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Introduction

Debating Social Issues

Kurt Finsterbusch

What Is Sociology?

“I have become a problem to myself,” St. Augustine said. Put into a social
and secular framework, St. Augustine’s concern marks the starting point of
sociology. We have become a problem to ourselves, and it is sociology that
seeks to understand the problem and, perhaps, to find some solutions. The
subject matter of sociology, then, is ourselves—people interacting with one
another in groups and organizations.

Although the subject matter of sociology is very familiar, it is often use-
ful to look at it in an unfamiliar light, one that involves a variety of theories
and perceptual frameworks. In fact, to properly understand social phenom-
ena, it should be looked at from several different points of view. In practice,
however, this may lead to more friction than light, especially when each
view proponent says, “I am right and you are wrong,” rather than, “My view
adds considerably to what your view has shown.”

Sociology, as a science of society, was developed in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Auguste Comte (1798-1857), the French mathematician and philoso-
pher who is considered to be the father of sociology, had a vision of a
well-run society based on social science knowledge. Sociologists (Comte
coined the term) would discover the laws of social life and then determine
how society should be structured and run. Society would not become per-
fect, because some problems are intractable, but he believed that a society
guided by scientists and other experts was the best possible society.

Unfortunately, Comte’s vision was extremely naive. For most matters
of state there is no one best way of structuring or doing things that sociolo-
gists can discover and recommend. Instead, sociologists debate more social
issues than they resolve.

The purpose of sociology is to throw light on social issues and their
relationship to the complex, confusing, and dynamic social world around
us. It seeks to describe how society is organized and how individuals fit into
it. But neither the organization of society nor the fit of individuals is perfect.
Social disorganization is a fact of life—at least in modern, complex societies

xiv



INTRODUCTION XV

such as the one we live in. Here, perfect harmony continues to elude us, and
“social problems” are endemic. The very institutions, laws, and policies that
produce benefits also produce what sociologists call “unintended effects”"—
unintended and undesirable. The changes that please one sector of the soci-
ety may displease another, or the changes that seem so indisputably healthy
at first turn out to have a dark underside to them. The examples are endless.
Modern urban life gives people privacy and freedom from snooping neigh-
bors that the small town never afforded; yet that very privacy seems to breed
an uneasy sense of anonymity and loneliness. Take another example: Hier-
archy is necessary for organizations to function efficiently, but hierarchy
leads to the creation of a ruling elite. Flatten out the hierarchy and you may
achieve social equality—but at the price of confusion, incompetence, and
low productivity.

This is not to say that all efforts to effect social change are ultimately
futile and that the only sound view is the tragic one that concludes “nothing
works.” We can be realistic without falling into despair. In many respects,
the human condition has improved over the centuries and has improved as
a result of conscious social policies. But improvements are purchased at a
price—not only a monetary price but one involving human discomfort and
discontent. The job of policymakers is to balance the anticipated benefits
against the probable costs.

It can never hurt policymakers to know more about the society in
which they work or the social issues they confront. That, broadly speaking,
is the purpose of sociology. It is what this book is about. This volume exam-
ines issues that are central to the study of sociology.

Culture and Values

A common value system is the major mechanism for integrating a society,
but modern societies contain so many different groups with differing ideas
and values that integration must be built as much on tolerance of differ-
ences as on common values. Furthermore, technology and social condi-
tions change, so values must adjust to new situations, often weakening old
values. Some people (often called conservatives) will defend the old values.
Others (often called liberals) will make concessions to allow for change. For
example, the protection of human life is a sacred value to most people, but
some would compromise that value when the life involved is a 90-year-old
comatose man on life-support machines, who had signed a document indi-
cating that he did not want to be kept alive under those conditions. The
conservative would counter that once we make the value of human life
relative, we become dangerously open to greater evils—that perhaps soci-
ety will come to think it acceptable to terminate all sick, elderly people



XVv1 INTRODUCTION

undergoing expensive treatments. This is only one example of how values
are hotly debated today.

A debate on values is presented in Issue 1. It examines a major institu-
tion that can be seen as responsible for instilling values and culture in peo-
ple—the media. This issue focuses in particular on whether the news
reporters and anchorpersons report and comment on the news with profes-
sional objectivity and relatively bias free. Fred Barnes argues that the major
news outlets are liberal and hire liberal journalists. The selection and report-
ing of news, therefore, has a liberal bias. In contrast, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
counters that most people get their news from conservative sources and
believe many conservative myths as a result.

