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Chapter 1
a troubled society

Goals of the Chapter

In this chapter, we look first at a few comments from Americans in all walks of life who are trying to make sense out of their lives. After highlighting themes in their comments, we explore different approaches to social problems. It is here that we contrast the traditional perspectives on society and social problems with the critical power-conflict perspective. We conclude the chapter with a set of guiding propositions about U.S. society that draw upon the critical power-conflict perspective.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading and studying this chapter on the social problems of our troubled society, students should be able to address the following themes. Instructors may want to focus lectures and discussions on these objectives.

· Recognize that while we often portray U.S. society in terms of progress, prosperity, freedom, free enterprise, equal opportunity, and rags-to-riches mobility, the often ignored underside of U.S. society includes past and present, the lives of ordinary citizens burdened with multiple troubles, many of them rooted in patterns of racial, gender, and class oppression.
· Understand the societal significance of the Gross National Product and the Gross Domestic Product from the statistical index called the Genuine Progress Indicator.
· Acknowledge the contribution that unionization and collective protest has had for U.S. workers in fighting oppression in the workplace.
· Understand the substantive difference between the traditional perspectives on society and social problems and the critical power-conflict perspective.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Most Americans know this is a society with major problems.  Most know that basic needs are not met for many Americans.  Many are aware that their personal and family problems are linked to structural factors and larger societal contexts, but these larger contexts are often seen through a haze of vague explanations and confusing media interpretations.  Rationales such as the declining work ethic, lazy individuals, government “welfare,” unfair foreign competition, dangerous immigration, “reverse” discrimination, and political corruption are offered to explain, often erroneously, our current societal troubles.

Traditional social science approaches to major societal problems have tended to emphasize order and stability in the society.  The dominant viewpoint lying behind much social science reflects more or less of a commitment to the existing social order of corporate capitalism.  This social science viewpoint has evolved from a laissez-faire order-marker perspective in the nineteenth century to, for many people, some type of liberal order-market view today.  Basic to mainstream social science is some type of strain theory of social problems.  The breakdown of traditional authority and norms stemming from such realities as urban migration, lax parenting, or “broken homes” is often seen as one major source of social problems.  Many mainstream social scientists see government as a more or less neutral judge of competing groups, as the instrument to restore, with a variety of piecemeal reforms, stability within the framework of existing class, racist, and sexist arrangements.  Conventional approaches to social problems reject the idea that the problems are rooted so deeply in the society that massive society-wide changes in class, racial, and gender structures will be required to eradicate the problems.  

Because mainstream social scientists accept the basic contours of the existing society, they often argue for a value-free “experts” approach to the study of social problems.  For this mainline approach, the task of social-problems analysis is to build up a body of empirical facts that can be used by “neutral” policymakers to devise remedies to “fix” existing social problems.  Since at least the 1960s, this approach to problems has been strong.  Social scientists are often seen as experts who can, apolitically and scientifically, collect data on social problems and provide date on which policymakers can act wisely.

Those who adopt the mainline approach are generally unwilling to explore the implications of a thoroughgoing power-conflict approach for understanding societal problems.  This book adopts a critical power-conflict perspective, which gives much greater attention than do mainstream social scientists to the great inequalities of power and resources in society; to inequality along class, racial, and gender (and other) lines; and to how that inequality creates a broad array of problems for most Americans.  Most power-conflict theory gives much attention to exploitation of the powerless by the powerful and to deeply rooted conflict between powerless and powerful groups.  This approach emphasizes that existing arrangements in this society provide the greatest benefits for those on top.  Such a perspective looks critically at the often-hidden roots of social problems in exploitative, discriminatory, and alienating institutions.

Today, power-conflict social scientists are a diverse group, including not only neo-Marxists (who emphasize class) but also feminist scholars (who emphasize gender oppression) and antiracist analysts (who focus on racial and ethnic oppression).  Although important differences exist within this critical perspective, most power-conflict analysts analyze vigorously the dominant institutions and ruling ideas of U.S. society and propose major changes for existing societal problems. 


