about the ordering of all
these selections. The interpenetrating nature of
many social problems is often so deep that
some instructors may feel more comfortable as-
signing an essay under another problem topic
than the one under which it was placed here.

My main objective in making these selec-
tions was to offer students a sense of the rich
and varied array of sociological work on social
problems. If this collection succeeds in convey-
ing a sense of the value of the sociological ap-
proach to illuminate the causes of and remedies
to our social problems, it will have more than
fulfilled its ambitions.
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Ja\ ssessing the Seriousness

The definition of a concept inevitably influ-
ences the nature of the related hypotheses or the-
ory. A well-conceived concept is heuristic and
realistic—that is, it generates hypotheses that im-
prove our understanding of phenomena. Such a
concept will direct researchers toward signifi-
cant data. As Max Planck (1962:841) has con-
tended, however, there are many “phantom
problems—in my opinion, far more than one
would ordinarily suspect—even in the realm of
science.” It is the recognition of anomalies in
“normal science” that results in the collapse of
accepted paradigms (Kuhn, 1962).

To most sociologists, social prob-
lems are defined by popular beliefs and interest
groups.

Exponents of leading sociological perspec-
tives—symbolic interactionism and functional-
ism—have essentially similar conceptions of
social problems. To Blumer (1971:298, 301-
302), “social problems are fundamentally prod-
ucts of collective definition. . . . A social
problem does not exist for a society unless it is
recognized by that society to exist.” Merton
(1971:799) is somewhat more inclusive: “The
first and basic ingredient of a social problem
consists of a substantial discrepancy between
widely shared standards and actual conditions
of social life.” Although he distinguishes be-
tween manifest or recognized and latent or
unrecognized discrepancies, his definition cen-
ters upon “widely shared standards,” i.e., soci-
ety’s norms and values. . . .

One of the shortcomings of the public defi-
nition of social problems is the inclusion of pos-
sibly spurious or “phantom” conditions. . . .

of Social Problems

JEROME G. MANIS
Western Michigan University

Indeed, the “subjective” definition must in-
clude witchhunting, long hair, and possession
of marihuana as social problems as long as the
public is in opposition to them. So defined, the
concern of the sociology of social problems is
with social issues or controversies rather than
the objective conditions detrimental to human
or societal well-being.

A related deficiency of the “public opinion”
approach to social problems is its inability to
assess the seriousness of social problems. Some
advocates of this viewpoint are aware of the
limitation.

. it is the values held by people occupying
different social positions that provide the rough
basis for the relative importance assigned to so-
cial problems . . . this sometimes leads to
badly distorted impressions of various problems,
even when these are judged in the light of reign-
ing values (Merton, 1971:801).

Nor are public definitions sound guides to the
magnitude of social problems. . . . Influential
publics, moreover, have little if any basis on
which to compare the relative seriousness—
extent and effects—of problems . . . . This
definition of social problems explores certain
absurdities. Public recognition is in nearly all re-
spects a bad basis for collective judgment . . . .
In spite of these difficulties, the definition
stands: A social problem is a condition that has
been defined by significant groups as a devia-
tion from some social standard, or breakdown of
social organization (Dentler, 1971: 14-15).

Despite these admissions of “distortions”
and “absurdities,” sociologists have continued

I would like to thank James J. Bosco, Paul A. Dorsey, Charles B. Keely, Bernard N. Meltzer, and Stanley S. Robin for their helpful criticisms

and suggestions.
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The Sociology of Social Problems

to use popular values as the only criteria of so-
cial problems. Considerations of the severity or
magnitude of social problems are restricted to
the numbers of concerned citizens or to the
intensity of their feelings (Tallman and McGee,
1971:42). . . .

THE IDENTIFICATION OF

SOCIAL PROBLEMS

For present purposes, social problems are
defined as “those social conditions, identified
by scientific inquiry and values as detrimental
to the well-being of human societies” (Manis,
1974). Four perspectives or viewpoints appear
useful in determining and specifying such con-
ditions. These are: (1) public conceptions; (2)
the views of appropriate professionals; (3) soci-
ological knowledge; (4) the norms and values
of science. The order in which the categories
are presented is based upon their increasing
importance as criteria for identifying social
problems. Consistent application of these crite-
ria can help to reduce or eliminate the anoma-
lies arising from current definitions of social
problems.

Public conceptions. A basic source of in-
formation concerning social problems is the
opinions and attitudes of the members of a
group or society. This information is necessary
for understanding social behavior. As Blumer
(1971:301) points out, “the process of collec-
tive definition determines the career and fate of
social problems, from the initial point of their
appearance to whatever may be the terminal
point in their course.” Though most textbooks
accept “collective definition” as the essence of
social problems, they do not disclose any evi-
dence for the choice of their topics.

