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The Need for a New Approach to Social Problems


Over the years, whenever I taught the social problems course, I faced the dilemma of what text to use. Despite the fact that it is a common university course, most textbooks have serious flaws. First is the lack of a consistent definition. A social problem is commonly defined as a situation recognized by a group, by someone. That means, whoever identifies the problem is part of the discussion of the social problem. However, most texts do not examine the opinions and actions of the social actors who lobbied to bring an issue into the public eye. Even worse, the author takes the place of those social actions and advocates for the aggrieved persons. The loss of theoretical perspective turns the subject into personal opinion—albeit with a lot of supporting data.


Another serious flaw is that after the first couple of chapters, the material is nearly the same as standard introductory texts with slight adjustment of the titles: family-related problems, problems in education, population, environment, urban problems, problems in aging, crime, and so on. The social problems get lost in the discussion of sociology. This was brought home to me in one course when my students began asking, “Where are the social problems?” The class had become more about “What is sociology?” than “What are social problems?” Further, most social problems books include a discussion of the three sociological perspectives (conflict, interaction, and structure/function) and sometimes additional analysis using the three perspectives. While important to sociology, analysis of the sociological areas using the three perspectives does not always add to the understanding of social problems.


A peculiarity of social problems texts is the lack of a discussion of solutions other than government action. Government action seems to be the sociologists’ “law of the hammer,” leaving a whole range of actions by individuals and other organizations unexamined.


Strangely, there is no standard content to introduce social problems. Some authors talk about political conservatives and liberals, others talk about claims making, still others talk about research methods, or the basic theoretical perspectives of sociology, or values and morality. Teachers are likely to select a book that agrees with their own approach, ignoring the other approaches. Some ignore claims making entirely; others omit any talk about conservatives and liberals and so on. There is a consensus among sociologists about the groundwork in other areas. Why not in social problems?


Another neglected area in most social problems textbooks is lessons from the past. Learning from earlier successes or failures is an important part of addressing any social problem. Which solutions succeeded in bringing a positive change and which failed to do so? Prohibition springs to mind as a policy that failed; it offers great insight into social responses to governmental policies with moral components. One objective of this book is to identify relevant past solutions and bring them into the discussion.


Most textbooks do not include literature on social movements. This is an oversight, because understanding social movements can reveal how social problems are addressed in society. Social problems and social movements are two sides of the same coin. Were there no social problems, there would be no social movements or other advocate groups. Similarly, literature on social change is rarely included. But the goal of social movements and advocate groups is social change. It is helpful to understand the social change processes. In short, these two areas of sociology have much to contribute to the study of social problems.



[image: images] TO THE INSTRUCTOR


Some social problems textbooks have started to address one or another of these issues. Some authors have modified the definition of a social problem to improve consistency. Others have focused almost entirely on solutions. Still others have pursued the logic of claims making rather than the more traditional approach. Clearly the subject area is changing. It is within that arena that this textbook is offered.1


Much of the material in this book is similar to other social problems texts. The important social problems are covered: health care, welfare, discrimination, illegal immigration, substance abuse, homelessness, abuse, gangs, abortion, environment, AIDS, rape, prostitution, and others. This is likely to be more than enough material for a one-semester course. While the length of discussion on each problem varies, it is as detailed or more detailed than other texts.


An obvious difference is that the material is not organized by sociological area. Instead, each problem is presented as a discrete unit. This allows for more focus on the specific problem. The goal is to present the key points with enough historical and factual data that the reader can assess the veracity of the various claims makers. It also provides an opportunity to explore particular solutions. In reality, problems are more likely to be addressed individually than as one of a group of problems.


A major addition to this book is the theoretical material presented in the first four chapters and used consistently throughout. It is intended to help conceptualize social problems and the dynamics of those involved and the process of change that is occurring. Readers are encouraged to use the definition (a social problem is defined as having six components) and other aspects of the theory throughout. As always, the role of theory is to bring to light aspects that might otherwise not be noticed.


Another major addition to the social problems topic is the inclusion of advocate groups. These are the people who identified the problem and, more importantly, have a possible solution. Rather than presenting what I think the solution might be, a solution by one advocate group is described for each social problem. This is not necessarily the best solution, but one that raises important issues. The reader is encouraged to explore other solutions (other advocate groups). Evaluating and comparing the solutions is left to the reader. A list of some advocate groups is given after the discussion of each social problem. For the most part they are representative of the different views on the topic currently. A brief description and current URL for each group is given in the Appendix Two. (URLs change without warning, so some links may not be functional.)


Key to this approach is presenting students with the tools they need to evaluate the claims of the various advocate groups. This is found mainly in the first chapter. Is the data accurate? Is there an obvious argument bias? Is what is suggested as a solution workable? Is it likely to be enacted? In truth, I have found that this assessment process is very difficult for students. As I tell my students, they are wonderfully naive and take anyone who uses a lot of data and sophisticated language to be an authority. Figuring out what kind of an advocate group it is, evaluating reliability, spotting ideological and/or other bias is not easy to learn. The instructor is encouraged to have assignments, class discussion, and personal advising devoted to recognizing both data and argument bias. It may seem time-consuming, but the payoff is great in terms of the students’ ability to assess and digest material. Some exercises addressing this learning process are included in the online instructional material. There are also questions for thought at the end of each section.


A strength of this approach is that it allows students to develop and refine their thinking. It is expected that they will examine and/or present different solutions to a social problem. Some of the advocate group solutions will be a model for students to express their own views. Others will present them with the opportunity to “walk in the shoes” of those with whom they disagree and broaden their ability to understand others. “Trying out” different views in this way gives students a comfortable distance and reduces the risk of personal attack. It provides a “safe” environment for the discussion of liberal/conservative differences.


Finally, investigating various advocate groups gives students both an appreciation of their social environment and the information they need to be active and informed citizens of their society.



[image: images] TO THE STUDENT


This book does not give definitive answers. Rather, it will help you understand the basics of the issues and the vocabulary used to discuss them. It will also help you learn where to look for answers and how to evaluate the information you find.


The first four chapters are theory. The purpose of theory is to provide a framework for your understanding. When you see how something fits in the overall picture, it becomes easier to understand. When you systematically examine things using theory, you will discover gaps and missing parts that would otherwise be overlooked. The Analysis Worksheet in the Appendix One summarizes the main points of the theory. Although at first it may seem tedious and difficult to answer these items, by the end of the course, they should be things that you automatically seek to answer when looking at an advocate group.


Part II looks at specific problems in our society. A social problem is something recognized as a problem by someone or some group—the litmus test for including a problem in this book. Each problem has many advocate groups, sometimes well known. We look at the issues that are important to the different advocate groups in order to better understand the problem. And we need to decide if their presentation of the problem is a good one, or if they have exaggerated to make a good argument. If they do exaggerate, does it make a difference?


Some of you will go on to study social movements in greater depth in other sociology classes. It is an exciting area of inquiry. Many years ago in India I had a small office in a busy part of Bombay. The other offices up and down the hallway were occupied by entrepreneurs of all sorts, including production of clothing for export. Each office was a mini business and sometimes a mini factory. What I came to realize is that the whole building was teeming with life, each enterprise cleverly using the resources they had to develop their business and earn a living. Advocate groups in the United States are similar. Each community is teeming with them, for every cause you can imagine, and a few more. Understanding who they are, how they organize, what characteristics they have helps you to understand our society in general.


A list of advocate groups briefly described is given in Appendix Two, along with a current URL. Of course, this is not the complete list of advocate groups, just some of the prominent ones. You may wish to look for other groups that have pursued other solutions to particular problems. Whenever you visit an advocate group site, be sure to look at the “About Us” page to know the identity of the group.


One aim of this text and the class you are taking is that you become a more active participant in the society in which you live. Understanding and recognizing the issues and the arguments is an important part of being a responsible citizen. It is not expected that you will know the details of all the conflicts in and around the world. But you should be familiar with the fact that there are conflicts, and with some of the reasons why. From time to time, people will want to know what you think, and sometimes your views on an issue will matter.


An important part of being informed is vocabulary. You are likely to encounter terms that are unfamiliar to you during the course of your reading. The sociological terms or terms specific to particular problems are defined in the text as they are introduced, and given in the glossary in the back for you to refer to as needed.