This book sorts through a number of major social problems using a multifaceted power-conflict perspective that takes into consideration not only capitalistic social patterns but also racial, gender, and other important types of social stratification and exploitation.
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class PROJECT 
Examine an article on a social problem topic of your choice in a popular magazine, newspaper, or professional journal. Then, critique the article from the power-conflict perspective and the corporate-liberal perspective.

TEST QUESTIONS
Essay Questions
1. Emile Durkheim has provided one of the most influential perspectives in sociology, yet he neglected to analyze several important topics seriously. What are they? What is the significance of these omissions for understanding social problems?

2. What is the critical power-conflict perspective? What are some of its main arguments?

3. A strong case can be made that corporate liberalism remains the dominant ideology in the U.S. What is the corporate–liberal view, and how does it contrast with the earlier laissez-faire view?

4. From the power-conflict view of the world, how do neo-Marxists differ from feminists and nationalists?

5. In the writings of Harry Braverman, a deskilling thesis about work has emerged to counter the more pervasive job-upgrading thesis. Using examples, describe the major issues involved in this debate.

6. In traditional social-problems texts of the early twentieth century, what was portrayed as the cause of our major social problems?

7. What has been the impact of the Durkheimian tradition on the definition of major social problems?

8. Using illustrations, summarize the idea that racial stratification and gender stratification provide an important basis for understanding contemporary social problems.

9. Identify some of the recurring attitudes about work that are expressed in the section entitled “Americans view their lives.”

Multliple Choice Questions
10. American society today [c]
a. offers equal opportunity for all. 

b. has greater social problems than ever before in our history. 

c. s haunted by deep-rooted social problems. 

d. is an example of Marx's definition of socialism. 

11. The authors of the text believe that  [c]
a. most social problems in the United States are the result of lazy or evil individuals who make no effort to better themselves. 

b. today's society has devised numerous programs that have proven to be highly effective in solving most of our social problems. 

c. the social problems facing America today are rooted in the discrimination, exploitation, and oppression that have always been a part of our capitalistic society. 

d. most social problems stem from self-centered pleasure seekers. 

12. Norms are [a]
a. beliefs or rules that define what people should or should not do in their social relations. 

b. the privileges and duties attached to a particular social position in life. 

c. part of post-industrial society but irrelevant to industrial societies. 

d. part of a socialist society but irrelevant to a capitalist society. 
13. Roles are [b]
a. beliefs or rules that define what people should or should not do in their social relations. 

b. social positions in society that have duties and privileges attached to them. 

c. defined for each individual at birth and are not subject to change. 

d. breaking down throughout U.S. society. 

14. Today American society is [b]
a. stratified only by social class. 

b. stratified by social class, race, and gender.

c. an unstratified society. 

d. stratified by a religious caste system. 

15. Stratification in a society [a]
a. limits the creativity and self-development of individuals. 

b. is necessary in order to make the society run more smoothly. 

c. exists only in underdeveloped countries. 

d. is of limited importance in the lives of ordinary people. 

16. The working people whose interviews are given in Chapter 1 [b]
a. feel that their lives in the United States are about as good as they could be in any country today. 

b. feel that they are not being treated as human beings by the system. 

c. express a deep sense of satisfaction from the work they do. 

d. reflect economic prosperity in the United States. 

17. The conservative order-market perspective [c]
a. sees the solution to social problems as the duty of the government. 

b. is another name for "corporate liberalism." 

c. is generally opposed to government intervention in social life. 

d. was synonymous with socialism in the 19th century. 

18. Corporate liberals believe that [a]
a. without some political regulation of economic life, capitalism would be destroyed by class conflicts. 

b. corporations must regulate economic life in a capitalistic society. 

c. government should regulate labor unions but not interfere in any way with corporations and other businesses.

d. governments should own the means of production. 
19. Emile Durkheim was [b]
a. a German sociologist who supported the concept of laissez-faire liberalism. 

b. a French sociologist who was interested in problems of social integration. 

c. a French sociologist who developed the concept of "pre-political" thought. 

d. an early proponent of the power-conflict view. 

