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Book Introduction

Sociology, as a discipline, empowers individuals to dissect their complex and intricate surroundings, filled
with social institutions, societal shifts, and disparities. This textbook is meant to be a tool to investigate
these societal challenges. The text dives into recent impactful events like the George Floyd protests, the
complexities in Gaza, and the situation in Ukraine, all within the context of the ongoing aftereffects of the
Covid pandemic. Moreover, this text encourages readers to apply their sociological imagination in
examining social issues related to race, gender, social class, geopolitics, public health aspects, and various
other facets of our society. This approach nurtures a comprehensive understanding of how these elements

are interconnected and influence contemporary society.

The hope is for readers to realize that they play an active role in society, meaning they are shaped and
influenced by the society they inhabit, including family, education, government, healthcare, economy, etc.
However, they also have the power to actively influence and shape social institutions which affect how the

future of our society on this Earth will unfold.



Chapter 1: Understanding
Social Problems

Chapter Learning Outcomes

1. Define and Analyze Social Problems: Students will be define what constitutes a social problem,
distinguishing between personal troubles and public issues, and identify the key characteristics
that make a problem 'social’. This includes understanding how social problems are recognized
and defined within a society, and the role of cultural, political, and economic factors in this
process.

2. Explore Sociological Perspectives and Theories: Students will gain knowledge of various
sociological perspectives and theories used to analyze social problems. This objective involves
understanding how different sociological frameworks, such as conflict theory, functionalism,
and symbolic interactionism, interpret the causes, impacts, and solutions of social problems.
Students will learn to apply these theories to analyze specific social issues, providing them with
a multi-faceted understanding of societal challenges.

3. Understand the Evolution and Research of Social Problems: Students will explore the
continuity and change in social problems over time, understanding how social issues evolve and
why some persist while others diminish. This includes learning about the methodologies used
in sociological research to study social problems, such as surveys, interviews, and case studies,
and how these methods contribute to our understanding and potential solutions of social issues

today and in the past.

The following text is remixed under the CC-BY License Social Problems: Continuity and Change v. 1.0 |
Chapter 1 Understanding Social Problems | OER | published by Saylor Academy | 2012 | CC BY NC SA


https://saylordotorg.github.io/text_social-problems-continuity-and-change/index.html

Understanding Social
Problems

As we move well into the second decade of the twenty-first century, the United States and the rest of the
world face many social problems: poverty and hunger, racism and sexism, drug use and violence, and
climate change, to name just a few. Why do these problems exist? What are their effects? What can be
done about them? This new open textbook (free online, very affordable in other formats) from a
student-friendly publisher, Unnamed Publisher, tries to answer these questions with the latest theory and

research from sociology and other social sciences.

The discipline of sociology began in Western Europe during the late 1800s and soon made its way to the
United States. Many of the new American sociologists focused on the various social problems facing the
United States at the time. This was perhaps especially true at two institutions: Atlanta University (now
known as Clark Atlanta University) and the University of Chicago. Befitting their urban locations,
sociologists at both universities were very interested in poverty and racial inequality, and they sought to
use sociological theory and research to address these problems and, more generally, to improve society
(Calhoun, 2007).Calhoun, C. (2007). Sociology in America: An introduction. In C. Calhoun (Ed.),

Sociology in America: A history (pp. 1—38). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

A. Javier Trevifio (2011, p. 1),Trevifio, A. J. (2011). Program theme: Service sociology. Program of the 61st
Annual Meeting of the Society for the Study of Social Problems, 1. Retrieved from
http://www.ssspi1.org/file/2011AnnualMeeting/Final%20Program.pdf. recent president of the Society for
the Study of Social Problems, refers to the vision and goals of these early American sociologists as service
sociology, and he emphasizes that “early American sociology was primarily a reformist endeavor.” He
adds, “Service sociology is a sociology of social problems intended to ameliorate conditions of life for
those in need of assistance, and to insure and promote the welfare of the community. Motivated by care
and compassion, a service-oriented sociology is aimed at helping people meet their pressing social needs.
As such, service sociology involves the application of sociological knowledge combined with the

expression of humanitarian sentiment.”


http://2012books.lardbucket.org/attribution.html?utm_source=inline
http://www.sssp1.org/file/2011AnnualMeeting/Final%20Program.pdf

In the spirit of early American sociology and service sociology, this book brings sociological insights to
bear on the important problems of our time. Using the latest social science evidence, it discusses the
dimensions and effects of various kinds of social problems, the reasons for them, and possible solutions to

them.

