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develop a "science of society" to deal with the disloca- 
tions, disruptions, poverty, and violence that acconipa- 
nied industrialization. The same purpose underlies this 
book to remove, as best we can, the poverty, crime, vi- 
olence, and other problems that persist as the United 
States and the world move into an advanced industrial 
en .  Nong with these early sociologists, this book as- 
sumes that we can d o  somctliing to  irnprove social con- 
ditions and to attack socid problems. Furthermore, our 
actions regarding social problems need to be grounded 
in scientifi*c research on the problems and in scientific 
asseamene of the effectiveness of solutions. Unin- 
formed or casual meddling in social problems can crc- 
ate more difficulties than it solves. 

This chapter will serve as a framework for thc snidy 
of specific problems in later chapters. First, what makes 
a social condition a social problem and why sociology 
is an essential tool in understanding and solving prob- 
lems will be discussed. Then consideration will be 
given to the three major theoretical perspectives in so- 
ciology and how they are important in the study of so- 
cial problems. Finally, it will be shown how scientific 
research provides the most useful information about 
problems md their solutions. 

Problem? 
Thcre are some issues that practicallv evcryor 
aprccs are social problems, sucli as crime or  rr 
crimination. Abo~it  other issues, howevcr, 
more disagrcenient. There is great debate, fi: 
ple, over whcther water pollution, pornopmph 
use of marijuana are social problems. A comm 
approach mighr dcfinc a condition as a socid I 
it' it "harms peoplc" or  is "detrimental to  socic 
this is far too iniprccise for our purpows. To 
a more rigorous definition ofwliat is a social p 
it is helpful to  distinguish problcms that a t k t  
uals from those that involve an cntire socirn.. 

Personal Troubles, Public Issul 
and Social Problems 
A distinction madc bv sociologist C. Wrigl 
(1959) betwcen personal troubles and piihl~ 
may be the best place to  begin. Personal trou 
things that affect individuals and those inlni 
around them. When parents discovcr that rhr~r 
ter has a serious drug problcni, thcirs is n ; 
trouble because the iralues and goals of o u l y  r 1  
ily are threatened. The trouble is seen as heins 
ily that family's difficulty. Public issues, on r '  
hand, ha\,e an impact on large numben of pcr 
are matters of public debate; collectivc so 
rathcr than individual o r  hmilial ones, are con 
When statistics reveal that our nation loses mt 
dollars cvery year because of accidents, suic~ 
worker absenteeism due to drug abuse, wc arc 
with a public issue bccause the valucs and gr 
larse group are threatcned. The issue is dc! 
public forums, and collective solutions are uw. 
posed. So cvePy condition that adversely a f h  
individuals is not necessarily an issue of gre.1 
concern toward which \vc should, or  could, A 
cietal resources. Ofcoursc, public issues ma!. t 
into personal troubles in the lives of some pco 
every personal trouble is not a public issuc. hll 
tinction between personal troubles and puN. 
make its aware that problems need to be vic\~.c 
broad context of their impact on socicty. 

How do we place these issues in a broader 
context? A good start is the following definitio 
cia1 problem exists \.hen an i@centinlpmrr: 
n socinl condition as thwateninfi its wlaccs; n h ~ :  
dition nflects n In y e  nttmber of people; nnd 1 

condition can be remrdied by coll~rtivc nctioa 
1999; Spcctor and Kitsuse, 2000). Lct's loo\ 
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Social and cultural diversity is another importmt 
elemcnt of socictics. The United States, for example, 
is estrenlely diverse. The norms of the inuer-city slum 
nre light-years away from those o f  the middle-class 
suburb; the \dues  of the young 1m.e little meaning for 
the cldcrly; and many beliefs of the '~ffluenr are For- 
eign to  the poor. One result of'all this diversity is that 
many y o u p s  in thc United States inhahit thcir own 
social worlds, cnllcd "subculmrcs." A subculture is n 
proup ~r i t l j in  n rrrltnrr t h t  slmrcs some (!f the bclic fS, snl-  
ucs, n nd n o r m  o/' the 1m:gcr czrltrrrr brtt nlso hns sorne 
t l m  w e  disrinctIv its own.  Each of the following coold 
he considered a subculture: tccnagerc, Cubans in Mi- 
ami, gays in most large cities, skinheads, the drug set, 
prison inmates, hip-hop youth of the 1990s, even the 
f e ~ ,  hippies left over from the 1960s. In hct,  everyone 
in the United States belongs to  a wide array of sl~bcul- 
tures based on age, scs, social standing, religion, 
leisure pastimes, o r  nthcr characteristics. 