20. Durkheim's concern with social strain in society led him to examine social problems such as [a]
a. crime, suicide, and violence.

b. class struggle. 

c. gender stratification. 

d. racial relations. 

21. Durkheim believed that [b]
a. competitiveness as a human trait was shaped and extended by capitalism. 

b. widely shared agreement on a set of basic values across an major social groups was essential to keep a complex social system intact. 

c. the problems of modem society can best be solved by a return to greater self-sufficiency. 

d. the objective of sociologists was to build up an imposing body of empirical fact, method, and verified conclusion so that government policymakers could, then, take the appropriate action. 

22. Durkheim's social strain theory stated that [b]
a. the individualistic work ethic was the underlying cause of most social problems. 

b. the breakdown of traditional social organization led to normlessness and social problems such as crime and urban violence. 

c. class struggle was the major cause of the breakdown of traditional social organization. 

d. traditional society's emphasis on structure and discipline led to social problems such as crime and urban violence. 

23. Durkheim thought that the expansion of government regulation and aid programs [d]
a. would intensify the conflict between workers and capitalists. 

b. would destroy capitalism. 

c. should be stopped in order to save capitalism 

d. was normal and necessary under the conditions of late capitalism. 

24. Corporate liberals in the United States in the early 1900s [c]
a. tried to rid the country of monopoly capitalism 

b. condemned the use of police and social welfare aid to help corporations make a profit. 
c. were committed to some government intervention to help corporations make a profit. 

d. believed that laissez-faire was the best economic policy for the United States. 
25. During the early 1900s most prominent social scientists [b]
a. took the part of the working people and denounced the widespread use of force in putting down worker protests and union movements. 

b. felt that capitalists were essential to modem society. 

c. felt that the differences between capitalists and workers were so great that they could never be reconciled within the existing political-economic system of the time. 

d. adopted an explicitly socialist position. 

26. Between 1910 and 1940, most social problems textbooks emphasized the [c]
a. maladjustment of the social order to people's needs. 

b. deep roots of social problems in the capitalist dominated social order. 

c. maladjustment of individuals to the social order. 

d. pivotal role of class conflict. 

27. Talcott Parsons [a]
a. rejected critical power--conflict theories of social problems. 

b. was the first American sociologist to analyze social problems in terms of a critical power-conflict perspective. 

c. predicted the revolutionary social upheaval in U.S. racial relations that occurred during the 1960s. 

d. advocated worldwide revolutionary movements. 

28. Parsons, Merton, and Nisbet [a]
a. argue for a "value-free" approach to studying social problems.

b. see the existing capitalist system as essentially unhealthy. 

c. are pessimistic about the role of technology in society. 

d. believe that Marx's analysis of exploitation is essential to understanding capitalism. 

29. The War on Poverty of the 1960s [c]
a. caused most social scientists to advocate continued government social intervention for the poor. 

b. was abandoned in the late 1960s when poverty was virtually eradicated from U.S. cities. 

c. failed largely because it viewed poverty apart from the larger societal context. 

d. was similar to programs of the New Deal. 

30. The critical power-conflict perspective [c]
a. is held by most mainstream sociologists. 

b. emphasizes that the existing social order in the United States is stable and functioning smoothly. 

c. examines society mostly from the viewpoint of government and corporate leaders. 

d. aims to get at the root of social problems. 

31. The critical power-conflict perspective [c]
a. accepts the mainstream emphasis on social order, social engineering, and competing interest groups managed by a neutral government. 

b. seeks to return to the laissez-faire policies of the 19th century. 

c. examines the relationship between inequality along class, race and gender lines. 

d. focuses primarily on feminist thought. 

32. The critical power-conflict perspective has evolved in part from the perspective of [d]
a. Talcott Parsons. 



b. Robert Merton. 

c. Robert Nisbet. 

d. Karl Marx. 