This first chapter begins our journey into the world of social problems by examining how sociology

understands social problems and gathers research about them.

1.1 What Is a Social Problem?

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define “social problem.”
2. Explain the objective and subjective components of the definition of a social problem.
3. Understand the social constructionist view of social problems.

4. List the stages of the natural history of social problems.

A social problem is any condition or behavior that has negative consequences for large numbers of
people and that is generally recognized as a condition or behavior that needs to be addressed. This

definition has both an objective component and a subjective component.

The objective component is this: For any condition or behavior to be considered a social problem, it must
have negative consequences for large numbers of people, as each chapter of this book discusses. How do
we know if a social problem has negative consequences? Reasonable people can and do disagree on
whether such consequences exist and, if so, on their extent and seriousness, but ordinarily a body of data
accumulates—from work by academic researchers, government agencies, and other sources—that strongly
points to extensive and serious consequences. The reasons for these consequences are often hotly debated,
and sometimes, as we shall see in certain chapters in this book, sometimes the very existence of these
consequences is disputed. A current example is climate change: Although the overwhelming majority of

climate scientists say that climate change (changes in the earth’s climate due to the buildup of greenhouse



gasses in the atmosphere) is real and serious, fewer than two-thirds of Americans (64 percent) in a 2011
poll said they “think that global warming is happening” (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Smith,
2011).Leiserowitz, A., Maibach, E., Roser-Renouf, C., & Smith, N. (2011). Climate change in the American
mind: Americans’ global warming beliefs and attitudes in May 2011. New Haven, CT: Yale Project on

Climate Change Communication.

This type of dispute points to the subjective component of the definition of social problems: There must
be a perception that a condition or behavior needs to be addressed for it to be considered a social
problem. This component lies at the heart of the social constructionist view of social problems
(Rubington & Weinberg, 2010).Rubington, E., & Weinberg, M. S. (2010). The study of social problems:
Seven perspectives (77th ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. In this view, many types of negative
conditions and behaviors exist. Many of these are considered sufficiently negative to acquire the status of
a social problem; some do not receive this consideration and thus do not become a social problem; and
some become considered a social problem only if citizens, policymakers, or other parties call attention to

the condition or behavior.

The history of attention given to rape and sexual assault in the United States before and after the 1970s
provides an example of this latter situation. These acts of sexual violence against women have probably
occurred from the beginning of humanity and certainly were very common in the United States before the
1970s. Although men were sometimes arrested and prosecuted for rape and sexual assault, sexual violence
was otherwise ignored by legal policymakers and received little attention in college textbooks and the
news media, and many people thought that rape and sexual assault were just something that happened
(Allison & Wrightsman, 1993).Allison, J. A., & Wrightsman, L. S. (1993). Rape: The misunderstood crime.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. Thus although sexual violence existed, it was not considered a
social problem. When the contemporary women’s movement began in the late 1970s, it soon focused on
rape and sexual assault as serious crimes and as manifestations of women’s inequality. Thanks to this
focus, rape and sexual assault eventually entered the public consciousness, views of these crimes began to
change, and legal policymakers began to give them more attention. In short, sexual violence against

women became a social problem.



Before the 1970s, rape and sexual assault certainly existed and were very common, but they were generally ignored
and not considered a social problem. When the contemporary women’s movement arose during the 1970s, it focused

on sexual violence against women and turned this behavior into a social problem.

Image courtesy of Women’s eNews, http://www flickr.com/photos/wenews/5167303294/.

The social constructionist view raises an interesting question: When is a social problem a social problem?
According to some sociologists who adopt this view, negative conditions and behaviors are not a social
problem unless they are recognized as such by policymakers, large numbers of lay citizens, or other
segments of our society; these sociologists would thus say that rape and sexual assault before the 1970s
were not a social problem because our society as a whole paid them little attention. Other sociologists say
that negative conditions and behaviors should be considered a social problem even if they receive little or
no attention; these sociologists would thus say that rape and sexual assault before the 1970s were a social

problem.


http://www.flickr.com/photos/wenews/5167303294/

This type of debate is probably akin to the age-old question: If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there to
hear it, is a sound made? As such, it is not easy to answer, but it does reinforce one of the key beliefs of the
social constructionist view: Perception matters at least as much as reality, and sometimes more so. In line
with this belief, social constructionism emphasizes that citizens, interest groups, policymakers, and other
parties often compete to influence popular perceptions of many types of conditions and behaviors. They
try to influence news media coverage and popular views of the nature and extent of any negative
consequences that may be occurring, the reasons underlying the condition or behavior in question, and

possible solutions to the problem.