Subcultuml diversity is an important element in the 
stltdy of social problcms because it points to the po- 
tential for conflict bcnveen youps :  The values of one 
group m.~y clash with the values of' another. One 
group, for example, may find the widespread avail;~hil- 
ity of abortion o f f h i v e  to  its religious tenets, whereas 
another vicws restrictions on ~bor t ion  as a threat to 
women's rcproductivc choices. Such conflicn arc en- 
hmced by ethnocentrism, t h  t c n d c ~ ~ q v  to V ~ C J I ?  fl?lr'!r 

own cukzrrc or sd7czikttirc gs thr h t  and to judge oth-r 
C ~ I Y P S  OY s~bc~t l t r t res  i n  cotnpnrisnn to i t .  Recause of 
ethnocentrism, people may view thc practices of an- 
other subculture .IF a social prohlcm because they dif- 
fer from their own practices. For example, are prosti- 
tution o r  the use of marijuana truly prohlems for 
society, or are they just offensivc to the values of some 
partici~lar subcultures? 

A final clcment of society t o  he mentioned here is 
the esercise of power. Power is rhc nbilitv o f o n e ~ ~ o r r p  
to rtnlise itr ~ d l ,  ~ l ? t r t  in fhe.fnce of'rcsistn n ce f i t  o t h r  
pn~rp.r(Roulding, 1989; CVeher, 1958, originally pub- 
lished 1919). Power can arise from many sources: the 
strength of numbers, cfficienr organizatirm, access to 
wealth o r  statils, o r  control of thc political and cco- 
nomic institutions thar dominate society. Whatcvcr its 
source, power enables its possessor to conlpcl others 
to  act in a particular h h i o n .  Cltimatel\.: societies can 
m c  force o r  coercion to induce conformity t o  values 
and nornms or to  reduce conflicts o r  threats t o  a way 
of lifk. Authority refers to Icqitimatf power t l m t  is 
o h y d  bcrnlrsc penpie bt*lit,t?e it 2s r$)r n n d  p w p r  that 
t h y !  obey. For example, most U.S. citizens helicve that 
the Congress and thc president, working rogcthcr, 
have the legitimate authority to declare \ 4 w  on another 
country and to compel tnilit.lry service on the part of 
the citizenry. 1Mmy people may prcfcr not t o  fight in 

a war, hut they \vo111Ci go because thcy believe the sov- 
ernment has the authority to  require that of them. 
Most social problcms are relared to the exercise of 
power and the ~ s e  of authority, cithcr as forces that in- 
tcnsie prohlcms or  AS crucial elcments in their solu- 
tion. After all, a group needs some power in order to 
have a condition defined as a social problem to  hegin 
with. Then, which solutions arc settled on often dc- 
pcnds on u+ich grolips c m  nmqt cffcctively utilize the 
po\ver and authoriv available to them. 

T h ~ s  brief description of four elements of sociey 
suggests the ways in which social problcms are "social" 
in nature: They are both created and dleviated by so- 
cial mechanisms. To understand and solve social prob- 
lems, rhcn, \\.e need to knot\. something .iboi~t hou. so- 
ciety works. 