33. During the 1940s and 1950s [c]
a. most U.S. sociologists pursued a neo-Marxist view of social problems. 

b. most U.S. sociologists held a critical power-conflict perspective on social problems. 

c. official witch hunts created an atmosphere of repression and limited academic freedom. 

d. very few social problems were evident in society. 

34. Karl Marx was a social science thinker who [b]
a. developed the social engineering perspective on social problems.

b. focuses on economic power and class conflict in interpreting the social structure of capitalist societies.

c. held a laissez-faire liberal point of view with regard to social problems.

d. believed that all human beings were free to make their own ideological frameworks. 

35. Marx's major emphasis was on the [a]
a. fundamental split between owners or controllers of factories and offices and the workers in those factories and offices. 

b. intervention of government in the problems of society. 

c. conflict between the owners and controllers of large factories and the small business class. 

d. needs of the capitalist class because this group controls the means of production. 

36. To understand major problems in society, Marx felt one should [b]
a. determine the extent of government regulations on business 

b. look for social relations of exploitation between groups. 

c. study the maladjustment of individuals to the social order. 

d. study evolutionary changes as they occur. 

37. In his book, Power Elite, C. Wright Mills [a]
a. showed that a very small number of people in big business, big government, and big military institutions make society's most important decisions. 

b. focused on the elitist ownership of utility companies. 

c. explained how individuals in society can become members of elite social groups to increase their power in society. 

d. articulated the role of interest groups in U.S. society. 

38. C. Wright Mills' conception of the power elite in U.S. society included [c]
a. members of the small-business class. 

b. union leaders. 

c. military leaders. 

d. white-collar workers. 

39. In his book, Labor and Monopoly Capital, Harry Braverman explains that [c]
a. white-collar workers have greater prestige and earning power than blue-collar workers. 

b. white-collar jobs have given women greater opportunities for meaningful, prestigious careers. 

c. the workday lives of white-collar workers are just as alienated, repetitive and monotonous as are those of blue-collar workers. 

d. the jobs and workday lives of white-collar workers are more fulfilling and less alienating than those of blue-collar workers. 

40. Critical feminists believe that [b]
a. women's problems such as wife beating, rape, abortion, and childcare are greater for lower-class women than for the upper classes. 

b. the United States is a patriarchal system in which women must struggle vigorously for liberation, creativity, and a positive sense of self. 

c. the patriarchal arrangements, with men having great family, economic, and political power over women, began with the advent of capitalism. 

d. women are inherently superior to men. 

41. During the first half of the 19th century [c]
a. Irish workers were excluded from skilled manual jobs in northern U.S. cities. 

b. Irish and southern and eastern European immigrants were excluded from skilled manual jobs in northern U.S. cities. 

c. Irish workers took over manual jobs from free black workers in northern U.S. cities. 

d. Irish workers had yet to arrive in significant numbers.
42. The liberal order-market viewpoint differs from a critical power-conflict perspective in that the former [a]
a. advocates a more piecemeal, less massive restructuring of society. 

b. addresses problems of sexism and racism as well as problems of class. 

c. puts more emphasis on the exploitation of workers by capitalist employers. 

d. lends itself to a more interdisciplinary approach to studying social issues. 

43. The ability of the powerful to take the labor, resources, or lives of the powerless for their own is called [b]
a. stereotyping. 

b. exploitation. 

c. the work ethic. 

d. alienation. 

44. The organization and mobilization of subordinate groups in U.S. society [c]
a. have never brought meaningful or lasting social reform. 

b. have brought about a wide-ranging redistribution of power called democratic socialism. 

c. have periodically forced social-program concessions from the powerful. 

d. are consistent with the conservative order-market perspective. 