An important part of being informed is also insightful understanding. The Analysis Worksheet in the Appendix will assist your analytical thinking. It doubles as an outline of the first four chapters. Refer to the Analysis section after the first advocate group solution in each chapter for my observations.
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Thanks go to many. First of all to my friends and colleagues who heard me say for years that I am writing a book on social problems. It must have seemed like a myth at times. It takes time for a theory to develop from a kernel of an idea into something that is coherent and can be used in social analysis. This has not been a solitary project. I have discussed the contents with numerous others—sociologists, nonsociologists, and of course with my students. Each provided helpful insights, critiques, and encouragement.


Students in my social problems classes gave me important feedback. They were particularly helpful in highlighting what worked and what didn’t work. Three students need particular mention, Teressa Norris and Mark Elizondo, who assisted in early research, and James A. Jones, who assisted at a later stage.


Several of my friends and family members helped at different points along the way. Deanna Palla and Karla James read through early drafts and gave important comments. Susan Herrman very carefully edited much of the final draft. Candace Halliburton helped with advocate group descriptions and assisted writing the environment sections.


Thanks also go to the university for giving me the freedom to teach the class using my own theories and writing. And thanks to family members who patiently waited as I wrote.


Sara Towe Horsfall, Ph.D.


______________


1. See Appendix Three for detailed similarities and contrasts.
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WHAT IS A SOCIAL PROBLEM?



[image: images] SIX INGREDIENTS OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS



Everyone notices things in the world that need to be improved. But a social problem is more than a personal opinion about something. It has social components. For instance, those affected by a social problem will be a group (collectivity or category), not just one or two people. Also, a social problem is recognized as a problem by a group of people who feel strongly enough to take steps toward change.


Put another way, if people are suffering but no one recognizes it, there is no social problem. It becomes a social problem only when people agree that something is wrong and organize themselves to resolve it. That doesn’t mean that people aren’t suffering if no one recognizes it. But it does mean that their suffering hasn’t filtered into social consciousness, so no one is willing to stop it.


Even those who are suffering may not consider their situation to be a social problem. They may conclude that it is due to their own failing—sin, lack of ability, bad luck, and so on. They may not be aware anyone else is suffering as they are. Or they may be resigned to their fate, believing that the effort to change things is too great and that no one cares about them. But what is defined as a social problem changes over time. Things that are not recognized as social problems today may be considered problems in the future. Recognizing something as a problem is the first step in the social change process.


How can it be that something is not a social problem if no one recognizes it? Consider child abuse. There is evidence that large numbers of children were battered in the eighteenth century and earlier. Yet it was not until the twentieth century that child abuse became a public issue. In 1962 a medical journal published a report by a pediatric radiologist stating that multiple injuries at different stages of healing indicate abuse. Almost immediately professional organizations began to campaign, and twelve years later legislation outlawing child abuse was passed (Kadushin and Martin 1980; Pfohl 1977). Today child abuse is a public issue addressed by social agencies and law enforcement.


Sociologists believe that we create society. We organize ourselves, establish the rules and regulations necessary to make things work, and collectively identify goals. An early sociologist, Emile Durkheim, said that these social norms are as important as, or more important than, instinct. These consensual beliefs tell us what to do and guide our daily lives. Collective recognition and resolution of social problems is part of that creative social process.


To understand the process of defining and resolving issues, we need to know the six ingredients of social problems. First, there are those who are suffering. This is the target group: a collection of individuals who are treated unfairly, don’t get their fair share of social and/or material resources, or face serious threats to their well-being. In short, their personal well-being (life chances, e.g., satisfaction or emotional happiness) or their social well-being (equality, representation, and other social situations) is threatened. People in the target group may not know each other, so it is more correct to call them a target category or collectivity. For simplicity’s sake, I use the term target group to mean collectivity, category, or group.


The second ingredient is the adverse social situation that affects the target group. It can be changed by human effort and probably has a human or social cause. A physical disaster—a tornado or a tsunami—is not in itself a social problem but can quickly develop into one. The tsunami in Southeast Asia in 2004 created many social problems. In the immediate aftermath, large numbers of people needed food, shelter, and medical assistance. Others suffered long-term needs, such as children without parents, unemployed persons, and persons unable to locate their relatives. These and other problems were addressed by local and international governments (Korf 2007; Tang 2007). Similarly, the 9.0 earthquake that hit Japan in 2011 affected a nuclear power plant. Residents in a nearby farming community were evacuated and, because of high levels of radioactivity, will not be able to return to live there for many years, if ever.


In contrast, several tornados blew through the Fort Worth, Texas, area in 2000 and 2001. There was substantial damage but surprisingly little loss of life (Letchford, Norville, and Bilello 2000). The only real social problem that developed was concern to create a better warning system in the future.


A preventable disaster is almost always a social problem. In 1984 in Bhopal, India, a Union Carbide pesticide factory leaked forty tons of methyl isocyanate gas into the air, killing an estimated 4,000 people, many of whom lived in makeshift houses next to the power plant.1 There had been little public recognition of the danger to these people before the disaster. Afterward, individuals, groups, and governments debated the risks of dangerous engineering defects and human error in such factories (Perrow 1984; Jasanoff 1994; Hatvalne 2010). The original event was only one part of the problem. There was also concern about the potential for future leaks and the suffering they would cause.


The third ingredient is the group of people who recognize a social problem: the advocate group. These individuals are motivated for different reasons, including self-interest, altruism, and idealism. If their own social or physical well-being is threatened, they are heavily invested in the solution. Or they may be moved by the suffering of others. Or they may believe that something about the situation is wrong or sinful and needs to be changed because it offends their belief system. Whatever the reason, they decide that the target group’s situation should be changed. They organize themselves to bring the issue into the public arena for discussion and action. They become claims makers (more about that later).


The fourth ingredient of a social problem is the ameliorating action—the proposed change—and the fifth ingredient is the action group—the group that puts the proposed change into effect.2 After the Fort Worth tornado in 2000, neighborhood groups (advocate groups) complained that the warning sirens were not sufficient. The complaints were persistent enough and numerous enough that the city governments (action groups) in the surrounding communities took action. The sirens were tested and upgraded, and in some cases new ones were installed (ameliorating action).


A sixth ingredient is a will to act to solve the social problem. Social problems often arise because people find it easier not to act. There is usually a cost attached to the action—if not a monetary cost, then a cost in personal effort or sacrifice of personal interest. To bring change, people must be willing to bear the cost. Replacing the warning sirens was relatively inexpensive, and the will to act was sufficient. Within a few weeks they were replaced or repaired. But in the case of the fertilizer factory in Bhopal, India, there was less will to act. One question that arose was, Who is responsible? When no group or agency is willing to take responsibility or has the necessary resources, the will to act falls to the government.


In sum, then, the six ingredients of a social problem are (1) an advocate group that identifies the problem, (2) an adverse social situation, (3) a victim or target group or target category, (4) an ameliorating action, (5) an action group (organization or institution), and (6) the will to act. Subsequently we can define a social problem as a situation judged by an advocate group to be adversely affecting the personal or social well-being of a target group (or collectivity) to the extent that it needs to be redressed by means of an ameliorating action to be taken by an action group/organization or institution. An action group will take such action once there is sufficient will to act.



[image: images] HOW DO SOCIAL PROBLEMS OCCUR?



Looking to the cause, it is easy to blame social problems on people who are irresponsible, selfish, immoral, or deviant in some way—the “nuts, sluts, and perverts” (Liazos 1972). This is the tendency to blame the powerless. Legal offenders are often held to blame. Although innocent people are sometimes convicted, offenders in the criminal justice system are generally assumed to be guilty. And crime is one of the most prominent and important social problems.3


But criminal activity is only one of many causes. Social problems arise because a society is developing or there is general ignorance of a particular situation. Some social problems arise because people pursue their own self-interest at the expense of others. Or there are competing interests. Serious social problems are associated with racism and group discrimination. There are unresolved problems whenever there is a long history of enmity and conflict between groups. This list of causes is not exhaustive, but it is diverse enough to be representative. We will examine each of these possible causes separately.