The Sociological Imagination 
Before going on to  a more detailed nnalysis of the so- 
ciological perspective mil social problcms, it is valtlahle 
to step back and consider the implications of this pcr- 
specrive for your olvn lifc. The sociological perspective 
on human beings is a unique and remarkable one, rec- 
ognizing as it does that human behavior consists of far 
more than individu;ds actins independently of one an- 
other. It emphasizes the powerfid rolc that group mem- 
hcrship and social forces play in shaping behavior. So- 
ciologists focus on social interaction and social 
relationships rather than on individuals. The sociolog- 
ical perspective offers a special awareness of the world 
thar cnables people to appro,ich their o n n  lives with in- 
trospccticm and insight. Peter Rerger (1963) referred 
to the sociological perspective as an "emnncipared 
vista" that can tice people from blind s~tbmission to so- 
cial frmcs that they do not ~~nderstand. C. Wright 1Mills 
( 1959) coined the term socioIogial imagination to 
re fcr to tiye n hilit?! to m~dt-rs tnnd thc rcln tionship b r h l w n  
a l h  t is h p p c n j q  iin people? p e r s o d  liiw and J-ocinl 

jhrces t h r  szrwotrnd thw.  For both Rerger and Mills, 
the more people learn about socicty and social proh- 
Icms, the better cquipped they will be to understand 
thcir own li\-es nnd the inipact-both desired and in- 
rrusivt-of society and social problcms on them. To bc 
cmancipatcd, of course, is not always pleasant because 
we oftcti learn that social problems hindcr 11s from 
achieving sought-aftcr p x l s .  Poverty-stricken parents, 
for csnrnple, may not welcome the realization that their 
children \till bc penalized hy thc inequities of rlrc 
school system in the United States, which has adverse 
effects on the poor. Neverthclcss, it is precisely a bct- 
tcr understatlding ofthe role of such inequities that can 
open the door to  making improvements in the educa- 
tional process. So thc sociological imagination offkrs 
not only emancipation but also ew!pon~ertn~nt: It assists 
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A central concern of the functionalist approach is 
the determination of just whnt functions each part of 
society performs. This is not always easy to  d o  because 
some fi~nctions are not as obvious as thosc in our prc- 
vious example. In fact, sociologist Roherr K. Merton 
(1968) suggests rhat therc are nvo different ~ p c s  of 
fiinctions: ~nsnifcst and Intent. Mnn~fi-s t j imct ions are 
the intended conscquenccs of some action o r  socid 
process and refer to  what most people esl-rcct to result. 
Lntmtjknct ionsarc conscquerices that arc unespccted 
o r  unintended. For essmple, one of thc manifcst h n c -  
tions of collcpes and universities is to  provide people 
with specialized tr:iiiiing. Howcver, institutions of 
higher cducation perform a number of latent fi~nc- 
tions. For instance, thcy scrvc as a marriage market, 
and they rcduce unemployment t,l: keeping sornc 
adults out of the job market. These latent fi~nctions arc 
just as much ;I part of the sysrcm o f  higher cdi~cntion 
as its manifest purposes. In addition, sonie social prac- 
tices may be dyfitnctionnl; rhat is, thcy may disrupt so- 
cial cquilibril~m rather than contribute to it. For cs- 
ample, encouraging largc families, as some religious 
teachings do, wo~rld be ilysfiinctional in a society that 
is alrcady overpopulated. 

According to  the fimctionalist perspective, a social 
problem can arisc when some clement in society he- 
comes dysfunctional and inrerkres with the efficient 
operation or stability of the systcm or the achicvenient 
of societal goals. I11 othcr words, social prohlcms arise 
from social disorganization, in which thc parts of so- 
ciety work at cross-purposes rather than together. One 
sign of this disorpnizarion is thc declinc in thc cffec- 
tivenrss of social institutions, discussed in the prcced- 
ing section. Functionalists search for the sources of this 
societal breakdown. Consider how divorce might bc 
viewed by fiinctionalists:  marital dissolution involves 
the breaking u p  of whar is perhaps society's most ha- 
sic institution, the family l k o r c e  could be seen as a 
social problem if those functions that arc typically 
served by thc hmily wcre to go unpcrforn~erl, such as 
children not being raised properly to  become con- 
tributing members of society (see Chapter 3).  

