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PREFACE

This book is a dramatic revision of Social Prob-
lems, compiled and edited by Rodney Stark, and
published by Random House in 1975. Although
most of the text has been rewritten, I chose to work
within the confines of the original text for several
reasons. For one thing, Stark had used a format for
organizing each chapter that was not only popular
and extremely useful, but also similar to one thatI
had developed in sociological theory.! This format
uses “levels of reality” to analyze the sources of
each of the social problems discussed in the book.
Although I have simplified the original schema by
reducing it from five levels to three (individual,
social psychological, and sociological), the basic
pattern for analyzing the sources of social problems
remains the same as the one used in the previous
edition. In addition, I was comfortable with, and
continue to employ in this edition, the basic struc-
ture devised for each of the chapters analyzing a
social problem. That format involves dividing each
chapter into three parts. Part One deals with a de-
scription of the problem. Part Two analyzes the
sources of the problem using the levels of reality
outlined above. Part Three analyzes a variety of
responses to the problem under discussion.
Another attraction of the original text is that
while Stark developed and defined the basic format,
each chapter was written by an expert in the prob-
lem being analyzed. The result was that the sub-
stantive content of each chapter was of a much
higher quality than is usually found in social prob-
lems texts. Coherence and continuity in the text
was provided by the fact that each author wrote
his/her chapter in accord with the structure devel-
oped by Stark. The distinguished set of authors
associated with the original edition included Ron-
ald L. Akers, Robert C. Atchley, James E. Blackwell,
Katharine Briar, Scott Briar, Archie Brodsky, How-

1George Ritzer, Toward an Integrated Sociological
Paradigm: The Search for an Exemplar and an Image of
the Subject Matter (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1981); Socio-
logical Theory (New York: Random House, 1983).

ard S. Erlanger, Michael J. Hindelang, William Korn-
blum, Stanton Peele, Lynne Roberts, Rodney Stark,
Marijean Suelzle, R. Jay Turner, and Rita Roffers
Weisbrod.

Thus, I felt that in the original edition I had a
book that I was comfortable revising because of its
basic structure and one that was well worth revising
because of the high quality of its content. However,
the book was in need of substantial revision since it
was written a decade ago and much has changed
both in terms of social problems and the sociologi-
cal study of those problems. The fact is that aside
from the basic structure little remains from the
original text. Most chapters have been substan-
tially revised. Some chapters have been dropped.
New chapters have been added. In other words, out-
side of the basic structure, this is in most senses
an almost entirely new book, not a simple revision
of an earlier edition.

I have done most of the writing and rewriting of
this edition on my own. Following the pattern laid
down in the original edition, however, several ex-
perts were recruited to write new chapters or, in one
case, revise an existing chapter. The new chapters
are Urban Problems, written by Richard Krannich
of Utah State University; Problems in Health Care,
written by Peter Conrad of Brandeis University; and
Problems of the International Political Economy by
Robert J. Antonio and Patrick Ackard of the Univer-
sity of Kansas. In addition, I have written new
chapters on Family and Sexual Violence and Prob-
lems of the Economy and in the Workplace. Finally,
Jill Quadagno of the University of Kansas wrote an
almost total revision of the chapter on Aging and
Ageism. Thus, of the sixteen chapters in this book,
six are totally new chapters.

In many senses this is a collaborative effort
involving not only myself, but also Rodney Stark,
the authors of the chapters in the original text, the
authors of new (or dramatically revised) chapters in
this edition, as well as a slew of outside reviewers
brought in by Random House to review the original
edition and the components of this edition.
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iv Preface

