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Preface

Everyday life is often said to be the laboratory for sociology.
This is certainly so, but it takes some direction to see the soci-
ology around us. That is the goal of this book—to show begin-
ning students that sociology can distinctly illuminate public
issues. News reports of these issues rarely mention sociology,
but there is conspicuous sociology in the news. Indeed, most
public issues directly interest sociologists, and just as they
draw our professional attention, public issues can prompt stu-
dent interest in sociological thinking.

The subject matter of our introductory courses includes
much that is familiar to students—crime, the family, politics,
religion, and organizations. This familiarity, however, is both
a blessing and an obstacle to our efforts as teachers. We can
refer to the social world and assume that there is common
understanding and interest. Yet students are often so “close”
to the subjects of our discussions that they may not recognize
their sociological importance or question their own precon-
ceptions. As sociology instructors, then, we need to draw on
students’ natural curiosity and help them understand their
world in a distinctive way.

We hope this book will stimulate in students what C. Wright
Mills called a “sociological imagination”—that is, an ability to
see private troubles as public issues and public issues as private
concerns. By applying sociological analysis to familiar public
issues, we want to show students that a sociological imagina-
tion can be valuable, both personally and intellectually. As
students engage these issues, we hope that the principles of
sociology will become more clear and exciting.

We have often begun and concluded our own introductory
sociology courses by telling students to examine newspapers
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and magazines for illustrations of sociological principles. We have told
them that the course was a “success” if they could interpret these news
accounts in a new, more penetrating light. But rather than simply urging
students to read about their world in a sociological perspective, we are
now convinced that it is useful to do it with them. We hope that our
examples can help them to develop their own interests and abilities.

In every case, for every issue examined, we reach conclusions. We
have tried to balance our presentation with all “sides” of an argument.
At the same time, we argue that certain sociological interpretations are
better than others. We evaluate. We condemn. We praise. We do so
because informed sociologists have opinions. Sociology can rarely lay
claim to undisputed “truth,” but sociologists should not refrain from
expressing an informed opinion. That is our intellectual responsibility.

Students should realize that sociology has the potential to inform
debates, but that it cannot remove all ambiguities. Disagree with us! We
hope that our interpretations will challenge you and your students’
thinking.

Are we biased? Yes, of course. Issues are not inherently interesting or
important. What we decided to write about reflects our value judg-
ments—our biases—about what is interesting and what is important.
And on the matters we do discuss, we have personal views (sometimes
very different) on what should be done. We are aware that these personal
preferences may influence our judgments. No one is immune from these
influences. We consciously strive, however, to distinguish empirical from
normative statements—that is, statements of “what is” from statements
of what “should be.” We expect that people of every ideological persua-
sion will agree with many of our empirical sociological analyses while
disagreeing with others. These essays are not intended to advance a
particular political agenda.

Public issues are ideal for teaching sociological principles because they
are both complex and intriguing. We have chosen some topics because
they are particularly contentious, others because they dramatically allow
us to develop sociological principles or theories. All topics, however,
address important social issues. Reasonable people disagree about them.
A sociological analysis may resolve some of that disagreement or, at least,
clarify the reasons for disagreement.

The title of this book, The Sociology of Public Issues, calls for some
explanation. A public issue is a matter of public concern, political debate,
or widespread public interest. For our purposes, a precise definition is
not needed, and we do not need to explain how some matters become
defined as “issues.” We simply looked at the news media to see what
commands public attention—matters that should be familiar and inter-
esting to students. The full importance of some issues, however, may not
be readily apparent to students until they examine them sociologically.
And that is one motivation for writing this book.
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There is another reason we wanted to write this book. We are both
sociologists who trained in the early 1970s. Both of us entered sociology
because it promised a rewarding opportunity to study the problems of
our society. For us, sociology largely means an analysis of contemporary
society. In the issues of the day, we believe, lies the attraction of sociology
for students. Students should be able to use sociology to understand their
contemporary world, something not typically emphasized by sociology
textbooks.

Finally, as teachers of introductory sociology courses, we need a book
like this one. We use introductory textbooks and expect to continue using
them, although we want to add depth and make their content more alive
by intensively engaging only a few topics. Our book, then, is primarily
intended as a supplement to the textbooks that most instructors use. It
elaborates central topics in standard texts and applies general principles
to current concerns. The Sociology of Public Issues may also be used as a
primary source in an introductory course. It does not presuppose a
background in sociology, and we provide short explanations of key con-
cepts that may be unfamiliar to students. In any case, we hope to stimu-
late discussion, questions, and argument by using familiar issues.