The fiinctiondist pcrspectivc is a w r y  usef 11 one, 
but it does tend to  overcnipliasize the extent of stabil- 
i ty and order in socicty and to downplay thc fact thnt 
social practices that are bcrlcficial to one group in so- 
ciety may be dysf~~nctional to  another. These cautions 
should bc kept in mind when using this perspective. 

The Conflict Perspective 
Conflict theorists emphnsize the inevit.1hilit-y of coer- 
cion, domination, contlict, and changc in socicty The 
conflict perspective ir based on t?~u idra that  soc ie t~  
consists oj' ti?[fi.revz t proups ,sill)o strrc&r with nnr nn - 

nt11er tn n t t n i v  the senwe sncietnl resoirrcrs tlmr nrc con- 
s i d e r ~ d  1 u  i~rrnbl~,, he t h q  wonty ,  po;st5r, prcstiLnr, or. thc 
nl t thorip  to impose one 'r ilnlircs on sociee. Karl iMarx 
providcd the foimdation fbr the conflict perspective 
when hc viewed society as consisting ofdiffcrcnt so- 
cial classcs (1967, originally pblit l icd 1867-1395). 
The t \ ~ o  central cl~sscc of his erA were the proletxiat, 
o r  the wcdiers, and thc bourgeoiric, o r  thosc ~ v h o  
o\vned the husinetses, Elctories, and textile mills in 
which the proletariat toiled. Maru saw thew classes ar 
beins in constant struggle with one another to im- 
prove rhcir respective positions in socicty. The work- 
ers tricd to gain morc income and control over their 
tvork; the owners tried to  make more profits by low- 
erins labor cow$ and getting workers to  work morc. 
For Mars, this cor~flict wax irreconcilable, because 
nba t  henetits one group necctsarily works to the dis- 
advantage of the nthcr. Furthermore, if those in onc 
group can gain an advantage in this struggle, thev will 
usc it to dominate and oppress the othcr group and 
enhance their own position. They might, for exam- 
ple, gain control of the government and pass Icgisla- 
tion that limits the n 7 a y  the subordinate groups could 
otherwisc competc. A century p go in the United 
States, for euample, it was illegal for urorkers to orpa- 
n i x  fbr the piirpores o f  collecrivc bargaining. This 
hencfited the hcrory otvncrs hccc~l~se worlierr werc 
unable to  usc their strength of numbers to  g i n  higher 
wagcs or bcrter working conditions. 

Although M;mx limited his t'ocus to cl;~ss conflict, I 
modern versions o f  contlict theory in sociology hold 
that domination, coercion, and rhc csercise of power 
occur to  sonic degrec in all groups and socicties be- 
cause thcy ;Ire the hasic social n~cchanisms for regulat- 
ing behavior and allocating rcsoilrces (Collins, 1990; 
Dahrendurf, 1959; lluke, 1976). In addition to clast 
conflict, groups and subcultures can engage in conflict 
ojrr conrrnsting valucs. For esanlplc, some religious 
groups, such a s ~ h e  Mormons, place great v'llne in f im- 
ily life, whcreas othcr groups \vic\v tlic tr;lditional f.in~- 
ily as only one of a number of uxys people can orga- 
nizc their pcrsonal lives. Thcsc t\vo perspectives on 
Family arc likcly to nsscss soci;iI pn)blems s i~ch ar di- 
vorcc and childbirth outside m,~rriage in quite diffcr- 
ent ways. In hct,  as we haw seen, w~l~cthcr rhesc cun- 
ditions are even viewed as social problems depcnds o n  
one's values. Another source of conflict in socicty is the 
gap that c m  arise between vali~cs and social pracriccs. 
The Unitcd Stares, for es;~mple, profcsses to  va1~1e 
cqmlity for all. Yct at  o11c time or  anotlirr, Africnri 
Americans, Italian Arnerisnns, Irish Americans, 
women, and Jewish Americans, to name hut ;l fixv, 
haw suffered severe discrimination. 