Reviewers for the original edition by Rodney
Stark were John Clausen, Travis Hirschi, and Wil-
son Record of the University of Washington, James
McMillin of California State College at Bakersfield,
and Larry Frye of St. Petersburg Jr. College, Florida.
For this most recent edition there were both re-
viewers and consultants for individual chapters.
The consultants were: Paul M. Roman of Tulane
University, Norman Yetman of the University of
Kansas, Toby Parcel of the University of Iowa,
Riley Dunlap of Washington State University, James
Blackwell of the University of Massachusetts at
Boston, Erich Goode of SUNY at Stony Brook,
Alan J. Lizotte of Indiana University, Charles Well-
ford of the University of Maryland, William C.
Cockerham of the University of Illinois, Judith
Wittner of Loyola University of Chicago, Kenneth
Kammeyer of the University of Maryland, J. Ross
Eshleman of Wayne State University, Jim Robbins
of McGill University, Linda George of the Duke
University Medical Center, Neil A. Weiner of the
University of Pennsylvania, Scott Briar of the Uni-
versity of Washington, Arthur St. George of the
University of New Mexico, and Professor Stanton
Peele.

Reviewers for the second edition were: Ira M.
Wasserman of Eastern Michigan University, Pat-
rick M. Horan of the University of Georgia, James
Orcutt of Florida State University, Barbara Johnston
of North Hennepin Community College, Michael
Grimes of Louisiana State University, William Fei-
gelman of Nassau Community College, Robert
Lovely of Indiana University Northwest, Vern L.
Bengston of the University of Southern California,
Walter E. Clark of St. Louis Community College,
David L. Westby of Pennsylvania State University,
Christopher Hurn of the University of Massachu-
setts, Camille Miller of the University of Virginia,
Minta Littlejohn of Illinois Central College, Paul M.

Roman of Tulane University, Rosamund Robbert
of Western Michigan University, Joseph Schneider
of Drake University, Paul Montagna of Brooklyn
College, Paul Chalfant of Texas Tech, Kurt Tausky
of the University of Massachusetts, Ray Rist of
the Institute for Program Evaluation in Washing-
ton, DC., David P. Aday of the College of William
and Mary, Marvin Krohn of the University of Iowa,
Raymond Bradley of the University of Minnesota,
Larry Baron of the University of New Hampshire,
James E. Rosenbaum of Northwestern University,
Naomi Aronson of Northwestern University, Vicki
McNickle Rose of Southern Methodist University,
Irving Tallman of Washington State University,
Hilary Silver of Brown University, and Donald
Light of the College of Dentistry and Medicine of
New Jersey.

In the end, however, this edition is my responsi-
bility, as well as that of the new authors brought in
to help with it. Rodney Stark has not been involved
in this revision. The same is true of most of the
authors in the first edition chapters, although in
some cases they have served as reviewers for the
current edition. Special thanks must be given to
the people at Random House, especially Barry
Fetterolf for suggesting this project and Sylvia
Shepard for her enormous contributions as devel-
opmental editor for the book.

In many ways, this is a highly unusual text. The
way in which the original edition was put together
was innovative. This edition builds on those innova-
tions, as well as the many talents utilized in the
first edition. In addition, a number of new talents
and ideas have been brought to bear on the second
edition. The result, I believe, is a social problems
text that is unlike any of its competitors.

George Ritzer
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1

Social
Problems and
Social
Science

‘7‘7 e all know what social problems

are, right? There is no question in
our minds that the following are social
problems:

___Supermarkets are robbed.

__Joggers are mugged in early morning runs
through the park.

__Computer geniuses use their expertise to il-
legally transfer millions of dollars to their
own accounts.

__United States Senators and Representatives
take bribes from FBI agents posing as foreign
officials.

___Presidents of the United States try to cover
up illegal governmental activities.

___The city of Los Angeles chokes through a
fifth consecutive day of a smog alert.

__An epidemic of AIDS (Acquired Immune De-
ficiency Syndrome) sweeps through the
United States and panics its citizens.

__The unemployment rate approaches 20 per-
cent for the black population as a whole and
50 percent for black teenagers.

__The likelihood of nuclear war increases as
stockpiles of increasingly advanced nuclear
weapons grow.

__The elderly struggle to survive by foraging
through litter baskets.

__Achievement scores in public schools
plummet.

__Heroin addiction begins to become a major
problem not only in the lower classes, but in
all social classes.

___Family violence, in the form of battered
spouses, battered children, and incest vic-
tims, attracts greater public attention.