Development


Chudacoff and Smith’s (2000) fascinating account of U.S. urban growth at the turn of the last century highlights problems caused by development. Fear of disease (unprotected water supplies were becoming contaminated by seepage from privies and graves) and fear of fire spurred city officials to protect public water supplies. Congestion and dangerous transportation issues in nineteenth-century cities led to complaints that drivers were intentionally reckless; thus traffic regulations and fines were devised for everyone’s safety and comfort. Creative solutions to these and other social problems led to the development of the modern urban infrastructure, and the early twentieth century saw “the highest standards of mass urban living in the world” (Chudacoff and Smith 2000, 136, 87, 50). Sometimes developmental problems persist, indicating the existence of factors that erode the social will, such as lack of resources, an inadequate infrastructure, or an insufficient political structure.


Technological advances also bring problems. They create new conditions and issues not addressed by existing regulations or conventions. The rapid and amorphous growth of computers and the Internet during the late twentieth century illustrates this point. Issues of censorship and control are still being discussed—nationally and worldwide.


Aftermath of a Natural Event


A very different kind of social problem comes after a natural event. Hurricane Katrina in 2005 was one of the worst natural disasters to hit the United States during the twentieth century. Half a million people were evacuated, 1,600 people lost their lives, and more than 1,000 went missing (Kessler et al. 2006). From a social problems perspective, what is of interest is the way people organize themselves to respond to the possibility of disaster and the human needs arising from it. In the case of Katrina, the most publicized situation involved the low-income, primarily black residents who survived the hurricane but lacked food and shelter (Brodie et al. 2006). Many groups responded with assistance, including the local police, firemen, and Coast Guard, as well as federal agencies—FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Agency) and the Department of Homeland Security. A host of church groups, nonprofits such as the Red Cross, local organizations, and individuals in other cities also helped with shelter, basic necessities, and financial assistance during the subsequent evacuation.


The immediate outpouring of assistance was followed by several years of effort to rebuild the neighborhoods, the city, and the lives of those affected: home owners (Elliott and Pais 2006), those with increased mental health issues (Kessler et al. 2006), those who lost confidence in government officials, especially regarding issues surrounding waste disposal (Allen 2007). Other concerns focused on how the public was informed about environmental and public health threats, as well as preparedness at the local, state, and federal levels (Frickel and Vincent 2007).


Inequality


The most prominent inequality is poverty, which affects close to 13 percent of the U.S. population. People who are poor suffer from a lack of basic necessities and from their relationships within the social structure (Myers-Lipton 2006). Minorities are disproportionately affected by poverty and often have reduced access to social resources because of discrimination.4 Personal, societal, and structural factors are compounded by the underlying ideological beliefs that perpetuate the inequality. A minority child from a low-income family is less likely to attend college or university than a nonminority child from a wealthy family—even if he or she has the intelligence to succeed academically. Sociologists call this stratification—organization of people according to differential access to resources and the consequent social positions in society. Problems associated with stratification have to do with health care, high rates of drug abuse, high crime areas, educational issues, political representation, and many others (Myers-Lipton 2006).


Self-interest


Self-interest is a major reason that stratification develops in the first place, and an important source of other social problems. The problem is that economic theories today stress self-interest and commonly assume that “individuals in a society always act according to their self-interest or private economic incentive” (Sen 1977). Rational choice theories used by social scientists and economists also assume self-interest. This view of human nature became acceptable around the time of the Industrial Revolution, when rational self-interest for men in the business world was legitimized. The eighteenth-century doctrine of “separate spheres” had women as keepers of religion and morality, whereas men managed the political, legal, and economic affairs outside the home (Coontz 2005). These two sets of values—the moral, “feminine” values inside the home and the rational, self-oriented “masculine” values outside the home—are in conflict. The popular character Tom Sawyer highlights this discrepancy.




The late 19th century cliché of the mischievous boy was, like the sentimentalization of women and children, an attempt to deal with one aspect of the era’s central discomfiture. The very attributes that would make a man occupationally successful were unwelcome in the domestic environment of his own creation. In a situation of conflict, especially when resolution is not forthcoming, a common human response is to try to laugh; hence the mischievous boy and his exasperated female “superior.” The image allowed just enough caricature of the rule-breaker and the rule maker to afford the populace a laugh, but few, it appears, truly understood the joke. The final effect of this phenomenon was perhaps its most subversive: the perception of boys’ mischievous antics as masculine behavior invited reversal, so that immature or illicit activities of men could, in time, be construed as mischief that is natural and harmless. (Heininger 1984, 27–28)





Self-interest is widespread. It is the norm in a for-profit business world. There is nothing natural or harmless about the activities of senior officials at the Enron Corporation, who created a network of offshore companies to make the company look more profitable than it actually was. After the company collapsed, it became apparent who benefited at the expense of shareholders, employees, pensioners, customers, and suppliers. Even though it is generally accepted that top executives work to perpetuate their own interests (Egeberg 1995), there was an outcry about the actions of Enron officials who became a “visible symbol of the dangers of excessive self-interest” (Finkelstein et al. 2008). Dangerous self-interest, greed to Marxists, is a major reason for Marxist opposition to the capitalist system (Walker 2008).


Racism and Discrimination


Racism is the belief that people with different biological traits (e.g., skin color) have different social value. Discrimination is the differential treatment of categories of people. Racism and discrimination involve both personal and group self-interest in noncommercial areas. After the U.S. Civil War, the South was associated with white supremacy—local residents believed that theirs was and should be a “white man’s country.” Fears that the newly freed slaves would upset the balance of political power were supported by theories of scientific racism and “survival of the fittest” Social Darwinism—ideas popular in the late nineteenth century.5 When Northerners did not react to court decisions that denied protection to blacks (between 1873 and 1898), disaffected Southerners pursued their own ends (McMillen 1990). The so-called Jim Crow laws created a segregated society, depriving African Americans of the right to vote (unless they owned property), the right to be educated in the same schools as whites, and free access to public facilities. Enforcement of the Jim Crow laws was supported by an atmosphere of fear created by lynching.


Let’s analyze this situation using the social problems theory presented here. Disaffected whites in the South after the Civil War considered themselves victims. In their eyes, they were the target group. The adverse situation they faced was the loss of their way of life, as well as social and political power, to people who had once been their social inferiors. During Reconstruction, in addition to having the right to vote, 2,000 blacks served in federal, state, and local offices (Foner 1993). A racist advocate group, the Ku Klux Klan, was formed in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1866 to oppose the social and political changes (Martinez 2007). It soon spread to other states.




Fear convinces Klansmen that others, somehow different from them, have negatively affected their lives.They yearn for halcyon days when no one questioned their unbridled authority. Anything or anybody challenging the status quo threatens the established order, and threats must be handled through extra legal means, if necessary. (Martinez 2007, x)





As Martinez noted, the ameliorating action of the KKK was to handle the threat by any means that worked. The Jim Crow laws were intended to restrict the social and political power of southern blacks and keep them disadvantaged. Fear was a means of preventing blacks from reasserting themselves. The white supremacists’ will to act came from the political threat and economic competition they felt from African Americans and fueled their desire to maintain caste boundaries (Beck and Tolnay 1990).


The KKK is uniquely a target group (according to its own assessment), an advocate group, and an action group—all at the same time. They saw themselves as the victim. They worked to draw attention to their situation among others in the South and worked out a solution themselves, rather than turn to the government to resolve the issue. From their point of view, they were successful—at least for a while.


From an African American point of view—and from the view of most people today—the actions of those associated with the KKK created a segregated society that was not legally redressed until the 1960s. It took that length of time for another advocate group (or movement, as it turned out) to form and to develop the will to act on a national scale. We will revisit this problem later in the section on opposition groups.


Stratification problems (stemming from inequality or discrimination) created by self-interest usually require government intervention, since those in power do not easily give up their position of advantage. Whether they are forced to reevaluate the situation by law or they choose to do so of their own free will, the concerned parties in power often lack a global perspective of the issue. Putting their own well-being on the same level as the other parties involved is one part of a solution. This usually requires relinquishing resources, potential resources, position, or prestige.


