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As authors of a social problems text, our conundrum is that the conditions we
choose to analyze may change dramatically before the ink is even dry on the
printed page. No less significant, of course, are the social changes that occur
between editions of such a text. At the end of the day, we simply do our best
and rely on able instructors in the classroom to append, revise, and correct our
omissions, oversights, and miscalculated predictions. Often these instructors
share their teaching experiences with authors, and in preparing this fourth edi-
tion, we were the fortunate recipients of the expertise and advice of colleagues
who have used or reviewed previous editions of this text. Many of the changes
found on the pages that follow reflect their advice.

This by no means absolves us from responsibility for the current contents
of the book. Ultimately, the decisions regarding what to include as well as how
to discuss it rest with the authors. What is new in this fourth edition of Social
Problems? Space permits us to highlight only a few of the most important
changes here. Chapter 1 has been rewritten to incorporate more diverse so-
ciological perspectives of social problems and to more accurately reflect the
historical development of sociology in Europe and the United States. The
presentation has also been simplified considerably to make it more compre-
hensible to students who are likely to have little or no background in sociol-
ogy, or even the social sciences. Chapter 2 combines an analysis of economic
and political problems, which in previous editions were presented in separate
chapters. This allows for an emphasis on the interplay between economics and
politics, but again, the presentation has been simplified, particularly with re-
gard to the discussion of economic indicators. Chapters 5 and 6 have been
rewritten to provide more thorough coverage of issues related to sexuality, sex-
ual orientation, and diversity in intimate relationships. The chapter on crime
and the criminal justice system has been expanded into two chapters in this
edition, reflecting instructors” and students’ growing concern about the crime
problem and our society’s responses to it. Chapter 10 covers theories of crime
and provides an expanded discussion of violent crime and the drugs—crime re-
lationship. Chapter 11 discusses criminal justice systems. All chapters have
been thoroughly updated.

Despite these and many other changes, significant features that appeared
in previous editions of the book have been retained in this edition. Specifically,
we continue to emphasize the importance of equipping students with usable
knowledge about the social problems they encounter in their everyday lives and
that they may expect to confront in the future as workers and as citizens. Al-
though our emphasis continues to be on institutional crises rather than indi-
vidual deviance, considerable attention has been given to the human side of
social problems—our role as social beings acting individually and collectively
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Preface

to generate as well as remedy social problems. We encourage our readers to
link the “public issues” with their “private troubles,” remaining true to the
adage, “The personal is political.” Moreover, we have held fast to our goal of
assisting students in broadening their views of the social world. We want them
to see themselves as responsible members of a world community, not just as
citizens of a single country. Consequently, the emphasis on the global nature
of social problems that characterized previous editions of the book also in-
forms this edition. Finally, although considerably more attention has been
given to diverse theoretical perspectives, the critical or conflict perspective
continues to be prominent throughout our discussions.

A number of new pedagogical aids are available with this edition. Within
the text, each chapter concludes with a summary enumerating the major
points. There is also a list of key terms with their definitions, as well as sev-
eral suggested readings. Throughout each chapter, the key terms are high-
lighted by bold print so that students may study them in the context in which
they were introduced. A complete glossary now appears at the end of the book.
“Solving Social Problems through Social Action” boxes, a special feature in
previous editions, have been revised and updated; these boxes received an
overwhelmingly positive response because of their focus on specific individu-
als and organizations that are working hard to solve some of society’s most dif-
ficult problems. Each chapter also contains an “International Connections”
box as well as “Insights” boxes, the former reinforcing the theme of global in-
terconnectedness and the latter highlighting a cogent issue.