After reviewing the leading textbooks, we selected issues that closely
related to the concerns and organization of those books. Thus, each
chapter of this book complements a chapter in a larger text. We have
omitted certain topics as unnecessary or unworkable, but have included
chapters for all topics that we view as the core substance of most intro-
ductory sociology textbooks.

We have purposefully avoided elaborate references and footnoting
because we want these chapters to be read as short essays. Where statis-
tics are necessary, we use them and provide source references. Assertions
and arguments that are commonly accepted within the discipline, how-
ever, generally are not referenced. The decision to write this way reflects
our intentions about how to use this book. Students should read the
relevant chapter in their main textbook before reading our essay. That
text will provide a larger analytical context and needed citations.

We view sociology as an exciting way to examine and understand the
social world. We hope these essays will convey the excitement that we, as
sociologists, experience when we read the newspaper, listen to the eve-
ning news, or deal with our fellow citizens.
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CHAPTER 1

Methods

Sociological Research and
Public Issues

Ile audience for sociological research routinely extends
beyond the academic world. This research affects how the
larger public thinks about issues and even what it considers to
be an issue.

How many homeless are there? What are their backgrounds and
their outlooks? Journalistic accounts feature not only gripping
stories of individuals, but also reports of systematic attempts
to count the homeless population, to detail their problems
(for example, the percentage with drug or alcohol depen-
dency), and to measure the effectiveness of programs to assist
them. The widespread expectation that scientific evidence
should inform public discussions is underscored by the fact
that journalists emphasize the need for more good research
on the homeless.

Do early education programs such as Head Start improve the
academic performances of disadvantaged children? Of course, that
is the hope. But policy makers and the citizens who pay for
the programs want “proof,” seeking it in statistical studies that
compare the academic achievement of students who went
through the program with those who did not (but who were
otherwise similar in background).

Researchers present their findings before governmental
committees, legislators cite these studies in position papers,
and the popular media summarize the results for common
consumption.

Do Americans favor affirmative action programs to improve
opportunities for blacks and other minorities?
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Statistics can both inform and distort discussions of
public issues. Some analyses are demonstrably better
than others, however, because they are based on sound
research procedures. Your aim should be to evaluate
carefully and accept what meets rigorous
methodological standards.
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Assessment of public opinion, which is a key force in our democratic
system, is not left to the intuition or the guesses of presumed experts
(“As a fellow I know said, . . .”). On affirmative action and virtually all
public concerns, the media present the results of sample surveys (“x% of
Americans think . . .”), which scientifically measure our collective mood.
And, of course, no group is more attentive to these results than
politicians. To some extent, public opinion polls have become modern-
day substitutes for town meetings.

In short, discussion of public issues rarely proceeds without some
reference to social science research. At the same time, however, this
research itself has become an issue, especially when it attempts to
quantify what goes on in social life.

There is good reason for skepticism. Informed citizens can diligently
follow an issue and read totally opposite but “scientific” conclusions. And
it’s only a small jump to the conclusion, “People can ‘prove’ whatever
they want to.” This hardly suggests that social science has much to offer.
With this attitude, people can justify holding on to their unexamined
opinions: “Your opinion is no better than mine just because you cite
some statistics.”

To the contrary, we argue that people can say almost whatever they
want with a “scientific” gloss. And they often do. Some judgments,
however, are demonstrably better than others because they are based on
sound research procedures. Research can be systematically evaluated
and valuably inform us about public issues.

In the short space of this chapter, we have no pretensions of
presenting a minicourse in research methods, but we can raise some
basic questions that may help you become a better consumer of much
sociological research.

We look first at the critical matter of defining terms in measurable
ways—that is, “Who Counts What.” Then, because public opinion polls
are so prominent, we focus on two concerns that pertain directly to
evaluating their meaning: “Who Is Asked” and “What Is Asked.”

Who Counts What?

A few years ago, one could not eat breakfast cereal without literally
coming face-to-face with a burning social issue: On milk cartons were
pictures of missing children. By printing such photographs and “hot-
line” numbers, milk producers had joined a national crusade against
child abductions.

Americans seemed to be in an epidemic of fear. School and law-
enforcement officials recommended that parents create identification
files for their children with photographs, dental records, and finger-