The content of the sociological literature—
crime, divorce, alcoholism, etc.—appearsto be
congruent with the views of the populace.
However, the justification for their inclusion or
for the assessment of their assumed seriousness
is not revealed to the reader. The absence of
such data is a major deficiency in our knowl-
edge. . . .

Public conceptions of deviance, and of so-
cial problems generally, are necessary but insuf-
ficient knowledge. Certainly, we need to know

what a society abhors and why it does so. We also
need to know the consequences of these con-
ceptions. Accepting social values as criteria of
“harmful people” or “undesirable conditions”
lends an aura of scientific respectability to be-
liefs which may be based on ignorance or preju-
dice. Accepting these values as the ultimate
criteria of social problems is a specious justifica-
tion for claims of value-neutrality.

Professional expertise. At times, public
opinion differs substantially from the views of
experts. A current example is the widespread
antagonism to users of marihuana. The public
position seems to be based upon many erro-
neous beliefs: that it is addictive; that it is debili-
tating; that it invariably leads to other addictions;
that users are sexually depraved. The differing
views of physicians, psychiatrists, and sociolo-
gists apparently have not greatly altered its pop-
ular image.

According to current definitions, marihuana
is a social problem since it is contrary to social
values. Presumably it is a serious problem if
many people are strongly opposed to its usage.
The views of trained experts are considered rel-
evant because of their disagreement with the
public, not for their technical knowledge. Soci-
ologists may agree with the professional defini-
tion—but the public definition is the usual
standard for identifying social problems.

There are, of course, many experts; and they
are not always in agreement. But in agreement or
not, their professional training and intimate con-
tact with conditions viewed by the public as
undesirable can provide needed correctives. So-
ciologists do question the medical perspective of
psychiatry. Should they not also raise questions
about the category of “crazy people”? The latter
conception helps to explain the responses of so-
ciety to those so identified and the effects of
these labels. It is less helpful in the search for
social causation and consequences.

Sociologists draw upon the data of other
experts and disciplines in their analyses of
mental disorder, drop-outs, divorce, and riots.
This expertise receives special weight in the
analyses but not in the definition of social prob-
lems. To be consistent with current definitions,
the seriousness of social problems should be
based not on the weight of technical data but
the extent of popular concern.




To propose that the expert’s interpretation
be included in defining and assessing social
problems is not a claim for their absolute cor-
rectness. It is only a means for incorporating
more technical knowledge into our inquiries.
Such knowledge can help to recognize trivial or
spurious social problems as well as to identify
serious ones.

Sociological knowledge. Although social
problems are defined in terms of public concep-
tions, values, and controversies, sociologists do
not ignore the causes and the consequences of
the “undesirable conditions.” Indeed, Blumer
(1971:300) has contended that sociologists have
concentrated on the latter and have “conspic-
uously failed . . ., to study the process by which
a society comes to recognize its social prob-
lems.” What sociologists actually do is different
from what they say about social problems.

The discrepancy stems, I believe, from the
unwillingness of researchers to accept the im-
plications of the accepted definition. If the pub-
lic views busing, atheism, subversives, women’s
liberation, and radical professors as major social
problems, will the textbook writers allocate
substantial sections to these topics? If not, why
not? A reasonable conjecture is that their knowl-
edge and values are the implicit criteria.

To understand social behavior, we must
explore public beliefs and values. Collective
behavior is guided by social perceptions. To
adopt these perceptions of social realities,
however, is to equate common sense with ana-
lytic sociology (Schutz, 1963; Manis, 1972). Un-
derstanding of everyday knowledge is needed
by sociology; understanding does not require
its endorsement. . . .

The values of science. A major justifi-
cation for the accepted definitions of social
problems is the presumed value-neutrality of
science. A scientific sociology must avoid any
appearance of bias derived from personal val-
ues. The aim is laudable. The accepted solu-
tion—adopting popular values as the standards
for identifying social problems—is a substitu-
tion of values, not their elimination. The out-
come is an illusory value-neutrality.

Values are an integral aspect of the socio-
logical enterprise. . . .

That science is a social institution with
distinctive norms and values can hardly be

Assessing the Seriousness of Social Problems

questioned. Among the accepted values are: the
search for knowledge, the empirical testing of
belief, the provisional standing of accepted
viewpoints, the freedom of critics to dissent and
propose new interpretations, and the dissemina-
tion of knowledge (Merton, 1967; Kaplan,
1964). The socialization of would-be scientists
includes the inculcation of these values.

Scientists seldom discuss, since they take
for granted, certain underlying values. In totali-
tarian states, protection of life, safety, subsis-
tence, and freedom of inquiry for the scientist
may be uncertain. The institution of science de-
pends upon societal tolerance and support. Ob-
viously, science cannot exist without society
and functioning scientists. Is it less obvious to
contend that science must value an open, sup-
portive society?