Social constructionism’s emphasis on perception has a provocative implication: Just as a condition or
behavior may not be considered a social problem even if there is strong basis for this perception, so may a
condition or behavior be considered a social problem even if there is little or no basis for this perception.
The “issue” of women in college provides a historical example of this latter possibility. In the late 1800s,
leading physicians and medical researchers in the United States wrote journal articles, textbooks, and
newspaper columns in which they warned women not to go to college. The reason? They feared that the
stress of college would disrupt women’s menstrual cycles, and they also feared that women would not do
well in exams during “that time of the month” (Ehrenreich & English, 2005)!Ehrenreich, B., & English, D.
(2005). For her own good: Two centuries of the experts’ advice to women (2nd ed.). New York, NY:
Anchor Books. We now know better, of course, but the sexist beliefs of these writers turned the idea of
women going to college into a social problem and helped to reinforce restrictions by colleges and

universities on the admission of women.

In a related dynamic, various parties can distort certain aspects of a social problem that does exist:
politicians can give speeches, the news media can use scary headlines and heavy coverage to capture
readers’ or viewers’ interest, businesses can use advertising and influence news coverage. News media
coverage of violent crime provides many examples of this dynamic (Robinson, 2011; Surette,
2011).Robinson, M. B. (2011). Media coverage of crime and criminal justice. Durham, NC: Carolina
Academic Press; Surette, R. (2011). Media, crime, and criminal justice: Images, realities, and policies
(4th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. The news media overdramatize violent crime, which is far less
common than property crime like burglary and larceny, by featuring so many stories about it, and this

coverage contributes to public fear of crime. Media stories about violent crime also tend to be more
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common when the accused offender is black and the victim is white and when the offender is a juvenile.
This type of coverage is thought to heighten the public’s prejudice toward African Americans and to

contribute to negative views about teenagers.

The Natural History of a Social Problem

We have just discussed some of the difficulties in defining a social problem and the fact that various
parties often try to influence public perceptions of social problems. These issues aside, most social
problems go through a natural history consisting of several stages of their development (Spector &
Kitsuse, 2001).Spector, M., & Kitsuse, J. I. (2001). Constructing social problems. New Brunswick, NJ:

Transaction.

Stage 1: Emergence and Claims Making

A social problem emerges when a social entity (such as a social change group, the news media, or
influential politicians) begins to call attention to a condition or behavior that it perceives to be undesirable
and in need of remedy. As part of this process, it tries to influence public perceptions of the problem, the
reasons for it, and possible solutions to it. Because the social entity is making claims about all these
matters, this aspect of Stage 1 is termed the claims-making process. Not all efforts to turn a condition
or behavior into a social problem succeed, and if they do not succeed, a social problem does not emerge.
Because of the resources they have or do not have, some social entities are more likely than others to
succeed at this stage. A few ordinary individuals have little influence in the public sphere, but masses of
individuals who engage in protest or other political activity have greater ability to help a social problem
emerge. Because politicians have the ear of the news media and other types of influence, their views about
social problems are often very influential. Most studies of this stage of a social problem focus on the
efforts of social change groups and the larger social movement to which they may belong, as most social

problems begin with bottom-up efforts from such groups.
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A social problem emerges when a social change group successfully calls attention to a condition or behavior that it
considers serious. Protests like the one depicted here have raised the environmental consciousness of Americans and

helped put pressure on businesses to be environmentally responsible.

Image courtesy of ItzaFineDay, http://www flickr.com/photos/itzafineday/3085307050/.

Stage 2: Legitimacy

Once a social group succeeds in turning a condition or behavior into a social problem, it usually tries to
persuade the government (local, state, and/or federal) to take some action—spending and
policymaking—to address the problem. As part of this effort, it tries to convince the government that its
claims about the problem are legitimate—that they make sense and are supported by empirical
(research-based) evidence. To the extent that the group succeeds in convincing the government of the

legitimacy of its claims, government action is that much more likely to occur.

12
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Stage 3: Renewed Claims Making

Even if government action does occur, social change groups often conclude that the action is too limited in
goals or scope to be able to successfully address the social problem. If they reach this conclusion, they
often decide to press their demands anew. They do so by reasserting their claims and by criticizing the
official response they have received from the government or other established interests, such as big
businesses. This stage may involve a fair amount of tension between the social change groups and these

targets of their claims.