ln the conflict view, then, groups exert whar p o w r  
they possess over otlicrs when this serves thcir interests, 
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man lifc, and it points out  t h ~ t  defining a "condition" 
ns a "proLdcm" is a nlartcr of atnching ccrtnin ncga- 
rive meanings to the condition. Thc proccss of inter- 
pretation is central to human social lifc, and peoplc 
have to interpret a set ofobjectivc conditions as sonic- 
thing that is "bad" o r  "ncgativc" before they will nct 
on it. Beyond defining a condition as a problem, the 
meaning of the problem can wry  fi-orn one group to  
anotlicr, arid this can a k c t  what kind of solutions arc 
sought, So, divorcc may be seen as a problem by nvo 
groups, hut one group sces the problcn~ as the too casy 
accessibility of divorce whilc the other sces the prob- 
lem as divorce being too difficult to obtain. 

This brief illustr;~tion of constructing social prob- 
lems denionstrates how using the three perspectives 
can provide a more conipletc i~nderstanding of a topic. 
This social construction of social problems lias to d o  
with rhetoric, or persuasivc conimmiication: Under 
what conditions are one group's claims about a social 
condition acccpted by otlicrs, and when d o  those 
claims scrve as the basis for social policy and social ac- 
tion? This social construction process is complex and 
continuons, and the resulting social definitions are 
constantly shifiing and changing. Although many 
things play a part in this process of persuasivc conimil- 
nication, the mass media are especially intlucntial in the 
modern, global world. In one fiishion or  another, nie- 
din attention lias become critical to  intlucncing peo- 
plc's definitions o f  sncial problenis. Groups with ac- 
cess to the n~edia are much more likely to have their 
interpretations of social conditions given scrious con- 
sidcration and to h a w  their solutions seriously de- 
bated. This text considcrs the myriati c ~ f  forces that 
contribute to the social construction of social prob- 
Icms, and in a number of chapters specid attention is 
devotccl to the role of the media in this proccss. 

Until rcscnrch has bccn done t o  test a theory, it is 
nicrel y speculative. Research refers to dx qmwnric tx- 
nmination c!f'cnrpiricnl dnto. Rescarch can provide the 
most cohcrcnt and objective inhr~nat ion about the 
causcs of social problems, their extent, and the cfkc- 
tivcness of solutions. Without 3 foundation in research, 
oiir approach to problems is likely ro be surrounded hy 
speculation, misundcrsrantling, and hias, and we may 
expend resources in tlie pursuit of ineffective solutions. 
If this occurs, we have nor only wasted resources but 
also left tlw real source of thc problcni to grow more 
serious. For these reasons, wc must ~i~iderstand what 
good rescarch is and Iiow we can use its principles in 
our  cverytiny assessment of social problems. 

The Scientific Method 
Rescarch conducted b!~ sociolo~ists is based on the sci- 
entific method. Science is n ~~lt-tlmi qf obtnininfi o&c- 
tivr n nd ql.rtt-mnric k?lol~Ir@r tlwo~t,nI~ obarantinn. The 
h n d a t i o n  of the scientific approach is the helief'th.~r 
claims about what is correct or incorrect niust be 
demonstrated to  be trirc through some observations 
in the world (Sullivan, 2001 ). Intuit~on, speculation, 
o r  conilnon sense can never replace the cmpiricnl test 
of one's claims. Scientific rheorie\ are linked to scien- 
tific rese,irch rhroui$ hypotheses, \\.hicli arc tcntritiw 
rrntrmrri tc thrit cnn br te.rteCI rtynrdiiily rflnrio?lships 1 7 ~ -  
~ J I V C ~   PO or ~~z~f'rjhbfors. Hyotheres  are mtcments 
whose accurxy can bc assessed through o h s ~ r v ~ ~ t i o n .  
If Iivporliescs are verified through observation, this 
provider support for the thcory; I E  they arc not, our 
conticience in the ttlcory i.; rctiuced. The morc ernpir- 
ical support there is for n thcory, trhc more usefill it is 
in attacking social problenis. 