The list, of course, could go on and on,
but little would be gained by adding to it.
We all know that these are social problems,
but does that mean that we always know
what social problems are? Before answering

3



4 Analyzing Social Problems

this question you might be interested to
know that not too many years ago narcotics
abuse was not thought of as a social prob-
lem. During the late nineteenth century
many patent medicines for sale in this
country contained narcotics, and many
Americans were as dependent on drugs as
are today’s drug addicts. For a long time no
one considered this state of affairs a prob-
lem. Even after many people thought of
drug abuse as a problem, it was not yet a
social problem. It did not become one until
people who regarded drug abuse as harmful
began to organize and agitate that some-
thing be done about drug use. Beyond the
case of drug abuse, you might be surprised
by the following list of items that were not
considered, at least at some point in recent

s k-
M TOP AIDS/
ONEY FOR HEALTH CARE

OT FOR WARFARE
’Ak/c 7 F

f—
A new social problem, unknown prior to the 1980s, is Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome (AIDS). Here a gay organization seeks to mobilize people to urge the

government to divert funds from warfare to health care for AIDS victims. (Bettye
Lane/Photo Researchers)

history, to be social problems, or at least
potential sources of social problems:

__The creation of the atomic bomb.
__The invention of the automobile.

__The migration of massive numbers of people
to urban areas.

__The definition of a woman’s place as being in
the home. :

__Racial segregation.

__The use of cocaine in Coca-Cola.
_Cigarette smoking.
__Population growth.

__Being overweight.

—_Use of asbestos as a building material.



With the hindsight of history, as well as
recent scientific research, we now know
that all the items on this list either pro-
duced social problems or are considered
themselves to be social problems. To com-
plicate matters further, we even have con-
ditions that in the past were considered to
be social problems, but which are now less
and less likely to be viewed in this way.
The best examples of this are in the realm
of human sexuality. In the not too distant
past there was a strong consensus in Amer-
ican society that the following were social
problems: homosexuality, premarital sex,
extramarital sex, and abortion. Although
there is considerable variation in attitudes
toward each, it is clear at least that a signif-
icant proportion of the population no
longer regards these sexual issues as social
problems. At the same time, a new social
problem (AIDS), highly linked to human
sexuality (especially homosexuality), has
arisen in the 1980s. Thus, the question of
what phenomena are (or are not) social
problems is not as clearcut as it first ap-
pears. In order to be better able to answer
this question we need a definition of social
problems.

WHAT ARE SOCIAL PROBLEMS!?

We may define social problems as social
conditions of which a significant propor-
tion of the population is aware, defines as
social problems, and sees in need of reme-
dial collective action. These social condi-
tions have causes and consequences at the
individual, social-psychological, and/or so-
ciological levels.

1.  Social problems are social conditions.
By this, we mean simply that social prob-
lems involve a relatively large number of

Social Problems and Social Science 5

people, perhaps even society as a whole.
Conversely, purely personal problems are
not social problems.' An individual who

suffers losses because of bad investment de-

cisions is faced with a personal problem,
but an individual who loses money in the
stock market as a result of a stock market
crash resulting from an economic depres-
sion is confronted by a social problem. In
the case of a depression, the individual is
not alone, but is one of many suffering
from larger economic problems.

2. Social problems are caused by indi-
vidual, social-psychological, and/or socio-
logical factors. At the individual level,
physiological and psychological abnormal-
ities may cause people to become mentally
ill, drug addicts, or criminals. Such individ-
uals, especially taken together, cause social
problems for large numbers of people, as
well as for the society as a whole. At the so-
cial-psychological level we can say that
people learn certain kinds of behaviors (for
example, crime techniques, methods of
drug use) from others and that these
learned behaviors cause problems for the
larger society. Also at the social-psycholog-
ical level, it is possible to argue that groups
of people, rather than individuals, often
cause problems for society. In the area of
crime, for example, juvenile gangs and or-
ganized crime cause society considerable
difficulties.