Competing Interests


Competing interests may technically be self-interest on a group level but can have other dimensions as well. Territorial claims are an important aspect of political interests, especially when natural resources such as water, energy, and minerals, geostrategic claims, and/or control of a population within territorial boundaries are at stake (Diehl 1999).


Competing territorial claims lie at the core of the Arab-Israeli conflict. In the late nineteenth century, Jews from Russia and eastern Europe began to conceive of the idea of a Jewish homeland to resolve their centuries-long existence as an oppressed minority scattered through many different countries (the diaspora). They began purchasing land in the Middle East—land that they thought, perhaps erroneously, was more or less unoccupied. Their secret intention was to become so numerous in the area that they could eventually claim the country as theirs. The conflict, then, came not from misunderstanding, but from the “conflicting interests and goals of the two populations. The Arabs sought instinctively to retain the Arab and Muslim character of the region and to maintain their position as the rightful inhabitants; the Zionists sought radically to change the status quo, buy as much land as possible, settle on it, and eventually turn an Arab populated country into a Jewish homeland” (Morris 2001, 49). The Jewish people received support from western forces in the region, and ultimately the modern state of Israel was born.


From a social problems perspective, Jewish and Arab advocate groups differ in terms of who is the victim. They propose different solutions that involve different organizations or countries to be part of the solution. In short, there are two different social problems here rather than one. Of course, most of us see it as one issue—not two. Part of the difficulty in resolving the conflict is agreeing on who is the victim, and why, and subsequently what kind of action should be taken, by whom.


Northern Ireland is another example of competing claims. Historically the roots of the problem go back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Britain sought to reassert its control over Ireland by sending officers, soldiers, administrators, and clergy to settle and establish the country as a self- supporting contributor. The native Catholic population resisted this intrusion. The resulting conflict between the Protestant Unionists and the Catholic Nationalists has continued until today (Ruane and Todd 2000).


Yet another example of competing claims is Cyprus, where Turkish Cypriots and Greek Cypriots claim dominance of the island. The result is that the 3,571-square-mile island (approximately 40 miles across) has been divided since 1974. In 1983 the northern 1,300 square miles became the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, whereas the southern part of the island is the Greek Cypriot Republic of Cyprus. A thin green line crosses the island and divides the capitol of Nicosia and has been patrolled by UN forces since 1964.


History of Enmity and Conflict


Sometimes problems between two peoples continue long after the specific issues have been resolved. Once people have been killed, the grief of the families and friends deepens hostility to the point where even the mention of the other side stirs up animosity and suspicion. After years of conflict in the Middle East, this is true for many Jews and Arabs. It has also been true in Northern Ireland, where there has been enmity between the two sides for hundreds of years—although currently there have been several years of relative peace. It was true in Cyprus, although happily here too the situation has vastly improved.


But there are other places where a history of enmity and conflict has not been resolved. As the former Yugoslavia was breaking apart in the 1990s, Serbs, Kosovar Albanians, Croats, and Bosnian Muslims “each claimed to be defending themselves against annihilation” (MacDonald 2002, 2). Yet a century earlier, they had worked together to form the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. They were rebelling against the centuries of domination by the Byzantines, the Ottomans, and the Hapsburg Empire. And in modern times the domination continued. The Germans occupied the area during World War II, and then the communist state of Yugoslavia was formed. The Balkan saying that behind every hero stands a traitor is understandable considering the area’s history. Today there are separate countries of Croatia, Slovenia, Republic of Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, and Kosovo. Some conclude that the enmity between the different peoples during the 1990s was a strategy to establish independence (MacDonald 2002). Such claims only highlight the complexities involved in resolving this kind of problem.


Yet another area of historic conflict is in Rwanda, where the Tutsi and Hutu have fought each other for many years. In 1994 an estimated 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were killed by the Hutus in power, in what is now called genocide (BBC 2008). One version of this story was told in the movie Hotel Rwanda.


Ignorance


Sometimes problems develop because of ignorance. When severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) developed in Hong Kong at the end of 2003, it was a new disease. The means of transmission was unknown, and there was no known cure; the reported death rate was 10 percent (Ap 2003; Tam et al. 2004). The epidemic highlighted the importance of understanding health factors among the population (Loh et al. 2004).


Similarly, few people realized the cause of AIDS when it appeared, or its serious consequences. In the early 1980s, when the public and medical pro fessionals were largely silent about the disease, an estimated 100,000 to 300,000 persons on five continents became infected (Mann 1990). The disease continues to spread in countries such as India, where up to 30 percent of those exposed have never heard of it (Chatterjee 1999). As U.S. medical professionals learned more about the disease, the information was disseminated throughout the population, giving individuals an opportunity to take precautions and reduce its spread.


In sum, common causes of social problems include development, natural disasters, inequality, self-interest, racism and discrimination, competing interests, history of enmity and conflict, and ignorance. Social problems are difficulties that need to be “taken care of,” or irritations that need our attention, to be fixed as quickly as possible. Social problems also offer an opportunity to improve our collective social life. They highlight areas that need to be addressed, expanded, and developed. They point to areas that require new and imaginative thinking to create adequate structures, regulations, and governance for the well-being of everyone. They are frequently a sign of healthy growth rather than something to hide and be embarrassed about. They always lead to change, and because people frequently resist change, solutions are not always welcomed or sought out. But in the end, addressing social problems today can help shape the world that we live in tomorrow. The better the solutions, the better tomorrow’s world.



[image: images] LEVELS OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS



When analyzing social problems, we need to identify the level of the problem. This is determined primarily by the target group and the action group. Are the people in the target group from one place, or are they scattered across the country or the world? Is the action group (institution or government) local, state, national, or international? In general, widespread problems require more coordination among institutions, agencies, and governments.


A local level social problem will fall primarily to local authorities. Several communities may have similar problems, but each resolves its own situation. For instance, consider the problem that developed after the Fort Worth tornado in 2000. The Bank One building, a popular landmark, was effectively destroyed. This was a social problem because it occupied a complete city block in the middle of the downtown area and sat virtually empty for close to five years, raising concerns of safety, crime, and ambiance. Asbestos was discovered, which made rebuilding expensive. For two years, owners, developers, city and state officials argued. The only business that reoccupied the building was a popular restaurant on the top floor, which was forced to relocate when the building was to be imploded. Implosion was finally abandoned due to safety fears and associated costs. Three years after the tornado, concerned parties finally agreed to redevelop the building into residences, retail spaces, and public parking. Two years later the first residents moved in (Whiteley 2002; Metro code 2009).


Other cities have faced similar problems after natural disasters. Local authorities assess the issues and resolve them—and perhaps consult others with similar issues.


State level problems fall under the jurisdiction of state authorities. States that have similar problems do not necessarily address them in the same way. For example, the Amish live in religious communities separated from others. Because of their preference for horse-drawn buggies instead of cars, they present a special challenge. Their simple lifestyle puts them at risk of fatal accidents on the highways (NBC4i 2009). Since close to 80 percent of the Amish live in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Indiana, this problem is addressed by those states but is not of concern elsewhere.


Sometimes it is not clear which authority should address a problem. Illegal immigration, for instance, is a federal issue (although a 1996 bill allowed Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, to certify state and local law enforcement officers; Carafano and Keith 2006). But people in border communities or states, or in the smaller communities where illegal immigrants settle, feel that the federal government isn’t doing a good job.


For instance, in Farmers Branch, a small community in Texas, the Hispanic population has increased to 37 percent in recent years, with illegal immigrants making up a large portion of the increase. This has put a severe strain on public services in the city of only 30,000 residents. City officials passed an ordinance making it an offense to rent to undocumented persons. This was seen as a controversial action in the state and elsewhere in the country.


In 2010, after a local resident was murdered, Arizona farmers living along the Mexican border complained that the flow of illegal immigrants defaces their property and puts them at risk. Claiming that the federal government had neglected “its constitutional duty to secure the border” (CNN 2011), Governor Jan Brewer introduced a bill requiring Arizona police to verify the legal status of anyone they apprehend. The U.S. Justice Department sued, claiming that only it had that authority. The dispute has gained national attention.