Sciencc is not foolproof, hut it is the mocr efkc- 
tiw niea 11s 'ivailsble for acquiring systematic, \.erifi.ible 
knowledge aboiit the world and ,ihout social problems 
and their solutions. In the Applied Research insert, sci- 
ence is comparcd wit11 some other ways of gaining 
knowledge, showing what makes thc scienrific ap- 
proach superior in this realm. Scicnce does have its 
liniitations, Iio\i.evcr, and it is cruc~al ro understand 
which issueq it cannot rcsolrc. Sc~ericc is tlie preferred 
source of knowledge on issucs t h ~ t  can he rccolvecl 
t h o t g i )  oine~~wtion. Some issues are not nmenable to 
such resolution. For example, science cannot wifi the 
csistence of a supreme d e ~ n l  o r  SAY which religious he- 
liefs are correct hecause tlicsc nre not issues that can 
be settled through ohser~ation. They arc nldt tm o f  
fiith, choice, or revelation but not ofscicnce. I,i kcwise, 
sciencc cmnot  tell us lvhich personal values .Ire right 
and preferable bec.iiire these are dgain m.Ittcrr of pcr- 
sonal chnicc !)r judgment. 

Conducting Research 
In conducting research on social prohlems, social scien- 
tists arc very cxefid and systematic about how they 
nukc their observxions, which ser\?c as rhc evidence for 
their scicntific conclusions. I t  is important to under- 
stand a little about rhcsc research methods in order to 
~~ppreciate and cvaluatc the scientific conclusions dr.iwn. 

Rasically four typcs of research arc conducted (5111- 
livan, 2001). Dircct oln-wrntion is research in \vliich 
the social scientist sces or hears sorncthing himself o r  
herself. This might occur, for cxamplc, if thc rcse,~rclier 
joined in tlie daily ncti\.ities of drug scllers, watching 
ho\v they purchased and sold their drugs, talking to 
thcni about hmv they organized to protect themselves, 
arid observing how they clealr with police interference. 
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Domestic Violence: How to Intervene? 

Domestic violence is a partlc~llarly tragic social problem with 
its jarring intrusion of injury and cruelty into the intimacy of 
the family. It is also a difficult problem for police officrrs 
who are often first on the scene of such violence and 
whose job it is to make decisions about how to handle the 
alleged perpetrator of the violence. In the past, such deci- 
sions havc hpen left to the discretion and judgment of the 
officer in the field. Applied soclnl research now offers a ba- 
sis for developing social policres reqardinq this issue. Work- 
ing with the Pnlice Foundation, a research organmtion in 
Washington, DC, criminologist Lawrence Sherman and soci- 
ologlst Richard Berk (1984) design~d a study to assess 
wh~ch actions by po l ic~  officers actually reduce the likeli- 
hood that a spouse abuser would be involved In f u tu r~  do- 
mestic violence rncidents. When police officers respond to a 
domestic violence call, they have basically three alternatives: 
arrest the person accused of abuse; separate the couple for 
a time by orderinq the alleged abuser to leave thp premises; 
or attempt to serve as mediators b~tween ttie parties. 

Sherman and Berk asked police officers in Minrmpo- 
lis to randomly apply one of these three intervention 
strateqies--nrrpst, sepamtion, or med~ation-to each 
domestic violmce call of which t h ~ y  were a part. For 
4 x 4  and prac tm reasons, they limited the study to sim- 
ple, or misdemeanor, assault whcrr there was no severe 
injury or life-threatenrnq s~tuation. The11 measure of the ef- 
fectiveness of there intcrv~nt~ons war whethcr an alleged 
abuser was irlvolved in another dornest~c violence incident 
In the six months following the original police ~ntervention. 

Thcir basic finding supported the policy of arrest: Those 
arrested werc significantly lm likely to he mvolv~d in a re- 
peat episode of domestic violence. This was not, however, 
a result of the fact that being jailed left t h ~ m  with less (3p- 
portunity than others to commlt acts of domestic violence, 
because those arwted were ret~ased very quickly dnd were 
thus equally ablc to Pnqagc in such acts as werc t h o s ~  who 
expcricncpd separation or rnrdialion. 