A current value-controversy among scien-
tists concerns the social responsibility of sci-
ence. To take an extreme illustration, does the
nuclear scientist have the obligation to test a
fission hypothesis which will set off a continu-
ous, endless, chain reaction (Z-bomb?)? Tradi-
tionally, scientists have contended that science
can only describe “what is, not should be.” Con-
temporary science is not limited to this role of
passive observation. The rapid tempo of dis-
covery and, particularly, the creation of new
phenomena—synthetic atoms, plastics, nylon,
etc.—reflect the intentional innovations which
have helped to transform the world around us.
These creations have blurred the lines between
basic and applied science as well as between
science and technology.

The thesis here is that the knowledge and
the values of science can provide sociology with
needed guidelines for appraising social phe-
nomena. Certainly, scientists neither possess all
of the needed knowledge nor agree upon scien-
tific values. Nevertheless, existing knowledge
and values are more uniform, more rational, and
more fruitful criteria than the divergent beliefs
and values of any given society. . . .

To say that science is guided by values is
not to deny its efforts at objectivity. All knowl-
edge is subjective, a product of mental activity.
Scientific knowledge, however, is guided by
norms of conceptual clarification, descriptive
accuracy, and theoretical understanding. In cur-
rent definitions of social problems, “subjective”
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knowledge refers to personal and group beliefs
whatever their source may be. Studying these
beliefs is needed to help account for individual
and collective behavior; it is insufficient for ex-
plaining the nature, the causes, and the conse-
quences of specific social problems.

Proposing the use of scientific criteria to
assess the existence or the severity of social
problems need not imply absolutism. Specify-
ing their criteria does not require the crowning
of scientists. The concepts, hypotheses, theo-
ries, and values of science are open to continu-
ing criticism, revision, or rejection on the basis
of rational judgments and knowledge. No impli-
cation that science be empowered to coerce so-
ciety to accept its conclusions is intended. All
that is suggested here is to permit the knowl-
edge and values of science to identify and to
assess conditions deemed harmful to science
and to society.

To summarize, scientific knowledge and
values are proposed as criteria for identifying
socially harmful conditions. These criteria can
help to distinguish spurious from genuine so-
cial problems. We also need to consider ways of
differentiating minor or trivial social problems
from major or serious ones. By seriousness is
meant the primacy, the magnitude, and the
severity of social problems.

THE PRIMACY OF

SOCIAL PROBLEMS

An examination of the interrelationships
among social problems provides one way of as-
sessing their importance. To illustrate, let us
consider the hypothesis that poverty is associ-
ated with higher rates of malnutrition, mortality,
desertion, delinquency, drop-outs, addiction,
and mental disorder. Although sociologists are
cautious about attributing causality in statistical
relationships, the temporal priority of poverty to
many of the other variables suggests its consid-
eration as an independent variable. Viewing
poverty as an antecedent to many other social
problems is a basis for appraising its importance
of primacy.

Social problems which produce or exacer-
bate other social problems are more serious or
critical to society than those which have less

effects. On such grounds, Perrucci and Pilisuk
(1971:xix) refer to “central” or “underlying” so-
cial problems as distinguished from the
“peripheral” ones produced by the former. De-
spite the brevity of their discussion, it is evident
that they consider cause-effect relationships as
their basic criterion.

For my purposes, the term “primary social
problems” will be used to refer to these influen-
tial conditions. The search for independent or
causal social problems may imply an endless,
circuitous task, since society is a complex sys-
tem. This difficulty, however, applies to any
investigation of causality. Still, there are estab-
lished ways for reducing the possibility of error
and the level of difficulty. Temporal priority,
statistical  association, and control of related
variables are commonly accepted standards for
causal analysis.

By influence, we refer not only to the degree
of relationship between two variables but also to
the relationships between a variable and a num-
ber of others. A social problem that directly or
indirectly causes or increases many other social
problems can be considered more influential
than its consequences. Designating the former as
a primary social problem differentiates it from
secondary or tertiary ones. Although finer grada-
tions may appear desirable, limiting the cate-
gories facilitates their clarification.

A more specific definition can be proposed
at this point. Préimary social problems are in-
fluential social conditions which bhave multi-
Dple detrimental consequences for society. For
example, we may predict that a conventional
war will result in higher death rates, waste of
human and other resources, increases in family
disorganization, disruption of careers, and neg-
lected solutions to other undesirable condi-
tions. Racism seems conducive to separatism,
conflict, individual alienation, etc. On the basis
of their multiplicative influences, war and
racism can be viewed as primary social prob-
lems; their socially harmful effects may be de-
fined as secondary or tertiary problems. . . .

In the absence of detailed, accurate, and
precise knowledge, the proposed distinctions
between specific primary and secondary or ter-
tiary social problems remain as hypotheses
rather than established conclusions. Even so,
they are preferable to such criteria as numbers