Given the perspective of this book,
the most important causes of social prob-
lems are to be found at the sociological
level. Among other things, we can say that
the nature of the American economy causes
unemployment, the city causes many prob-
lems for those who live in it, and the sys-
tem of social stratification has adverse ef-
fects on those who are at the bottom of that
hierarchy.

Although we have discussed the indi-



6 Analyzing Social Problems

vidual, social-psychological, and sociologi-
cal causes of social problems separately in
this section, it is crucial that we understand
that in most cases they are all involved in
the causation of social problems. We need
to be constantly attuned to the ways in
which individual, social-psychological, and
sociological factors interrelate to cause so-
cial problems.

3.  Social problems have individual, so-
cial-psychological, and/or sociological
consequences. Social problems generally
have negative effects on individuals. It is
individuals who suffer from crime, over-
population, and ecological problems. Not
every individual suffers from every social
problem, but large numbers of individuals
are affected by the various social problems
discussed throughout this book. Social psy-
chologically, we can say that relationships
between and among people are adversely af-
fected by social problems. Thus, the array
of problems associated with city life forces
many people to be wary and suspicious of
each other. Similarly, the sexism and rac-
ism characteristic of our society affect the
way males and females and blacks and
whites relate to one another. As was true of
causes, the most important concern in this
book is the sociological consequences of so-
cial problems. We have in mind such issues
as the impact of ageism on the older popu-
lation, the effect of overpopulation on the
economic well-being of a society, and the
impact of high crime rates on the quality of
life in society as a whole.

4. A significant proportion of the popu-
lation must be aware of the problem. In
order for a social problem to exist, a large
portion of the population must be aware of
the existence of the condition. This means
that a social condition of which people are
not aware is not a social problem even if
that social condition has adverse individ-

ual, social-psychological, and sociological
consequences. The public awareness that a
problem exists is a necessary prerequisite
to the final component of our definition of
a social problem.

5. A social problem must be so defined
by a large portion of the population and
seen as a condition in need of remedial col-
lective action. It is only when a large num-
ber of people are aware of the existence of
a problem that they can define it as a social
problem. And, in our definition, a social
problem can only come into existence if it
is defined as such by large numbers of peo-
ple.” Thus, for example, cigarette smoking
has always caused people health problems,
but it did not become a social problem until
it was so defined by large numbers of peo-
ple. More recently, coffee drinking has
begun to be defined as a social problem be-
cause of a growing awareness of the link
between coffee drinking and various health
problems.’ To take one other recent exam-
ple, wife-beating has gone on for ages, but
is only now coming to be recognized as a
social problem.*

It is often the case that some specific
group must take the lead in defining a so-
cial problem and making the public aware
of it.” However, it is also important to rec-
ognize that just because some group is suc-
cessful in having something defined as a so-
cial problem, this does not mean that it will
remain defined in this way. Efforts to define
a problem may meet with initial success (as
well as failure), but later developments
may lead to the rejection of the idea that it
is a problem.¢

Most conditions that come to be defined
as social problems have some basis in real-
ity. People do not usually get upset over
nothing or over mere imaginings.” It is
more likely, for example, that people
would call narcotics use a social problem if



Social Problems and Social Science 7

For a social problem to exist, large numbers of people must be aware of the condition.
Groups of people sometimes mobilize to raise the level of awareness of the
population as a whole. In this case, a women's group seeks to make it clear that
pornography is a social problem. (Jim Anderson/Woodfin Camp. & Assoc.)

the drugs did have some negative influence
on the psychological states of individuals
than if they did not.