At a national level, social problems concern all citizens in some way. Federal authorities are involved in attempts at resolution. National level issues include immigration, certain crimes, drugs, moral issues, cultural violence, and wars, such as the war in Iraq.


Sometimes actions taken by state or local level authorities are seen as part of a national identity. This is the case with the death penalty for non–U.S. citizens. Although people in the United States realize that the penalty varies from state to state, others do not. On the other hand, legalizing marijuana and euthanasia has given the Netherlands an interesting international reputation.


Last, there are problems that affect everyone on our planet. Many governments cooperate to resolve these kinds of international level problems. Pollution, protection of national resources, trade agreements, terrorism, extradition, and crime are some examples.



[image: images] INFORMATION AND CLAIMS MAKING



Informed citizens, advocate groups, action groups, and social researchers are all interested in information about social problems. Some professional groups, such as doctors, lawyers, teachers, social workers, and police, address social problems as part of their job, so they regularly collect information about those they serve. Action groups look to these sources and collect their own information in order to carry out the mandate they are given. The data of the federal government, one of the largest action groups (or organization), is a major resource for everyone.


Collecting and analyzing data is a topic in and of itself. There are established procedures to ensure accuracy and reliability.6 Since most advocate groups use data that has already been collected and analyzed, it is important for us to understand how to evaluate presentations of data by claims makers.


Claims making is the process by which a person (or persons) tries to convince others of the truth and importance of an issue. In terms of social problems, it is an advocate group’s efforts to convince the public and government officials (or other action groups, organizations or institutions) that there is a problem and that it needs attention. Advocate groups are the main claims makers, but action groups, social researchers, and, in fact, everyone engages in claims making at some time or another.7 The researcher needs to know what goes into a claim.


Social Construction and Bracketing


The first step in evaluating a claim is to understand the advocate group’s reality or worldview. Everyone sees things differently, and consequently one group’s solution can be another group’s problem (the KKK example above). Different worldviews are possible because we, together with our friends, determine what is important and real. This is what sociologists call social construction—arranging the factors of one’s experience into a coherent worldview. If we can understand what members of an advocate group have experienced, we will better understand their worldview. But to truly understand another worldview, researchers must set aside their own beliefs and political views and examine values, beliefs, and threats without judgment.


Setting aside one’s own ideas does not mean embracing another view. Nor does it imply carelessness with details. But it does allow enough space to look carefully at the implicit and underlying motivations without dismissing them as silly, irrelevant, or wrong. Judgment is reserved for a later time. This method of setting aside one’s own ideas of reality to study another reality is called “bracketing.”


Once the researcher understands the group’s worldview, he or she will be able to appreciate its proposed action. In some ways, the W. I. Thomas theorem is relevant here: if you think that something is real, it will be real in its consequences. The social researcher does not have to believe in the same reality as the advocate group in order to study and understand it.


A UFO study illustrates the usefulness of this approach. The researcher was not interested in whether UFOs are real or not. But he was very interested in how a belief in UFOs affects someone’s actions and attitudes. The social researcher “bracketed” his own beliefs so that he could understand, without judgment, the worldview of someone who does believe in UFOs.


Approaching scientific studies in this way has become more common in recent years. Even the most objective scientists have come to accept that it is not possible to be completely objective, since everyone is influenced by his or her own worldview.


If the issue is one that the social researchers feel strongly about, it may be appropriate at a certain point for them to inform others that they are switching from the role of a social researcher to that of a claims maker. Researchers should realize that by taking on the role of a claims maker, they forfeit some authority and their claims will be evaluated along with all the others.


Author Bias


The second step in evaluating a claim is to look for author bias—a distorted or misleading interpretation of the information of which the author may or may not be aware. Many advocate groups have well-known positions or political affiliations, which are reflected in the language and arguments of their claims. But knowing they have a position doesn’t necessarily mean that their claim is distorted or misleading.


If the position of an advocate group is not known, the researcher should ask a series of questions about the presentation of information. Has the situation been overstated? Can known positions be recognized in the argument? What experiences in the author’s background led to this view? What does the author hope to achieve from presenting this information? How does this view compare to what others think on this subject? Sometimes the author wants nothing more than to inform the reader. But at other times the author clearly wants to motivate the reader to act in a particular way. Perhaps the author wants to persuade the reader to his own worldview. Or perhaps the author wants the reader to be more sympathetic to an unpopular cause.


There is nothing wrong with listening to all sides of an issue. The conscientious researcher should understand the reasons why people have different worldviews and their interpretation of the facts. In some respects, no truly “objective” viewpoint exists. Each person looks at the world from his or her own perspective and will present facts and arguments accordingly or risk being viewed as insincere or incoherent. The researcher might even find it valuable to “walk in the shoes” of the other person—look at the situation from that perspective, in order to better understand the viewpoint being presented. (“Walking in the shoes of the other” is an opportunity to understand what the social construction process is about.)


The researcher needs to be wary of the author who, in an attempt to win over the reader, is guilty of distorting the facts or presenting the arguments in a misleading way.


If the information appears evenhanded, the researcher might want to look for other signs of a claims maker’s intentions. Are there any indications of affiliation to a group or category that has a known position? Certain organizations that are referred to repeatedly may offer a clue. An article on evolution that refers to a fundamentalist Christian organization would be suspect, since most fundamentalist Christians oppose Darwinian evolution.


Identifying who published the article might give another clue. An article on science in the public school system published by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) is likely to promote a different view than one published by the American Baptist Association (ABA). Ideally, the two sources would agree on essential points. Failing that, the researcher should weigh the data and arguments of the respective organizations while being alert to potential bias.


The social researcher should not be fooled by reputation. Just because a group has a well-known position doesn’t mean it is always unreliable. For instance, one might expect a certain bias when a religious organization reports the news. But despite its religious affiliation, the Christian Science Monitor has been highly respected for a hundred years.


On the other hand, advocate group members who are well respected may be biased. Persons with a reputation for accuracy may nonetheless mistake their point of view for objectivity. This is apparently the case with the respected scientists Isaac Asimov, Carl Sagan, and Paul Kurtz, who cofounded the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal.8 The group claims to “promote scientific inquiry” when “examining controversial and extraordinary claims.” But an examination of these men’s views reveals they discount the reality of spiritual phenomena.9 Hence anyone reading articles in their publication, the Skeptical Inquirer, should beware of an antispiritual bias.


It is not uncommon for scientists to have a bias against religion or spiritual affairs. After all, there has been a “war” between science and religion for approximately five hundred years (Turrell 2004).


Another example of scientists who are biased against spiritual phenomena occurred more than a century ago. In the mid-1800s, the British Association for the Advancement of Science refused to hear papers on hypnotism or mesmerism, on the basis they were insignificant to scientific research. A few years later the British Royal Society of Science refused to hear a paper on spiritualism by physicist Sir William Crookes on similar grounds (Palfreman 1979; Doyle 1975). These incidents do not reflect the image that most people have of scientists objectively examining the data. Thus we can say that even scientists claiming objectivity are subject to bias. But again, the researcher must be careful not to assume that all scientists have a similar bias.


Last, the researcher should ask if the author has something to gain from the action he or she proposes. If a ketchup manufacturer advertised that its product helped prevent cancer, it obviously stands to benefit from all the people who believe the claim and rush out to buy ketchup to prevent cancer. The claim may be completely false or only partially true (more likely in a sophisticated world). The ketchup company may be using a study that found cooked tomatoes had a particularly healthful effect on participants. But it would be difficult to consume enough ketchup to approximate the required results. Thus the statement that ketchup can help reduce cancer is not technically false, but it is misleading.


Argument Bias


The third step in evaluating a claim is to look for argument bias—an attempt to convince by means other than use of data or information. Any argument made by an advocate group publication needs to be examined carefully. The researcher should be on the lookout for arguments that are intended to convince by means other than a careful weighing of the data. How specific is the argument? Does the author give details of the incidents, actions, or persons? Are the details left for the reader to figure out? Look for coherence and appropriateness. Are the claims that the author is making relevant to the question? Does the author stick to the point, going from one aspect to the next? Or does the author throw in a lot of unrelated points to stir the reader’s emotions or give the impression of being knowledgeable?