True-False Questions
45. The major social problems of social justice that we face, such as class inequality, racism, and sexism, are seen by Americans generally as either cured or on their way to being cured. (true)

46. Most victims of exploitation and oppression are the victims of isolated errors. (false)

47. Roles refer to rules that define what people should or should not do in their relations with other human beings. (false)
48. Norms refer to social positions to which sets of roles regarding duties and privileges are attached. (false)

49. Stratification refers to the relations of domination and subordination in which powerful people control a disproportionate share of such valued resources as property and wealth and thus shapes the live of the less powerful. (true)
50. Nationwide polls indicate that more Americans believe their family’s financial situations are better  today than in the recent past. (false)
51. As sociological readers, it is impossible for us to search for common themes into the society in which working people live. (false)

52. Because of unemployment, many Americans have become homeless but still seek work. (true)

53. The periodic economic recessions of the last decade have had little to do with unemployment joblessness. (false)
54. Members of the rapidly growing contingent work force—temporary, part-time, and contract workers who have no firm attachment to the companies for which they work—speak of the second-class status in the workplace that their tentative employment gives them. (true)

55. Poultry processing plant workers are among the least vulnerable to workplace hazards. (false)

56. Prepolitical thought is thinking that has not yet to reach the level of full political or class-consciousness. (true) 

57. The Gross National Product (GNP) and the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are currently the major statistical indicators used by business and government officials. (true)

58. Gross Domestic Product is a poor measure of the nation’s well-being and growth because it excludes the costs of crime, divorce, and other aspects indicating the breakdown of U.S. society. (false)

59. The Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) deducts social breakdown expenditures for such things as crime, pollution, and divorce and adds in the value of household work and volunteer work. (true)

60. Over the last several decades, the United Farm Workers union (UFW) has failed to force growers, often-large agribusiness corporations, to make substantial changes in working conditions for migrant farm workers. (false)

61. Clerical workers at campuses of the University of California and the University of Minnesota, as well as other college campuses, have recently unionized and won major concessions to improve the work lives of clerical workers. (true)

62. Grassroots organizations rarely monitor or protest the actions of corporations and U.S. military installations to protect local communities and the environment from hazardous wastes. (false)

63. Many social scientists and social commentators prefer emphasizing the harmonious working of established U.S. institutions. (true)

64. A conservative order–market view generally opposes government intervention in social and economic life of the U.S. (true)

65. The new liberal order-market approach in the social sciences has taken the form of what is called corporate liberalism. (true)
66. The social science of the founding fathers of U.S. sociology and the great European sociologists has often been rooted in the critical power-conflict perspective. (false) 

67. Émile Durkheim pointed out that problems of social integration exist in capitalist society because of an increasing division of labor. (true)

68. Émile Durkheim emphasized a social strain theory of social problems. (true)

69. Corporate liberals recognized that business, labor, and consumer groups are in conflict and that elite leaders have to do something about the conflict—they argue that government intervention should solve social conflict within the framework of a reformed capitalism. (true)
70. Capitalists and workers are seen as competing interest groups whose differences could be reconciled within the framework of capitalism and with the help of a reformist federal government. (true)

71. Talcott Parsons accepted critical power-conflict theories that are skeptical about the long-term survival of capitalist societies and forecast periodic rebellions by oppressed groups. (false)
72. Robert Nisbet rejected the idea that social problems are so deeply rooted in the framework of society that “a total change of society” is required. (true)
73. Robert Merton disagrees that social problems involves a discrepancy between social standards and social actuality. (false)
74. Critical power-conflict analysts argue that the existing social structure of capitalism, such as the great wealth of corporate capitalists and the modest conditions of many workers, creates an exploitative and conflict-ridden system. (true)
75. Like more conventional perspectives, there is a unified body of power-conflict theory. (false)

76. Karl Marx was perhaps the first social science thinker to put power and class conflict issues at the center of his interpretation of the social structure of capitalist societies. (true)

77. To Karl Marx, capitalist societies are characterized by ongoing conflict between major social classes—the capitalist class (the owners or controllers of the means of production) and the working class (the workers hired by capitalists). (true)
78. Karl Marx argued that to understand major problems in societies, it does social scientists little good to look for the social relations of exploitation between groups. (false)