Allyn and Bacon offers an extensive supplements package to accompany
this text. A study guide, which reviews the text material and provides sample
test questions, has been prepared for students. The exercises that appear at the
end of each chapter in the text are coordinated with the segments that appear
on the accompanying CNN video. The Instructor’s Manual provides chapter
summaries, classroom activities, and film suggestions, and includes a guide to
the CNN video that will aid instructors in the use of the CNN Video Exercises
at the end of each chapter. The Test Bank is available in a new and improved
computerized format, ESATEST III for IBM (DOS and Windows) and Macin-
tosh; ESATEST also includes a GRADEBOOK disk that allows instructors to
track students’ grades. The Washington Post reader continues to be available
as a supplement. Finally, another helpful element of the Supplements Package
is a set of overhead transparency masters. These utilize charts and figures from
the text as well as new graphic material that can be presented on overheads in
the classroom, thus visually augmenting instructors' lectures and facilitating
student's access to relevant data. The transparency masters are also available
on computer disk, in Microsoft Powerpoint presentation software.

We wish to thank the reviewers who have been involved in the process
of revising this text; their invaluable suggestions have been incorporated into
the revision wherever possible: Lee D. Millar Bidwell, Longwood College;
William Burger, Longwood College; Roland Chilton, University of Massa-
chusetts at Amherst; Patrick Donnelly, University of Dayton; Daniel T. Gal-
lego, Weber State University; John Hamlin, University of Minnesota, Duluth;
Hart M. Nelsen, Penn State University; James E. Payne, St. Edward’s Uni-



versity; Anne R. Peterson, Columbus State Community College; and John R.
Stratton, University of lowa.

Obviously, a good deal of hard work went into the making of this book,
and we wish we could claim all the credit for it. However, in addition to the
feedback from reviewers, we also received invaluable assistance from the staff
at Allyn and Bacon. Several people, though, merit special thanks. Our sincere
gratitude goes first to our editor, Karen Hanson, whose enthusiasm and energy
about this project were, fortunately, contagious. We were also blessed with the
skills of developmental editor, Judy Fifer. Susan Mclntyre, Senior Production
Administrator, worked tirelessly behind the scenes to ensure that all the details
of the production process were complete. We owe her a large debt of grati-
tude. To Kathy Smith, who saw this book, like so many others we have writ-
ten, through production with incredible patience and good humor, we again
are grateful. Finally, there are those who don't actually work on the book, but
nevertheless have to live with it. To our sons, Sean and Aidan, to whom we
dedicate this book, our unending thanks for your patience.
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xt we will introduce you to a sociological analysis of social problems.
tement, though hardly surprising given the titles of the book and the
which you have enrolled, nevertheless begs several important ques-
ecifically, what is a social problem? What is sociology, for that mat-
how do sociologists study and explain social problems? Our primary
task in this first chapter, therefore, is to answer each of these questions. Let’s
consider them in turn.

s a Social Provlemt

What counts as a social problem? After all, there is a wide variety of condi-
tions and phenomena that might be considered problematic by some obser-
vers, but not all are defined as social problems. When does a problem become
a social problem? To begin to address these questions, it is helpful to con-
sider a distinction drawn more than three decades ago by the sociologist
C. Wright Mills (1959). In identifying social problems, Mills maintained, one
must distinguish public issues from personal troubles. In the summer of 1994,
for example, the public’s attention was riveted on the investigation of the mur-
der of Nicole Brown Simpson, allegedly committed by her former husband,
0. J. Simpson. In media reports of the case, Nicole Simpson was described re-
peatedly as a battered wife. Spouse abuse and other forms of domestic violence
historically have been considered private family problems (see Chapter 6). It
was widely believed that only a very small number of women were ever beaten
by their intimate partners. If such a problem occurs so rarely, it is easy to at-
tribute it to some personal fault or pathology in the perpetrator, the victim, or
both. In fact, like much of the general public and even many help providers,
battered women themselves believed that they were the only ones who were
experiencing this problem and that there must be something wrong with them.
Wife battering, in other words, was thought to be a personal trouble of a few
“abnormal” couples. During the Simpson investigation, however, the media
began to report research findings showing that, even by conservative esti-
mates, between two million and six million women are abused each year by
their partners. Battering is so prevalent that it is the most frequent cause of in-
jury to women in the United States (U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Jus-
tice Statistics, 1994; see also Chapter 6).