However, it is possible for people to de-
fine a condition as a serious social problem
even though there is little or nothing to
support such a claim. For example, during
the 1930s, Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party
rose to absolute power in Germany partly
on the basis of claims that the presence of
Jews in German society constituted a se-
vere social problem. According to Hitler,
the Jews were a subhuman species dedi-
cated to perverting and subverting the Ger-
man people and were the cause of wide-
spread social harm through their secret
manipulation of the economic system (the
Jew as capitalist), as well as through their
efforts to incite revolution among the
workers (the Jew as communist). By the
time the Nazi reign ended, its leaders had

murdered six million Jews in an effort to
solve this “pressing social problem.”

To understand how and why social prob-
lems arise, it is important to understand
that objective social conditions may well
differ from people’s perceptions of them
and that there is no direct one-to-one rela-
tionship between such conditions and the
presence or absence of claims that a social
problem exists. Harmful social conditions
do not always become the focus of group
assertions that something is wrong and
needs righting. And, sometimes, such as-
sertions are made on the basis of a wholly
inaccurate perception of social conditions.

In addition to the issue of its definition,
a social problem must be seen as a condi-
tion that can, at least potentially, be ame-
liorated or even eliminated by collective ac-
tion. Thus, cigarette smoking has not only
come to be defined as a social problem, but
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large numbers of people have undertaken
actions to begin to cope with the problem.
Among other things, we have health warn-
ings on cigarette packages, restrictions on
cigarette advertising, and limitations on
smoking in certain locations.

THE SOCIAL CAREERS OF SOCIAL
PROBLEMS

The issue in this section is what happens to
a social problem once a group of people is
aware of it and defines it as a social prob-
lem in need of solution. Malcolm Spector
and John Kitsuse surveyed a variety of
prominent social problems and found that
there are a number of elements common to

all.®

Stage 1: Agitation

Once some group of people defines a social
problem, they direct their activity toward
two goals: (1) convincing others outside the
group that a problem exists and (2) trying
to initiate action to improve conditions
and to attack the alleged cause of the
grievance.

To a considerable extent this initial stage
is devoted to transforming ‘/private trou-
bles into public issues.” However, not all,
and perhaps very few, such attempts are
successful. To be successful in convincing
large numbers of people that a social prob-
lem exists, the complaining group must
overcome or avoid a number of potential
impediments such as making demonstrably
false claims, adopting ineffective strategies,
or arousing powerful opposition from
groups with conflicting values or compet-
ing interests.

Claims
The extent to which a group correctly
identifies a troublesome condition and its

cause will greatly influence the group’s
course of action and its consequences.
When a group has a clearcut sense of what
is wrong and advocates specific action pro-
grams, it is more likely to succeed in its ef-
forts and to alleviate conditions. When
people are incorrect about what is bother-
ing them or misunderstand the cause of the
problem, they may still succeed in convinc-
ing others of their claim, but their success
will be less likely. If a group wrongly as-
sesses their problem, it may attempt to
place responsibility inaccurately and call
for irrelevant remedies. When groups with
vague and misdefined grievances succeed in
generating a social problem, the results are
frequently harmful—for example, drug
laws and programs that deepen the drug
problem, criminal-justice systems that pro-
duce crime.

Power

Groups composed of the rich, groups
that are very large, groups that are well or-
ganized, or groups accorded high social
honor are more likely to succeed in getting
sympathetic hearings for their grievances
than small, poor, disorganized, or stigma-
tized groups. No matter how powerful the
group, a critical task faced by all social
movements attempting to define a social
problem is to build up its strength. Typi-
cally, considerable effort is made in the be-
ginning to enlist powerful supporters.
However, efforts designed to increase the
power of a movement also often serve to
increase the extent of opposition.

Strategy

In the beginning, a major task in creating
a social problem is to attract attention—to
get society to listen. At any given moment,
hundreds of groups with hundreds of mes-
sages are trying to get public attention.
Most fail. All groups have a similar prob-
lem in strategy: to attract attention in a