79. C. Wright Mills developed a strong power-conflict perspective that borrowed important ideas from the Marxist tradition but used traditional social science ideas as well. (true)

80. In The Power Elite, Talcott Parsons documented that at the helm of U.S. society there is a small tripartite elite—those few people in big business, big government, and big military institutions who make the society’s most important decisions. (false)

81. Harry Braverman’s thesis on the deskilling of many jobs refers to the idea that mechanization has reduced the skill levels necessary for many jobs, so that many workers are too highly educated for jobs they have or are likely to have for the rest of their lives. (true)
82. Racial domination as we have come to experience it in the Western world has its roots in the expansion of capitalism in the fifteenth through the nineteenth centuries. (true)

83. Internal colonialism refers to the economic exploitation and social oppression of people of color that emerged out of European overseas colonialism. (true)
84. Historically, most white workers have seen the black struggle for freedom and equality as part of their own struggle. (false)

85. Asian and Latino workers were brought into the U.S. by war, labor recruitment, and immigration faced little racial hostility and discrimination in areas such as business, employment, and housing. (false)

Fill-in Questions

86. __________ are rules that define what people should or should not do in their relations with other human beings. (Norms)
87. __________ refer to social positions to which sets of norms regarding duties and privileges are attached. (Roles)

88. __________ refers to the relations of domination and subordination in which powerful people control a disproportionate share of such resources as property and wealth and thus shape the lives of the less powerful. (Stratification)

89. Since the 1500s, the Anglo-Saxon word __________ has meant things or events causing stress. (trouble)

90. Eric Hobsbawm describes __________ as thinking which has not yet reached the level of full political or class-consciousness. (prepolitical thought)

91. The statistical index called __________ deducts social breakdown expenditures for such things as crime, pollution, and divorce and adds in the value of household work and volunteer work. (Genuine Progress Indicator)
92. __________ was a charismatic leader of the United Farm Workers. (Cesar Chavez)

93. Two of the mostly female clerical and technical workers union that took on Harvard University’s administration were __________ and __________. (pay equity; childcare).
94. __________ was a French sociologist who greatly influenced the sociology of social problems in the U.S. and was concerned with what holds societies together. (Émile Durkheim)

95. Durkheim emphasized a __________ theory of social problems. (social strain)
96. Between the 1930s and the 1970s theorist and social analyst __________ played a major role in emphasizing social consensus, equilibrium, and slow evolutionary change to the point of seriously downgrading theoretical analysis of class, racial, and gender conflict. (Talcott Parsons)

97. Given his acceptance of the existing capitalistic order, __________ argued for a value-free, scientific approach to studying problems. (Robert Nisbet)

98. The __________ recognizes that orderly normative arrangements exist, but that the existing social structure of capitalism, such as the great wealth of corporate capitalists and the modest conditions of many workers, creates an exploitative and conflict-ridden system. (critical power-conflict perspective)
99. __________ was one of the first social science thinker to put power and class conflict issues at the center of his interpretation of the social structure of capitalist societies. (Karl Marx)

100. To Marx, capitalist societies are characterized by ongoing conflict between __________ and __________ classes. (capitalist; workers) 
101. C. Wright Mills highlighted the interrelationship between __________, __________, __________ sectors of U.S. society. (economic; political; and military)

102. Harry Braverman emphasized the __________ of many jobs; referring to mechanization reducing the skill levels necessary for many jobs so that many workers are too highly educated for jobs they have or are likely to have for the rest of their lives. (deskilling)
103. __________ scholars emphasize the patriarchal arrangements of society wherein men as a group have great family, economic, and political power over women as a group. (Feminist)
104. The landed slaveowners of the agricultural South, together with northern shipping and slave trading interests, early created a __________ social structure and economy with African Americans and Native Americans at the bottom. (racist)

105. Today, white racial domination in the U.S. still includes much __________ in the workplace, housing, education, politics, and numerous other arenas. (racial discrimination)
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