Stage 4: Development of Alternative Strategies

Despite the renewed claims making, social change groups often conclude that the government and
established interests are not responding adequately to their claims. Although the groups may continue to
press their claims, they nonetheless realize that these claims may fail to win an adequate response from
established interests. This realization leads them to develop their own strategies for addressing the social

problem.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The definition of a social problem has both an objective component and a subjective
component. The objective component involves empirical evidence of the negative
consequences of a social condition or behavior, while the subjective component involves
the perception that the condition or behavior is indeed a problem that needs to be

addressed.

e The social constructionist view emphasizes that a condition or behavior does not become a

social problem unless there is a perception that it should be considered a social problem.

e The natural history of a social problem consists of four stages: emergence and claims

making, legitimacy, renewed claims making, and alternative strategies.
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FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. What do you think is the most important social problem facing our nation right now?

Explain your answer.

2. Do you agree with the social constructionist view that a negative social condition or
behavior is not a social problem unless there is a perception that it should be considered a

social problem? Why or why not?

1.2 Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define the sociological imagination.
2. Explain what is meant by the blaming-the-victim belief.

3. Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of functionalism and conflict

theory.

4. Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of symbolic interactionism and

exchange theory.
The sociological understanding of social problems rests heavily on the concept of the sociological

imagination. We discuss this concept in some detail before turning to various theoretical perspectives

that provide a further context for understanding social problems.
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The Sociological Imagination

Many individuals experience one or more social problems personally. For example, many people are poor
and unemployed, many are in poor health, and many have family problems, drink too much alcohol, or
commit crime. When we hear about these individuals, it is easy to think that their problems are theirs
alone, and that they and other individuals with the same problems are entirely to blame for their

difficulties.

Sociology takes a different approach, as it stresses that individual problems are often rooted in problems
stemming from aspects of society itself. This key insight informed C. Wright Mills’s (1959)Mills, C. W.
(1959). The sociological imagination. London, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press. classic
distinction between personal troubles and public issues. Personal troubles refer to a problem
affecting individuals that the affected individual, as well as other members of society, typically blame on
the individual’s own personal and moral failings. Examples include such different problems as eating
disorders, divorce, and unemployment. Public issues, whose source lies in the social structure and culture
of a society, refer to social problems affecting many individuals. Problems in society thus help account for
problems that individuals experience. Mills felt that many problems ordinarily considered private troubles
are best understood as public issues, and he coined the term sociological imagination to refer to the

ability to appreciate the structural basis for individual problems.

To illustrate Mills’s viewpoint, let’s use our sociological imaginations to understand some contemporary
social problems. We will start with unemployment, which Mills himself discussed. If only a few people
were unemployed, Mills wrote, we could reasonably explain their unemployment by saying they were lazy,
lacked good work habits, and so forth. If so, their unemployment would be their own personal trouble. But
when millions of people are out of work, unemployment is best understood as a public issue because, as
Mills (1959, p. 9)Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. London, United Kingdom: Oxford
University Press. put it, “the very structure of opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of
the problem and the range of possible solutions require us to consider the economic and political

institutions of the society, and not merely the personal situation and character of a scatter of individuals.”

The high US unemployment rate stemming from the severe economic downturn that began in 2008
provides a telling example of the point Mills was making. Millions of people lost their jobs through no
fault of their own. While some individuals are undoubtedly unemployed because they are lazy or lack good
work habits, a more structural explanation focusing on lack of opportunity is needed to explain why so
many people were out of work. If so, unemployment is best understood as a public issue rather than a

personal problem.
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Another social problem is eating disorders. We usually consider a person’s eating disorder to be a
personal trouble that stems from a lack of control, low self-esteem, or another personal problem. This
explanation may be OK as far as it goes, but it does not help us understand why so many people have the
personal problems that lead to eating disorders. Perhaps more important, this belief also neglects the
larger social and cultural forces that help explain such disorders. For example, most Americans with
eating disorders are women, not men. This gender difference forces us to ask what it is about being a
woman in American society that makes eating disorders so much more common. To begin to answer this
question, we need to look to the standard of beauty for women that emphasizes a slender body (Boyd,
Reynolds, Tillman, & Martin, 2011).Boyd, E. M., Reynolds, J. R., Tillman, K. H., & Martin, P. Y. (2011).
Adolescent girls’ race/ethnic status, identities, and drive for thinness. Social Science Research, 40(2),
667—684. If this cultural standard did not exist, far fewer American women would suffer from eating
disorders than do now. Because it does exist, even if every girl and woman with an eating disorder were
cured, others would take their places unless we could somehow change this standard. Viewed in this way,

eating disorders are best understood as a public issue, not just as a personal trouble.