Sex Roles, Gender, and the Family

An area that has experienced tremendous value change in the last several
decades is sex roles and the family. Women in large numbers have rejected
major aspects of their traditional gender roles and family roles while re-
maining strongly committed to much of the mother role and to many fem-
inine characteristics. Men have changed much less, but their situation has
changed considerably. . . . Issue 2 debates whether same-sex marriages
should be legal. The Human Rights Campaign presents all the arguments in
its favor and Peter Sprigg presents all the arguments against it.

Stratification and Inequality

Issue 3 deals with the gender wage gap. Why do full-time women workers
make only 72 percent of men measured by median income? J. R. Shackleton
argues that the wage gap is justified because it is the outcome of women'’s
free choices. To have time and energy to be good mothers and housewives,
many of them seek less demanding jobs. Hilary M. Lips rejects the supposi-
tion that women'’s choices cause the gap but blames it largely on discrimi-
nation, prejudice, and stereotypes.

Political Economy and Institutions

The United States is a capitalist welfare state, and the role of the state in capi-
talism (more precisely, the market) and in welfare is examined in the next
issue. Issue 4 debates the wisdom of the Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996, which ended Aid to Families with Dependent Children (which
was what most people equated with welfare). David Coates presents the
argument that the welfare reform was a great success because it greatly
reduced welfare rolls and dramatically increased the employment of welfare
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mothers. Stephanie Mencimer tells a different story. She documents the hor-
rible way welfare is administered in many states. Many welfare workers deny
many benefits to many people who qualify for welfare. Thus, many welfare
benefits do not reach the poor.

The fifth issue deals with a set of concerns about the use of present and
soon-to-emerge biotechnologies. The value of biotechnologies for healing
people is accepted by all. Issue S, however, debates their use to alter and
enhance humans. The President’s Council on Bioethics describes how bio-
technologies could improve the genes of babies and enhance everyone. The
arguments against such practices are presented by Michael Sandel.

Crime and Social Control

Crime is interesting to sociologists because crimes are those activities that
society makes illegal and will use force to stop. Why are some acts made
illegal and others (even those that may be more harmful) not made illegal?
Surveys indicate that concern about crime is extremely high in America. Is
the fear of crime, however, rightly placed? Americans fear mainly street
crime, but Jeffrey Reiman argues in Issue 6 that corporate crime—also known
as “white-collar crime”—causes far more death, harm, and financial loss to
Americans than does street crime. In contrast, David A. Anderson calculates
the full costs of crime, both direct and indirect, and concludes that the costs
of murder and theft far exceed the cost of white-collar crime. These contra-
dictory findings result from differing definitions of white-collar crime. A
prominent aspect of the crime picture is the illegal drug trade. It has such
bad consequences that some people are seriously talking about legalizing
drugs in order to kill the illegal drug business. In Issue 7, Herbert Kleber and
Joseph Califano disagree. They think that drug laws should remain restric-
tive because legalization would result in increased use, especially by chil-
dren. They contend that drug legalization would not eliminate drug-related
violence but would increase the harm caused by drugs. Peter Gorman thinks
that the drug laws are harmful and should be repealed. Restrictive drug laws
have been ineffective. He notes that drug use and drug addiction have
increased since drug laws became more stringent. Despite the crackdown on
drug use, the availability of drugs has increased while the cost of drugs has
decreased. In addition, restrictive drug laws, says Gorman, are racist and
endanger civil liberties.

Issue 8 takes up the current debate about torture. When national inter-
est is threatened, is torture justified? The Bush administration thought so
but argued that the torture that they used was not torture. According to
Bagaric and Clarke, the Bush administration is not unique. Most nations use
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torture when needed. Their justification is that torture is needed to prevent
great harm. Philip E. Devine argues that torture is wrong and the end does
not justify evil means.

The Future: Population/Environment/Society

Many social commentators speculate on “the fate of the earth.” Issue 9 on
the state of the planet addresses this concern. Some environmentalists view
the future in apocalyptic terms. They see the possibility that the human race
could degrade the environment to the point that population growth and
increasing economic production could overshoot the carrying capacity of
the globe. The resulting collapse could lead to the extinction of much of the
human race and the end of free societies. Other analysts believe that these
fears are groundless. In Issue 9, Lester R. Brown shows how human actions
are degrading the environment in ways that adversely affect humans. In
contrast, Bjorn Lomborg argues that the environment is improving in many
ways and that environmental problems are manageable or will have only
mildly adverse effects.

Issue 10 assesses the benefits and costs of globalization. Staff members
of the International Monetary Fund examine the effects of globalization and
conclude that economic globalization contributes greatly to world prosperity.
Ravinder Rena disagrees. Globalization does produce many benefits but also
produces many negative impacts. The poor and poorer countries are the
most harmed by globalization, so it should be restrained.