When a problem of such magnitude occurs, it is no longer a private mat-
ter, but rather a public issue. It also becomes more difficult to attribute its
causes to the personal defects of a few individuals. Instead, its causes are more
systemic, and this requires us to examine how personal experiences are influ-
enced and shaped by social factors that are endemic to the society in which we
live. For instance, in the case of wife battering, rather than asking, “What’s
wrong with those men who batter?” or “What’s wrong with those women who
get battered?” we might ask instead, “How do our society’s norms regarding
masculinity and femininity and those regulating gender relations contribute to
a high rate of wife abuse?” and “Does the differential power accorded men and
women in our society contribute to wife abuse?”



7716 trial of O.]. Simpson for the murder of his wife, Nicole
Brown Simpson, raised awareness of the widespread incidence of
domestic violence, transforming partner abuse from a private
trouble to a public issue.

We will discuss the problem of domestic violence at length in Chapter 6.
For now, however, let’s use Mills’s distinction and our understanding of it from
the example to construct a working definition of a social problem. A social
problem is a condition caused by factors endemic to a particular society that
systematically disadvantages or harms a specific segment or a significant num-
ber of the society’s population.

Of course, textbook definitions rarely capture the richness and complex-
ity of the phenomena they seek to define, and ours is no exception. Some read-
ers might argue, in fact, that our definition raises more questions than it
answers. First, we are confronted with the question of what constitutes a sig-
nificant number of the population. Moreover, one might ask whether the opin-
ion of each member of a society, or even of a specific community within a
society, carries equal weight. Might not some issues get more attention because
powerful or influential individuals or groups label them “important”?

We may be tempted to respond to the first question that a situation should
be studied as a social problem only if a majority of a society’s members define
it as such. One drawback of this approach, though, is that the majority’s opin-
ion may be inaccurate or may even be part of the problem. Jerome Manis
(1974) provides a historical example that illustrates the dangers inherent in
simply accepting majority opinion. In the mid-1800s the U.S. Congress passed
the Indian Removal Act, a federal law that dispossessed Native Americans of
their land and forced the relocation of Eastern tribes to the West. As part of
this relocation, thousands of Cherokees were forced to march from the south-
eastern states to Oklahoma. About 4,000 Cherokees died during the march,
known as the “Trail of Tears” (see Chapter 4). Although some white people

What Is a Social Problem?
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Chapter One

Studying Social Problems

opposed this policy, the majority supported it because they viewed Native
Americans as a social problem. As we will learn in Chapter 4, the majority of
white citizens in the United States continue to conceptualize race relations in
terms of the “problems” people of color pose for whites, rather than in terms
of how the privileged status conferred by whiteness produces racial injustices
(Frankenberg, 1993; West, 1993). In short, majority opinion may be wrong,
or it may serve to grossly distort the situation in question. Consequently, in
identifying social problems, sociologists need to critically analyze majority
opinion rather than accept it or reject it outright.

Our caution in using majority opinion to identify or gauge the significance
of social problems should not be taken to mean that we devalue people’s self-
assessments of their life circumstances. Rather, we wish to emphasize that one’s
social location in a particular society—that is, the combination of one’s social
class, race, sex, age, and sexual orientation—influences one’s experiences and
opportunities, as well as one’s definition of a situation as desirable or prob-
lematic. In other words, “there is a link between where one stands in society
and what one perceives” (Frankenberg, 1993:8). In considering an assessment
of a condition as a social problem, therefore, we must take into account
whether the evaluation is coming from the vantage point of dominance or mar-
ginality in the society. As a number of writers have noted, people who have
been marginalized or excluded, who have been rendered “outsiders” or “the
Other,” can often see and understand with the greatest clarity the problematic
nature of a specific situation (Frankenberg, 1993; West, 1993; Collins, 1986).
Indeed, as we will learn throughout this text, social problems are reproduced
and perpetuated through routine, everyday practices that often seem “normal,”
at least to those in positions of dominance or privilege in society (Essed, 1991).
It is those who are excluded or marginalized—that is, who feel the effects of
these practices—who are most likely to identify them as problems.