Picking up on Mills’s insights, William Ryan (1976)Ryan, W. (1976). Blaming the victim (Rev. ed.). New
York, NY: Vintage Books. pointed out that Americans typically think that social problems such as poverty
and unemployment stem from personal failings of the people experiencing these problems, not from
structural problems in the larger society. Using Mills’s terms, Americans tend to think of social problems
as personal troubles rather than public issues. As Ryan put it, they tend to believe in blaming the victim

rather than blaming the system.

To help us understand a blaming-the-victim ideology, let’s consider why poor children in urban areas
often learn very little in their schools. According to Ryan, a blaming-the-victim approach would say the
children’s parents do not care about their learning, fail to teach them good study habits, and do not
encourage them to take school seriously. This type of explanation, he wrote, may apply to some parents,
but it ignores a much more important reason: the sad shape of America’s urban schools, which, he said,
are overcrowded, decrepit structures housing old textbooks and out-of-date equipment. To improve the
schooling of children in urban areas, he wrote, we must improve the schools themselves and not just try to

“improve” the parents.

As this example suggests, a blaming-the-victim approach points to solutions to social problems such as
poverty and illiteracy that are very different from those suggested by a more structural approach that
blames the system. If we blame the victim, we would spend our limited dollars to address the personal
failings of individuals who suffer from poverty, illiteracy, poor health, eating disorders, and other
difficulties. If instead we blame the system, we would focus our attention on the various social conditions

(decrepit schools, cultural standards of female beauty, and the like) that account for these difficulties. A
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sociological understanding suggests that the latter approach is ultimately needed to help us deal

successfully with the social problems facing us today.

Theoretical Perspectives

Three theoretical perspectives guide sociological thinking on social problems: functionalist theory,

conflict theory, and symbolic interactionist theory. These perspectives look at the same social problems,

but they do so in different ways. Their views taken together offer a fuller understanding of social problems

than any of the views can offer alone. Table 1.1 "Theory Snapshot" summarizes the three perspectives.

Table 1.1 Theory Snapshot

inequality based on social class, race,
gender, and other factors. Far-reaching
social change is needed to reduce or
eliminate social inequality and to create an

egalitarian society.

Functionalism | Social stability is necessary for a strong Social problems weaken a society’s
society, and adequate socialization and stability but do not reflect
social integration are necessary for social | fundamental faults in how the
stability. Society’s social institutions society is structured. Solutions to
perform important functions to help social problems should take the
ensure social stability. Slow social change [ form of gradual social reform rather
is desirable, but rapid social change than sudden and far-reaching
threatens social order. change. Despite their negative
effects, social problems often also
serve important functions for
society.
Conflict theory [ Society is characterized by pervasive Social problems arise from

fundamental faults in the structure
of a society and both reflect and
reinforce inequalities based on
social class, race, gender, and other
dimensions. Successful solutions to
social problems must involve
far-reaching change in the structure

of society.
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Symbolic People construct their roles as they Social problems arise from the
interactionism interact; they do not merely learn the roles | interaction of individuals. People
that society has set out for them. As this who engage in socially problematic
interaction occurs, individuals negotiate behaviors often learn these

their definitions of the situations in which [ behaviors from other people.

they find themselves and socially construct | Individuals also learn their

the reality of these situations. In so doing, | perceptions of social problems from
they rely heavily on symbols such as words | other people.

and gestures to reach a shared

understanding of their interaction.

Functionalism

Functionalism, also known as the functionalist theory or perspective, arose out of two great revolutions
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The first was the French Revolution of 1789, whose intense
violence and bloody terror shook Europe to its core. The aristocracy throughout Europe feared that

revolution would spread to their own lands, and intellectuals feared that social order was crumbling.

The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century reinforced these concerns. Starting first in Europe
and then in the United States, the Industrial Revolution led to many changes, including the rise and
growth of cities as people left their farms to live near factories. As the cities grew, people lived in
increasingly poor, crowded, and decrepit conditions, and crime was rampant. Here was additional

evidence, if European intellectuals needed it, of the breakdown of social order.