An argument that uses glittering generalities will sound convincing until it is applied to a specific situation. Then the components of the argument break down. Other known tactics that are commonly used to sway someone include name-calling, plain Jane (“I’m just a simple boy”), testimonial, card stacking, bandwagon (“everyone knows”), and lies about the dead (“Before he died . . .”).


Data Bias


Evaluating data bias in a claim can be difficult, and the researcher should ask the following questions: What data is used to substantiate the claim? Is it verifiable? Do the facts that are presented agree with reports from other reputable sources? Are the statistics exaggerated to make the claim more dramatic? Is there too much data included? Is it up-to-date?


The researcher is like a detective, sorting through all the available evidence, deciding which is credible and which is not, who to believe, and what arguments to take with a grain of salt. The social problems expert should never dismiss a source of information as invalid because the source does not seem reliable. On the other hand, giving an unreliable source undue weight could cause the conclusions to be biased.


It is impossible for sociologists and researchers to personally verify all the data and other information presented by advocate groups, action groups, or anyone making a claim. Most of the time a quick look at the way in which data is presented will reveal a lot about any misuse of data. Beyond that, to check specific claims, the social researcher can compare the advocate group claims with other claims about the same topic. If there is general agreement among the different claims, the data is probably correct.


Think tanks are advocate groups that study social situations and provide the public with reliable information.10 Some of these groups have a better reputation for accuracy than others and most have a political leaning. It is important to know which sources are reliable. A researcher needs to know where to go for data, and how to verify its accuracy. There are large areas of agreement about data among the best think tanks, regardless of their worldview. If there is a discrepancy that the researcher feels needs to be checked, the most authoritative sources of information are the Census Bureau, or known national survey organizations such as General Social Survey, the Gallup Organization, and the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR). Other government agencies sometimes provide reliable data.


Government agencies are generally careful to collect accurate data, but occasionally there are errors. Other organizations vary in the accuracy of their data and its availability to public inquiry. Sociological studies published in peer-reviewed journals can be taken as authoritative, unless there is a particular reason for questioning the way that the study was done.


Delineating all the ways to check for data bias is beyond the scope of this chapter. But we will consider, briefly, some things to watch for. In general, bias in the data means that a conclusion is not supported as claimed.


Wording


Look for exact meanings of the words and their implications. Scientific presentation of data is as precise as possible. A common mistake, for instance, is mixing up percentages. For instance, “The majority of the students taking the exam scored 80 percent or better” is easily misconstrued as “The majority scored above 80 percent.” The word “majority,” in this case, refers to the students taking the exam, not the majority of the whole class (or “population”). It is possible that only a small percentage took the exam. In that case, those who scored above 80 percent would be less than half.


Numbers Versus Percentages


Another way statistics are used inappropriately (some say, to “lie” with statistics) is to confuse numbers and percentages. For instance, the percentage of African Americans who live in poverty is higher than the percentage of white Americans who live in poverty, yet by far the majority (in terms of numbers) of those living in poverty are white.


Graphs


Exaggeration in graphic representation is not uncommon. A line going from 15 to 20 will appear more dramatic on a graph with a range of 10 to 25 than on a graph with a range of 0 to 50, particularly if the x axis markers are compressed. Someone reporting on the number of rapes in the United States could claim a dramatic increase using the first graph, while opponents could claim a slight increase using the second graph.


Errors in Conducting Studies


Usually evaluation of data bias will not include examining how a study was done. But occasionally nonscientific studies are given as evidence to support an advocate group claim. It is helpful to be able to recognize this when it happens.


Advocate group reports that cite data from specific studies should include enough information for the reader to find the study or the data. Census data should include the appropriate year and other pertinent information. Journal articles should include the author’s name, the publication, and a date. If this information is missing, the data becomes suspect, and the researcher should not rely on it too heavily without verification.


Data that is public knowledge needs no reference. Election of U.S. presidents is a matter of public record, as are notable events such as that of September 11, 2001. At other times the datum is not public record but agrees with known facts; hence, it is believable. If it seems correct, and there is no reason not to trust the data, the researcher may decide to do so until it is discredited.


Additional Things to Watch For


Conceptualization: Did the authors of the study conceptualize the study correctly? Is the concept they claim to have studied really captured in their data? For many years church attendance was used as a measure of religiosity, whereas a person could be very religious and not go to church.


Sample and Generalization: To make generalizations about a larger population, the sample studied must be drawn statistically (randomly). If a researcher uses a convenience sample—stopping the first ten people he sees, for instance—the results tell you nothing beyond those ten people.


Significance: When statistics are used, significance tells the researcher if the results are by chance. The smaller the number, the less likely the results are by chance. However, results can be statistically significant but not substantively significant, meaning the difference is not important. A study comparing grades may find that a difference between 3.15 and 3.14 is highly significant. But how much difference does .01 make? Not much.


Cause Versus Correlation: Most social research only points to correlation. However, correlation is often interpreted as cause. If being hungry and eating is correlated, one is tempted to say feeling hungry causes eating. But what about the times when you visit someone’s home and you eat the piece of cake your host offers? In other words, the cause and correlation are not so straightforward as they seemed at first.



[image: images] CONCLUSION


The concepts in this chapter help clarify what is meant by social problems. Six ingredients help us know what to look for. By identifying the advocate group as a minimal public to recognize a social problem, we can track the ebb and flow of particular social problems. Identifying the action group and the will to act gives us insight into the inner dynamics of the situation. Examining the way in which the advocate group makes its claims and its proposed ameliorating action helps us spot other aspects of the problem that are not being addressed.


In the next chapter we will examine patterns of growth and development of advocate groups. Why do people organize themselves? How do they organize? What stages of development lead to successful advocating? What kind of action will a group think is appropriate? What kind of change is the advocate group seeking? To whom will it turn to take action? What motivates the group, and what will motivate others to go along with its proposed action? What are the likely consequences of the proposed action? There are no ready-made answers to these questions. Instead, conclusions will be drawn about each advocate group based on the information presented.


In the following chapters, we will consider specific solutions to particular social problems. Some problems are very complex, with many diverse advocate groups. In each case a summary is included to help sort these out.


Government action is not the only solution, although it is important. Some problems can be addressed with government programs or legislation. Other problems are addressed successfully by nongovernmental programs and actions. There are also educational campaigns and apologies—on the part of government officials or others. And of course there are actions of individuals. It is also important to look at how people react to advocate groups, and the consequences of actions that are taken. Not all consequences are positive or intended.


Later chapters discuss several models of change, drawn from the different assumptions that people have of human nature. In addition to the well-known models of human interaction, there are models having to do with structure, and models that emphasize resources.


It is always good to take a step back and look at the situation from a broader perspective. The social researcher who examines a social problem using these analytical concepts will surely have something worthwhile to contribute to any discussion.



[image: images] QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW


1. What are the six ingredients of a social problem?


2. What are eight common reasons social problems develop?


3. Explain author bias, argument bias, and data bias.



[image: images] QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER THOUGHT


1. How do social problems make society better?


2. How would you evaluate the claims of Arizona governor Jan Brewer regarding illegal immigration?


3. Is the news objective? Examine the news you listen to or read on a regular basis. Is there an argument bias?


4. In what situations might government data be biased?


______________


1. Subsequently 11,000 more died from aftereffects of the substance. According to the Indian government some 500,000 people were affected, including thousands of babies born with defects. In June 2010, seven former employees were convicted by an Indian court for their role in the incident.


2. Again, the terminology of “group” is not strictly correct here. The action group is usually an organization or an institution. But for simplicity’s sake, when the term action group is used, it will mean group, organization, institution, or collectivity—whichever is appropriate.


3. The Innocence Project is an organization of lawyers, students, and others who work to assist prisoners who can be proven innocent by means not available at the time of sentencing—DNA testing. Since 1992, a total of 242 people, who served an average of twelve years in prison, have been exonerated and released. For more information, go to www.innocenceproject.org.


4. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 8.3 percent of non-Hispanic whites lived in poverty, as compared with 24.9 percent of African Americans, 24.7 percent of American Indians, and 21.8 percent of Hispanics.