After Sherman and Berk reached their c:onclus~ons, the 
Minncapoli., and many other polrce departments cstab- 
Itshed adm~nistrat~ve policies er>couraging or requirlnq offi- 
cers to use the arreFt strategy when responding to spouse 

abuse calls. Thus, many law enforcement agencies began 
to take a stronger stand in protecting women from domes- I 

tic assault, a stand that was shown empirically by Sherman 
and Berk to have a better chance of reducing the problem. 1 

Because social problems are compl~cated, sociologists 
recogni7e that one research study is not l~kely to tell us all 
we need to know. To see i f  the results would hold up in 1 
other places and at other times, variations on the 
Sherman-Berk study have been done In a number of 
other cities (Dunford, Huizlngn, and Elliott, 1990; Hirschel, 1 
Hutchison, and Dean, 1992; Maxwell, Garner, and Fagan, 
2001). Generally, the results have been supportive of the I 
efficacy of arrest over other approaches in rducing spouse 
abus~, but the studies also show that the effect of arrest is 
not nearly as stronq or as consistent as earlier studies had 
suggested. Why the difference in findings? It may be that 
Sherman and Berk, given the way they designed their 
study, inadvertently studied a select group of abusers on 
whom arrest was particularly effective. This illustrates the 
concern with sampling problems affecting research, men- 
t~oned previously in th~s chapter. The later studies, looking 
at a broader samplinq of abusers, found that arrest may 
work well with people whose reputations wo i~ ld  be more 
negatively affected by an arrest, such as the affluent or 
thos~! with middle-rlass jobs. On the other hand, for those 
who are ilnemployed or irregularly employed, arrest may 
not be as significant a threat to their reputations or as dis- 
ruptive to their lifestyles. In addition, research has been ex- 
tended beyond the issue of arrest to explore such things as 
severity of sentencing, finding that more severe sentences 
(such as jail time rather than probation) tend to reduce fu- 
ture  piso odes of domestic violence (Thistlethwaite, Wool- 
dredge, and Glbbs, 1998). So, sociologists continue to do 
research in an effort to narrow down their understanding 
of which batterers of women are deterr~d by arrest or by 
w e r e  sentences. 

These studies on dorn~stic violence ~llustrate the con- 
tinuous interplay between research and policy, showing 
how social policy emerges, at least in part, from scientlfl- 
cally supported recommendations about how to handle 
social problems. 

gethcr toward a solution. In somc case\, this t,dtec rhc ~olvc a prohlcm. The solutlon to  a problem mav even 
form of interest p u p s  working tt~rough thc uor~nal hc dcvcIoped in good p m  by peoplc who are una t '  
political process. In the United Statcs, thi.; could occur fectcil, or at best indirectlv affccteti, hv i t .  
at the fcderd, state, ar  Incal level. Politicianq who are Organixd protest and soci.~l actmn o u t ~ i d e  the 
aware of a problem p w  legisl.~tion to allev~ate it, judges normal political p r o c w  rcprcccnt another wa\ that so- 
make rulings that have an irnpact on a problem, o r  pri- li~tionq to social problemv can emerge. Groups affected 
vate corporations . I I I ~  found.ltions dcvclop propram\ to by a problem can strike, riot, o r  march in the streets 
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in short, should be less related to government inter- 
vention and more dependent on the actions of indi- 
viduals or private groups and thc working of imper- 
sonal, econornic forces. Again, at the risk of 
oversimplification, this approach is labcled the Irrissez- 
frcire approach. The French tcmm laissez-hire, mean- 
ing "to let do" o r  to leave people alone, refers to the 
belief that government should intervene as little as 
possible in pcople's lives o r  the workings of society. 

Historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (1986) argues 
that the United States experiences a cyclical shift in [la- 
tional involvement benvcen these extremes--chang- 
ing from an emphasis on public action to that ofpri-  
\.are interest and self-firlfillmcnt and back again-every 
twenty-five vears o r  so. Whether it is cyclical o r  not, 
these contrasting views of the government's role in 
solving social problems certainly have been joined in 
debate in recent decades as never before. The outcome 
of this debate shapes which policies will be developed 
to  attack the problems that wc will address in later 
chapters. This book will, therefore, discuss the inter- 
ventionist and laissex-f%re positions at greater length 
when they are relevant t o  particular social problems; 
especially in the Policy Issues inserts, the extent t o  
which policies are inrerventionist o r  laissez-faire in na- 
ture will bc discussed. 