In response, the intellectuals began to write that a strong society, as exemplified by strong social bonds
and rules and effective socialization, was needed to prevent social order from disintegrating. Without a
strong society and effective socialization, they warned, social order breaks down, and violence and other

signs of social disorder result.

This general framework reached fruition in the writings of Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), a French scholar
largely responsible for the sociological perspective, as we now know it. Adopting the conservative
intellectuals’ view of the need for a strong society, Durkheim felt that human beings have desires that
result in chaos unless society limits them (Durkheim, 1897/1952, p. 274).Durkheim, E. (1952). Suicide (J.
Spaulding & G. Simpson, Trans.). New York, NY: Free Press. (Original work published 1897) It does so, he
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wrote, through two related social mechanisms: socialization and social integration. Socialization helps us
learn society’s rules and the need to cooperate, as people end up generally agreeing on important norms
and values, while social integration, or our ties to other people and to social institutions such as religion

and the family, helps socialize us and integrate us into society and reinforce our respect for its rules.

Today’s functionalist perspective arises out of Durkheim’s work and that of other conservative
intellectuals of the nineteenth century. It uses the human body as a model for understanding society. In
the human body, our various organs and other body parts serve important functions for the ongoing
health and stability of our body. Our eyes help us see, our ears help us hear, our heart circulates our blood,
and so forth. Just as we can understand the body by describing and understanding the functions that its
parts serve for its health and stability, so can we understand society by describing and understanding the
functions that its parts—or, more accurately, its social institutions—serve for the ongoing health and
stability of society. Thus functionalism emphasizes the importance of social institutions such as the

family, religion, and education for producing a stable society.

Emile Durkheim was a _founder of sociology and is largely credited with developing the functionalist perspective.

Source: http://www.marxists.org/glossary/people/d/pics/durkheim.jpg.

Similar to the view of the conservative intellectuals from which it grew, functionalism is skeptical of rapid
social change and other major social upheaval. The analogy to the human body helps us understand this

skepticism. In our bodies, any sudden, rapid change is a sign of danger to our health. If we break a bone in
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one of our legs, we have trouble walking; if we lose sight in both our eyes, we can no longer see. Slow
changes, such as the growth of our hair and our nails, are fine and even normal, but sudden changes like
those just described are obviously troublesome. By analogy, sudden and rapid changes in society and its
social institutions are troublesome according to the functionalist perspective. If the human body evolved
to its present form and functions because these made sense from an evolutionary perspective, so did
society evolve to its present form and functions because these made sense. Any sudden change in society

thus threatens its stability and future.

As these comments might suggest, functionalism views social problems as arising from society’s natural
evolution. When a social problem does occur, it might threaten a society’s stability, but it does not mean
that fundamental flaws in the society exist. Accordingly, gradual social reform should be all that is needed

to address the social problem.

Functionalism even suggests that social problems must be functional in some ways for society, because
otherwise these problems would not continue. This is certainly a controversial suggestion, but it is true
that many social problems do serve important functions for our society. For example, crime is a major
social problem, but it is also good for the economy because it creates hundreds of thousands of jobs in law
enforcement, courts and corrections, home security, and other sectors of the economy whose major role is
to deal with crime. If crime disappeared, many people would be out of work! Similarly, poverty is also a
major social problem, but one function that poverty serves is that poor people do jobs that otherwise
might not get done because other people would not want to do them (Gans, 1972).Gans, H. J. (1972). The
positive functions of poverty. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 275—289. Like crime, poverty also
provides employment for people across the nation, such as those who work in social service agencies that

help poor people.

Conflict Theory

In many ways, conflict theory is the opposite of functionalism but ironically also grew out of the
Industrial Revolution, thanks largely to Karl Marx (1818—1883) and his collaborator, Friedrich Engels
(1820-1895). Whereas conservative intellectuals feared the mass violence resulting from
industrialization, Marx and Engels deplored the conditions they felt were responsible for the mass
violence and the capitalist society they felt was responsible for these conditions. Instead of fearing the
breakdown of social order that mass violence represented, they felt that revolutionary violence was
needed to eliminate capitalism and the poverty and misery they saw as its inevitable results (Marx,
1867/1906; Marx & Engels, 1848/1962).Marx, K. (1906). Capital. New York, NY: Random House.
(Original work published 1867); Marx, K., & Engels, F. (1962). The communist manifesto. In Marx and
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Engels: Selected works (Vol. 2, pp. 21—65). Moscow, Russia: Foreign Language Publishing House.
(Original work published 1848).