5. Ideology contributes to racism and discrimination. Nineteenth-century eugenicists concluded that Caucasians (in particular Caucasian males, since females weren’t included in the top rank) were the most developed of all the races. In Mismeasure of Man Stephen J. Gould documents the bias in their “scientific” studies of intelligence used to support their theories. A less obvious ideology of racism today is the common impression that Hispanic children are less likely to do well at school than white children.


6. The main ways that sociologists and other social researchers collect data are surveys, interviews and field research, case studies, and experimentation. Sociologists also use secondary data sources, including government or other known organizations such as GSS, or others, and of course the U.S. Census.


7. Because of the focus of this book, most of the discussion centers on the claims making of advocate groups. Everything that is said about claims making and claims makers can apply to all other claims-making groups or individuals.


8. Changed to Committee for Skeptical Inquiry, or CSI in 2006. www.csicop.org.


9. Paul Kurtz is professor emeritus of both the CSI organization and the Council for Secular Humanism. A statement from the latter organization reads: “We are generally skeptical about supernatural claims. We recognize the importance of religious experience; we deny, however, that such experiences have anything to do with the supernatural. We have found no convincing evidence that there is a separable ‘soul’ or that it exists before birth or survives death. We must therefore conclude that the ethical life can be lived without the illusions of immortality or reincarnation.”


10. To name just a few: the Brookings Institution, American Enterprise Institute, Urban Institute, Cato Institute, Tellus Institute, Heritage Foundation, American Civil Liberties Union, and Pew Research Center.
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UNDERSTANDING ADVOCATE GROUPS



[image: images] WHO ARE THE ADVOCATE GROUPS?



I have defined an advocate group as an identifiable collection of persons who agree that something is a problem and are working to change it.1 It is an umbrella term that includes interest groups, social movements, and sometimes a crowd or even a riot. Sociologists usually examine these collectivities separately, but to the extent that they all are identified as working for change, they are included here as advocate groups.


There are differences between interest groups and social movements. One important difference is organization. Interest groups are more formally organized. They are generally legal entities, with a formal membership, constitution, and officers. The members likely know each other, or at least know about each other. All members know the officers. They identify with the cause and with each other and by virtue of their membership, and are obligated to contribute financially or in other ways.


Social movements, on the other hand, may have little or no organizational structure. Many, if not most, have no legal standing. Aside from leaders, members or adherents have no formal obligation to contribute financially or in any other way to the movement, but supporters are likely to identify more strongly with the movement than members of interest groups. One characteristic of a social movement is that supporters identify on a personal level. Even so, if the movement is widespread, it is impossible for them to know each other or know much about each other.


Aside from organizational structure, the two differ in the type of action they seek. Interest groups pursue change through institutional means, such as lobbying. Social movements, in contrast, tend to favor noninstitutional means, such as protests, marches, boycotts, and the like.


A crowd, the third type of collectivity that can function as an advocate group, is a temporary gathering of persons with a similar focus who subsequently influence each other. A riot is a crowd that has become expressive and active. It is always localized (located in one geographical area, as opposed to being spread out over a wide area). Like a social movement, a crowd or a riot has no formal organization, and pursues change through noninstitutional means.


Although we can usually distinguish the type of advocate group by identifying the organizational structure and the type of action pursued, there are other characteristics of each type. We will examine them in more detail.


Interest Groups


Political parties and associated political groups are the best-known interest groups. They are highly organized and structured, have a paid staff, and maintain offices in the national capital, close to the action. The active, organizing group is often small, but these groups claim to represent a large constituency on whose behalf they act. By lobbying for more than one cause, they maximize their resources. Parties have platforms that formalize the organization’s positions on many current topics. Members are assumed to support the party platform. The most important strategy of political parties is to get their candidates elected to positions of power, so they can implement their reforms.


Think tanks also maintain close ties to politics and politicians. Most have a presence in Washington, D.C., and are frequently identified with a political party, albeit loosely. They focus on collecting and disseminating information, which they make available to politicians and government officials they want to influence. As part of their advocacy work, they make information available to others, as well. Like political interest groups, they tend to be large (although not as large as political parties) and maximize their resources by working on several issues simultaneously. There are many think tanks. Some of the better known are ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union), SPL (Southern Poverty Law Center), Pew Research Center, Urban Institute, AEI (American Enterprise Institute), Heritage Foundation, Brookings Institution, EPI (Economic Policy Institute), and Cato Institute.


Special interest groups focus on a single issue or related group of issues. They are usually smaller and localized. They may advocate for a concern of particular interest to their members, or they may advocate for a single social issue of concern to many people. Their usual form of social action is institutional, often government legislation—laws to protect their interests. One example of a special interest group is the NRA (National Rifle Association), which advocates less regulation of firearms. Another example of a small special interest group is MADD, or Mothers Against Drunk Driving. The focus for the NRA is of concern to its members, whereas the focus of MADD extends beyond its own membership.


Social Movements


Social movements are likely to advocate for broader social change than special interest groups. Unlike political parties, think tanks, or special interest groups, they often form outside the sphere of political influence and thus work outside institutional or organizational channels.2 People in social movements often believe that change within the system is not possible. Strategies and tactics are likely to include marches, boycotts, sit-ins, and other forms of protest rather than traditional lobbying and campaigning.


Social movements often have a broader appeal with large numbers of supporters or adherents. Not uncommonly, social movements develop an ideology that identifies adherents, unites them, and focuses the group’s goals. Adherents often adopt the movement’s ideology as their own identity, which makes group members similar in their likes, dislikes, and lifestyles (McAdam and Paulsen 1997; Larana et al. 1994). Opponents or antagonists are easily recognized by their differing tastes or lifestyles. Several well-known movements are the labor unions that were very active in the early part of the twentieth century, the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the women’s movement, the pro-life/pro-choice movements, and the environmentalist movement.


Researchers contend that social movements have been an important part of significant changes throughout history. They have been a major way for individuals to voice grievances and become agents of change (McAdam and Snow 1997, xviii). Participation in social movements is increasing today. “It might be argued that we live in a movement society and perhaps even a movement world” (Snow, Soule, and Kriesi 2004, 4). Examples of issues addressed by social movements today are abortion, animal rights, civil rights, human rights, democratization, environmental protection, family values, gay/lesbian rights, gender equality, governmental intrusion, gun control, immigration, labor and management conflict, nuclear weapons, religious freedom, terrorism, war, and world poverty.


Crowds and Riots


The last two collectivities are unorganized and unstable, as well as brief in duration, but they can still be important agents of change. Local individuals who gather together influence each other in their pursuit of a common end. In the absence of formal organization, the collective action doesn’t extend beyond one particular time period. Social movements “occur when they are perceived to be occurring,” as do crowds and riots (Gusfield 1994, 70). When a collection of individuals with similar notions of social well-being (or lack of it) are in the right place at the right time, demonstrations, riots, and other spontaneous social eruptions can be instrumental to social change. Participants have a common purpose and become—for a short time—an advocate group.


Two examples come to mind. The first is the series of approximately twenty inner-city race riots in the 1960s. In 1964 riots erupted in Rochester, New York City, Philadelphia, Jersey City, and Chicago. In 1965 one of the worst riots developed in Watts (Los Angeles), and the following year in Cleveland, San Francisco, and Chicago. The 1967 riots in Newark and Detroit were the worst, but that same year there were also riots in Milwaukee and Minneapolis. In 1968 there were riots in Baltimore, Washington, D.C., New York City, Louisville, Kentucky, and Pittsburgh. The nation was stunned by the violence, as well as the hatred and frustration expressed by the rioters. No one formally organized the riots. The rioters spontaneously took advantage of an existing opportunity to express their dissatisfaction with inner-city life. In 1967 President Johnson appointed the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. Policy makers and government officials around the country responded to improve the situation (Metzger 2000; Myers 1997).


The second example is the demonstration mounted by Chinese students and others in Tiananmen Square in China in June 1989. Initially the young people may have had some organization, but the event soon captured the world’s attention and for several days seemed to grow spontaneously far beyond its original moorings. The courage displayed by the demonstrators as they challenged a harsh regime inspired awe. In the United States, Saturday cartoons were ignored as adults sat transfixed by developments half a world away. The disappointing response by the Chinese government at first made it seem that those who lost their lives did so for naught. But subsequent reforms by the Chinese government reveal that the youthful demonstrators influenced their policies (Ralston et al. 1995).