The Social Construction of Reality

An important idea in sociology is that people construct social reality in the
course of interaction by attaching social meanings to the reality they are
experiencing and then responding to those meanings. Two people can
walk down a city street and derive very different meanings from what they
see around them. Both, for example, may see homeless people—but they
may see them in different contexts. One fits them into a picture of once-
vibrant cities dragged into decay and ruin because of permissive policies
that have encouraged pathological types to harass citizens; the other observer
fits them into a picture of an America that can no longer hide the wretched-
ness of its poor. Both feel that they are seeing something deplorable, but
their views of what makes it deplorable are radically opposed. Their differ-
ing views of what they have seen will lead to very different prescriptions
for what should be done about the problem.

The social construction of reality is an important idea for this book
because each author is socially constructing reality and working hard to
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persuade you to see his or her point of view, that is, to see the definition of
the situation and the set of meanings he or she has assigned to the situation.
In doing this, each author presents a carefully selected set of facts, argu-
ments, and values. The arguments contain assumptions or theories, some of
which are spelled out and some of which are unspoken. The critical reader
has to judge the evidence for the facts, the logic and soundness of the argu-
ments, the importance of the values, and whether or not omitted facts, theo-
ries, and values invalidate the thesis. This book facilitates this critical
thinking process by placing authors in opposition. This puts the reader in
the position of critically evaluating two constructions of reality for each
issue instead of one.

Conclusion

Writing in the 1950s, a period that was in some ways like our own, the soci-
ologist C. Wright Mills said that Americans know a lot about their “trou-
bles” but they cannot make the connections between seemingly personal
concerns and the concerns of others in the world. If they could only learn
to make those connections, they could turn their concerns into issues. An
issue transcends the realm of the personal. According to Mills, “An issue is
a public matter: some value cherished by publics is felt to be threatened.
Often there is a debate about what the value really is and what it is that
really threatens it.” It is not primarily personal troubles but social issues
that I have tried to present in this book. The variety of topics in it can be
taken as an invitation to discover what Mills called “the sociological imagi-
nation.” This imagination, said Mills, “is the capacity to shift from one
perspective to another—from the political to the psychological; from exami-
nation of a single family to comparative assessment of the national budgets
of the world. . . . It is the capacity to range from the most impersonal and
remote transformations to the most intimate features of the human self—
and to see the relations between the two.” This book, with a range of issues
well suited to the sociological imagination, is intended to enlarge that
capacity.
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Issue 3. Is the Gender Wage Gap Justified? 45

YES: J. R. Shackleton, from “Explaining the Overall Pay Gap” in
Should We Mind the Gap? Gender Pay Differentials and Public Policy
(Institute of Economic Affairs, 2008)



X CONTENTS

NO: Hilary M. Lips, from “The Gender Wage Gap: Debunking the
Rationalizations” and “Blaming Women'’s Choices for the Gender
Pay Gap,” Expert Advice for Working Women, www.womensmedia.com
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J. R. Shackleton, a professor of economics and dean of the Royal Docks Business
School at the University of East London, argues that the gender wage gap is not
largely due to discrimination. It is largely due to the differential value of male and
female workers in the employment market. Employers want profits, so they pay
differently for different skills, commitment, and performance, and women choose
less profitable training and limit their commitment. Hilary M. Lips, professor and
chair of psychology and director of the Center for Gender Studies at Radford
University, documents the continuing gender gap in wages and blames it largely on
discrimination based on stereotypes and prejudice.
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(Praeger, 2007)

NO: Stephanie Mencimer, from “Brave New Welfare,” Mother Jones
(January/February 2009)

David Coates presents the argument for welfare reform, which is that most
poverty is self-induced; the previous welfare program created poverty and many
other problems; and the reform reduces poverty, improves the lives of the people
who left welfare, and solves other problems. Stephanie Mencimer, staff reporter
for Mother Jones, does not denigrate the current welfare law but documents the
horrible way welfare is administered in many states. Many welfare workers deny
many benefits to many people who qualify for welfare. Thus, many welfare benefits do
not reach the poor.
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The President’s Council on Bioethics was commissioned by George Bush to
report to him their findings about the ethical issues involved in the uses of
biotechnology. Included in this selection are the expected positive benefits from
the biotechnologies that are on the horizon. Political science professor Michael J.
Sandel was on the President's Council on Bioethics but presents his private view in
this selection, which is very cautionary on the use of biotechnology to alter and
enhance humans. Many other uses of biotechnology he praises, but he condemns
using biotechnology to alter and enhance humans. In these activities, humans play
God and attempt inappropriate remaking of nature.