According to Marx and Engels, every society is divided into two classes based on the ownership of the
means of production (tools, factories, and the like). In a capitalist society, the bourgeoisie, or ruling class,
owns the means of production, while the proletariat, or working class, does not own the means of
production and instead is oppressed and exploited by the bourgeoisie. This difference creates an
automatic conflict of interests between the two groups. Simply put, the bourgeoisie is interested in
maintaining its position at the top of society, while the proletariat’s interest lies in rising up from the

bottom and overthrowing the bourgeoisie to create an egalitarian society.

In a capitalist society, Marx and Engels wrote, revolution is inevitable because of structural contradictions
arising from the very nature of capitalism. Because profit is the main goal of capitalism, the bourgeoisie’s
interest lies in maximizing profit. To do so, capitalists try to keep wages as low as possible and to spend as
little money as possible on working conditions. This central fact of capitalism, said Marx and Engels,
eventually prompts the rise of class consciousness, or an awareness of the reasons for their oppression,
among workers. Their class consciousness in turn leads them to revolt against the bourgeoisie to eliminate

the oppression and exploitation they suffer.

Marx and Engels’ view of conflict arising from unequal positions held by members of society lies at the
heart of today’s conflict theory. This theory emphasizes that different groups in society have different
interests stemming from their different social positions. These different interests in turn lead to different
views on important social issues. Some versions of the theory root conflict in divisions based on race and
ethnicity, gender, and other such differences, while other versions follow Marx and Engels in seeing
conflict arising out of different positions in the economic structure. In general, however, conflict theory
emphasizes that the various parts of society contribute to ongoing inequality, whereas functionalist
theory, as we have seen, stresses that they contribute to the ongoing stability of society. Thus while
functionalist theory emphasizes the benefits of the various parts of society for ongoing social stability,

conflict theory favors social change to reduce inequality.

Feminist theory has developed in sociology and other disciplines since the 1970s and for our purposes
will be considered a specific application of conflict theory. In this case, the conflict concerns gender
inequality rather than the class inequality emphasized by Marx and Engels. Although many variations of
feminist theory exist, they all emphasize that society is filled with gender inequality such that women are
the subordinate sex in many dimensions of social, political, and economic life (Lorber, 2010).Lorber, J.
(2010). Gender Inequality: Feminist Theories and Politics. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Liberal feminists view gender inequality as arising out of gender differences in socialization, while Marxist
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feminists say that this inequality is a result of the rise of capitalism, which made women dependent on
men for economic support. On the other hand, radical feminists view gender inequality as present in all
societies, not just capitalist ones. Several chapters in this book emphasize the perspectives of feminist

sociologists and other social scientists.

Conflict theory in its various forms views social problems as arising from society’s inherent inequality.
Depending on which version of conflict theory is being considered, the inequality contributing to social
problems is based on social class, race and ethnicity, gender, or some other dimension of society’s
hierarchy. Because any of these inequalities represents a fundamental flaw in society, conflict theory

assumes that fundamental social change is needed to address society’s many social problems.

Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the interaction of individuals and on how they interpret their
interaction. Its roots lie in the work of early 1900s American sociologists, social psychologists, and
philosophers who were interested in human consciousness and action. Herbert Blumer (1969),Blumer, H.
(1969). Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and Method. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. a
sociologist at the University of Chicago, built on their writings to develop symbolic interactionism, a term
he coined. Drawing on Blumer’s work, symbolic interactionists feel that people do not merely learn the
roles that society has set out for them; instead they construct these roles as they interact. As they interact,
they negotiate their definitions of the situations in which they find themselves and socially construct the
reality of these situations. In doing so, they rely heavily on symbols such as words and gestures to reach a

shared understanding of their interaction.

An example is the familiar symbol of shaking hands. In the United States and many other societies,
shaking hands is a symbol of greeting and friendship. This simple act indicates that you are a nice, polite
person with whom someone should feel comfortable. To reinforce this symbol’s importance for
understanding a bit of interaction, consider a situation where someone refuses to shake hands. This action
is usually intended as a sign of dislike or as an insult, and the other person interprets it as such. Their
understanding of the situation and subsequent interaction will be very different from those arising from
the more typical shaking of hands. As the term symbolic interactionism implies, their understanding of
this encounter arises from what they do when they interact and from their use and interpretation of the
various symbols included in their interaction. According to symbolic interactionists, social order is
possible because people learn what various symbols (such as shaking hands) mean and apply these

meanings to different kinds of situations. If you visited a society where sticking your right hand out to
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greet someone was interpreted as a threatening gesture, you would quickly learn the value of common

understanding of symbols.