In Sum


This discussion of special interest groups, think tanks, social movements, and crowds does not exhaust the kinds of advocate groups that exist, but it is a good start. Remember that generally, a group refers to people who identify with and interact with each other. They have a shared loyalty, experience, and interests. The term applies in a more conventional way to think tanks, special interest groups, and political parties. To call a social movement a group is a stretch, since members may not interact with each other. But as already noted, adherents of social movements often have a shared identity and even lifestyle. So it may be possible to extend the term “group” to social movements in a limited sense.


To characterize a crowd or riot as an advocate group is problematic. But if we focus on the qualities of interacting with each other (influences passing from one to another in the crowd) and having a shared experience and interests, it does fit the definition. We just have to be sure not to extend the term beyond the short period of time of collective action.



[image: images] WHY DO ADVOCATE GROUPS FORM?



Sociologists have studied social movement formation extensively and have developed theories to explain why they arise and describe their role in social change. The theories fall into three broad categories: (1) desire for structural reform, (2) reformation capacity, and (3) social reformer motivations.


Those theories will help us analyze advocate groups. Because of the differences between advocate groups and social movements, we won’t use all aspects of particular theories and in most cases will use them in combination. Since this discussion is not intended to be an academic analysis of the theories, they will not be presented separately. Those who want greater detail can refer to the notes.


Desire for Structural Reform


The first reason advocate groups form is that people are dissatisfied with the way things are and want change.3 There is a gap between what the people want and what is available to them.


The Solidarity movement in Poland in the 1980s is a good example. The Polish people compared their living standard with that of people in western Europe, and were dissatisfied with conditions under the socialist government. Perestroika4 encouraged intellectuals to be more open in their criticism of the socialist system. Using the intellectuals’ arguments, Lech Walesa led the workers in a courageous resistance of government policies. The Catholic Church supported its Polish constituents, and then further international support came from Western governments. The Polish government lacked the power to prevent a democratic government from forming. It received no assistance from the Soviet Union due to its policy of nonintervention in eastern Europe. The Solidarity movement’s success was repeated in other eastern European countries, and ultimately spread to the former Soviet Union itself. Before long, seventy years of socialist rule had ended (Cirtautas 1997; Touraine et al. 1983; Harper 1993).5


Some researchers talk about deprivation instead of dissatisfaction.6 People who feel deprived of something, whether money, political freedom, basic rights, or respect, will agitate to get it (Rose 1982). This is like Marx’s theory that the workers (have-nots) will rebel once they realize they are being taken advantage of (class consciousness). The labor unions in this country during the first part of the twentieth century formed for this reason: workers felt underpaid, and so they joined together to negotiate higher salaries.


But not everyone is able to protest. People who are starving are too busy finding something to eat. Researchers speculate they will act only when their situation improves (McCarthy and Zald 1973, 1977). On the other hand, people who feel deprived, even if they are not destitute, may be quick to protest.


This distinction between actual and perceived deprivation helps explain why the 1960s race riots didn’t occur in the South. African Americans in the rural South were worse off—had a lower standard of living—than those in the North, and they had more reason to protest. But in the North, because equality seemed more attainable, they felt more deprived.


This also explains why employees are more dissatisfied with their pay when they know what others are paid. With no means of comparison, no matter how low their pay, people are less likely to complain (Sweeney et al. 1990).


Another situation can be explained by this theory. Dudley Street is an economically depressed suburb of Boston. A few years back, a developer planned to buy up the abandoned buildings and build upscale housing. The residents organized themselves to prevent being displaced. The Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) became a success after it acquired enough financial support to hire a professional organizer. Planning, persistent effort, and help from city officials led to a dramatic improvement in their neighborhood, without new development. The DSNI is now a model for other depressed neighborhoods (Medhoff and Sklar 1994).


When the target group is socially disadvantaged, others will usually advocate on its behalf. The DSNI, uniquely, was an organization with a membership of lower socioeconomic status; many members did not speak English. It was both a target group and an advocate group.


While relative deprivation explains why a disadvantaged group doesn’t advocate for itself, it does not explain why others would advocate on its behalf. To understand the motivations of persons who advocate for others, we need other theories.


Reformation Capacity


Another reason advocate groups form is because they can.7 This category of theories looks at the resources needed for success. Capacity8 is the availability of human, social, and organizational resources to be used in solving a social problem. If a group doesn’t have resources, nothing will happen. Resources consist of moral, cultural, social-organizational, and human resources in addition to physical and material resources.


The people with these resources are primarily in the middle and upper classes. People in this sector of society have the time, money, influence, and inclination to work for reform. People from the middle and upper classes are well educated and financially secure, so they are free to concern themselves with current issues, as well as issues of culture and identity that focus on personal and intimate aspects of life. This explains the increasing popularity of gay rights, abortion, New Age transformation, and so on.9 Members of these and other advocate groups are most likely to come from the middle and upper classes.


One resource that is sometimes overlooked is cultural symbols. Appealing symbols determine who will join an advocate group. “Culture gives people the vocabulary of meanings, the expressive symbols, and the emotional repertoire” they need (Swindler 2003, 27). And if an advocate group doesn’t have the political power it needs, members may use the public arena and the media to redefine the issues and situations in their favor. Their opponents also use the “giant machinery of publicity” to subvert the worldview of the other—a battle of symbolic encoding.


This approach sheds some light on the popularity of charity work among upper-class women in Victorian England. At a time when women did not work after marriage and did not hold public office, working as volunteers in humanitarian organizations to improve society gave them a place in public life. Their efforts were effective because of their access to needed resources—time, money, political influence—which they acquired primarily through their husbands and their fathers.10


The prison reform of the 1800s is a good example. This was an effort started by Elizabeth Fry, a Quaker who came from an educated, respected family. She first noted the treatment of female prisoners in Newgate Prison in the United Kingdom. They were housed, together with their children, in overcrowded rooms with inadequate facilities, and without legal representation. These women did not have the resources they needed to organize themselves. But even if they had, their social standing would have prevented them from being heard. Elizabeth Fry supplied them with food and clothes, organized a school for their children, and founded the Association for the Reformation of the Female Prisoners in Newgate (which eventually became the British Ladies’ Society for Promoting the Reformation of Female Prisoners). Because of her access to social and physical resources, Fry was able to change the prison in ways that the prisoners could not (Cooper 1981; Fry and Ryder 1883).


Involvement of people from the middle and/or upper classes is also seen in the Polish Solidarity movement (discussed above) and in the American civil rights movement of the 1960s. In both cases, the majority of supporters were from the working class or were minorities. But nonminority supporters who were not from the lower class had access to the social and cultural resources the movements needed to be successful. In Poland, intellectuals clarified the issues and justified the protests. In the civil rights movement, educated northerners had financial resources, access to the government, and social status.


Timing was important in both cases. Issues do not become popular until there is a supporting vocabulary. Prior to the civil rights movement, many people objected to racial inequality, including African Americans and women. But it was not until the 1960s that integration and equal rights became popular slogans. Perhaps the rebellious atmosphere of that decade provided the civil rights movement with a needed cultural readiness.


Reformer Motivation


The third reason advocate groups form comes from member motivation.11 Simply put, members want or need something from the group. Early theories about social movements speculated that people who joined social movements had few friends and needed the social connections it provided. While this may still be true of some people, it doesn’t describe everyone.12


Recent theories emphasize identity and ideology.13 People join a group because they identify with others in the group, or because the group’s goals inspire them or coincide with their own views and feelings. Participation in a social movement is a search for meaning and an expression of one’s views. The more a social movement fulfills these demands, the more satisfying it will be to participants.


People from a disadvantaged group may join for reasons of identity and ideology, particularly if the advocate group has a cause similar to their own.14 Some people develop a kind of “righteous anger over injustices” that they suffered or witnessed (Mansbridge and Morris 2001, 5), and are eager to work to change things. However, these same people may feel intimidated because of their lower social status, and need to address those feelings first (Morris and Braine 2001, 23).
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