Should We Solve the Problem? 
Once a social condition has been judged to  be a social 
problem, the search for solutions begins. At this point, 
there may be ~idesprend agreement, at least in the at>- 
stract, that the problem should be solved. There nre still, 
however, some final issues that necd to he weighed. 

1. Cm r e  accept the costs qf n solation ? Reca~~se eco- 
nomic resources are limited, money used to  clean 
up the environment is not available to tight crime 
or  build defense weapons. Any effort ro solve so- 
cial ills will mean that fclver resources arc avail- 
able t o  solve other problems. 

2. Does n solidtion t o  o m  pvobiem create yt other proii- 
lems? As we emphasized in discussing the socio- 
logical perspectives, a society is a complex inter- 
hvining of many parts, and changing one part 
mav hme consequences for other parts. If, for ex- 
ample, we could effcctivelv eliminate prostitution 
and drug dealing, what would happen to the 
people who earn a living that way? Would they 
turn t o  other crimes t o  support themselves? 
T l w c  niny be times when we decide that the 
"cure" is worst: than the "disease." 

3. Is n pnrtirttlc~r solution f'Ensiblc? Givcn the politi- 
cal and social climate and the cultural values in 
the United States, arc there some soli~tions to 
problems that would be impossible to  accomplish 

because of resistance fkom some groups? Coping 
with alcoholism, for example, by banning all use 
of alcohol is simply nor feasible, as the esperi- 
ment with Prohibition in the 1920s showed. 

International Perspectives: Social 
Problems in Other Societies 
People in the United States, of course, tend to be most 
concerned about social pmhlems in their own coun- 
t ry  However, thcre are three reasons why we should 
focus some of  our  attention on social problems in 
other societies and culn~res (Schaeffer, 1997). First of 
all, we can gain additional insight into problen~s and 
their solutions when we observe them in cultures dif- 
ferent from our  own. Is the nature and extent of some 
social problem in the United States different from that 
in other countries? If so, then we can look for the fac- 
tors uniqi~e to the American experience that produce 
this dift'crenre. We can also examine which solutions 
have worked clse~vhere. This does not mean that they 
will automatically work here, but it does give us some 
insight into which solutions to consider. 

A second reason for taking an international per- 
spcctive is rhat nations today arc interhvined in com- 
plex relationships in which we all depend on one an- 
other to  an extent. International trade agreements 
atlkct the jobs avail~ble to people in Portland, Maine, 
and Albuquerque, New Mexico; Bolivian fC~rmers sur- 
vive by growing coca plants, which produce illegal 
drugs nrailable in the United States; political instabil- 
ity in Southeast Asia sends immigrants to  the United 
States, increasing culh~ral diversity here and contribut- 
ing to racial and ethnic conflict. Thercfore, to find the 
causes of and solutions for social problems affecting 
the United States, it is sometimes necessary to explore 
social and economic developments in other parts of the 
world. 

A third reason for a more global perspective is rhat 
sonic social problenls arc inherently global rather than 
national or regional in nature. This is true of many en- 
vironmental problems. The sources of acid rain and 
global w.~rnming, for example, are fbund in many na- 
tions, anti thesc problems will affect all the pcoplrs of 
the world. Rv their very nature, the qpread of such 
problems will not be stopped by national boundaries. 

So, where most appropriate, illustrations of the na- 
ture and extent of social problems in other societies 
and cultures are included in the discussion ofproblems 
in the Unitcd States. To focus attention on this issue, 
each chapter containq an International Perspectives in- 
sert, which elaborates on some of the global connec- 
tions and issues relevant to  the problem discussed in 
the particular chapter. Global issues are h r thcr  ex- 
plored in the text itself. 
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