Unfortunately, the voices of the marginalized frequently go unheard in the
process of defining specific conditions as social problems. Returning to one of
our previous questions, not everyone’s opinion carries equal weight. One’s
social location influences not only one’s perceptions of conditions as prob-
lematic, but also one’s ability to get others—such as policy makers and sociol-
ogists—to take notice of and respond to one’s concerns. The marginalized and
disadvantaged have little power. Those with greater power—in the form of
money, prestige, political clout, or organizational efficiency—typically are
more effective in drawing attention to their concerns, particularly the attention
of those with the authority and resources to respond (Spector and Kitsuse,
1974). This is true not only with respect to labeling a condition a social prob-
lem, but also in terms of how the problem is subsequently framed. In framing
a social problem, we use particular terms or language to describe it. Gusfield
(1989:435) points out, for example, that government subsidies to ailing in-
dustries are not called “aid to dependent factories,” nor are economic reces-
sions described as the problems of sick business people. Yet financial aid to
the poor is called welfare, a label that connotes personal deficiencies in those
who receive assistance. “Differing language frames mean differing assessments
and evaluations” (Gusfield, 1989:435). This, in turn, as we will see through-
out this text, has important implications for the strategies that are advocated
for solving specific social problems.



Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems J

The question of solving social problems raises a third concern about the
definition we have offered. That is, in attributing the causes of social problems
to social or systemic factors, we must be careful not to fall into the trap of
structural determinism. Structural determinism involves talking about “soci-
ety” or “social structure” as if they were entities that are separate from the peo-
ple they comprise. This produces the illusion that “Society” is something over
which we have no control. However, as we have already noted, social prob-
lems are reproduced and perpetuated through the everyday activities of a so-
ciety’s members and their interactions. Although we are born into a particular
social structure and our social location within that structure places constraints
on us, we nevertheless can act on this structure and change it. It is people who
create societies and people who give meaning to social life. We must be care-
ful, then, not to abdicate our responsibility for social problems by claiming that
“society makes us do it.” We are society.

We have no pat solutions to the difficulties inherent in our definition of a
social problem. Our goal in offering a definition is simply to provide a start-
ing point for a sociological analysis of social problems. Clearly, there are a
number of factors that affect whether a particular situation is identified offi-
cially as a social problem as well as how the problem is framed. The next ques-
tion that we must address is: How have sociologists framed social problems?
To answer this question, we need some understanding of what sociology is and
how it began.

What Is Sociology?

Sociology is the scientific study of human societies. We have already stated
that societies are composed of people or, more specifically, social actors. In
studying societies, sociologists study human behavior: the collective interac-
tions of social actors within a particular social structure and the collective
meanings that these actors give to their interactions with one another. Notice
the repeated use of the word collective here. Unlike psychologists, sociologists
do not focus on individuals and their mental or emotional states; our concern
is not with internal motivations for behavior. Rather, the basic unit of analysis
for the sociologist is the social group. Sociologists study how factors external
to individuals give rise to particular behaviors or situations and how social ac-
tors collectively interpret these behaviors and situations.

Let’s return for a moment to the example that we discussed at the opening
of this chapter: the Simpson murder investigation. In considering this case, a
psychologist would likely focus on the state of mind of the alleged murderer, his
particular personality traits, and events in his background that might have mo-
tivated him to commit the crime. In contrast, a sociologist considering this case
would place the individuals involved in the context of their social locations, that