Symbolic interactionism views social problems as arising from the interaction of individuals. This
interaction matters in two important respects. First, socially problematic behaviors such as crime and
drug use are often learned from our interaction with people who engage in these behaviors; we adopt their
attitudes that justify committing these behaviors, and we learn any special techniques that might be
needed to commit these behaviors. Second, we also learn our perceptions of a social problem from our

interaction with other people, whose perceptions and beliefs influence our own perceptions and beliefs.

Because symbolic interactionism emphasizes the perception of social problems, it is closely aligned with
the social constructionist view discussed earlier. Both perspectives emphasize the subjective nature of

social problems. By doing so, they remind us that perceptions often matter at least as much as objective
reality in determining whether a given condition or behavior rises to the level of a social problem and in

the types of possible solutions that various parties might favor for a particular social problem.
Applying the Three Perspectives

To help you further understand the different views of these three theoretical perspectives, let’s see what
they would probably say about armed robbery, a very serious form of crime, while recognizing that the
three perspectives together provide a more comprehensive understanding of armed robbery than any one

perspective provides by itself.

A functionalist approach might suggest that armed robbery actually serves positive functions for society,
such as the job-creating function mentioned earlier for crime in general. It would still think that efforts
should be made to reduce armed robbery, but it would also assume that far-reaching changes in our

society would be neither wise nor necessary as part of the effort to reduce crime.

Conflict theory would take a very different approach to understanding armed robbery. It might note that
most street criminals are poor and thus emphasize that armed robbery is the result of the despair and
frustration of living in poverty and facing a lack of jobs and other opportunities for economic and social
success. The roots of street crime, from the perspective of conflict theory, thus lie in society at least as
much as they lie in the individuals committing such crime. To reduce armed robbery and other street

crime, conflict theory would advocate far-reaching changes in the economic structure of society.

For its part, symbolic interactionism would focus on how armed robbers make such decisions as when and

where to rob someone and on how their interactions with other criminals reinforce their own criminal
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tendencies. It would also investigate how victims of armed robbery behave when confronted by a robber.
To reduce armed robbery, it would advocate programs that reduce the opportunities for interaction
among potential criminal offenders, for example, after-school programs that keep at-risk youths busy in
“conventional” activities so that they have less time to spend with youths who might help them get into

trouble.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to recognize

that private troubles are rooted in public issues and structural problems.

e Functionalism emphasizes the importance of social institutions for social stability and

implies that far-reaching social change will be socially harmful.

e Conflict theory emphasizes social inequality and suggests that far-reaching social change

is needed to achieve a just society.

e Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the social meanings and understandings that

individuals derive from their social interaction.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

e Select an example of a “private trouble” and explain how and why it may reflect a structural

problem in society.

e At this point in your study of social problems, which one of the three sociological theoretical

perspectives sounds most appealing to you? Why?
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1.3 Continuity and Change in Social Problems

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain what is meant by this book’s subtitle, “Continuity and Change.”
2. List the three sources of changes to social problems.

3. Describe how the United States compares to other democracies regarding the seriousness

of social problems.

This book’s subtitle, “Continuity and Change,” conveys a theme that will guide every chapter’s discussion.
Social problems are, first of all, persistent. They have continued for decades and even centuries, and they
show no sign of ending anytime soon. In view of social problems’ long history, certainty of continuing for
some time to come, and serious consequences, it is easy to feel overwhelmed when reading about them, to
think that little can be done about them, and even to become a bit depressed. As a result, it is easy for
students to come away from social problems courses with a rather pessimistic, “doom and gloom” outlook
(Johnson, 2005).Johnson, B. (2005). Overcoming “doom and gloom”: Empowering students in courses

on social problems, injustice, and inequality. Teaching Sociology, 33, 44—58.

That is why this book stresses the second part of the subtitle, change. Although social problems are indeed
persistent, it is also true that certain problems are less serious now than in the past. Change is possible. As
just one of many examples, consider the conditions that workers face in the United States. As Chapter 12
"Work and the Economy" discusses, many workers today are unemployed, have low wages, or work in
substandard and even dangerous workplaces. Yet they are immeasurably better off than a century ago,
thanks to the US labor movement that began during the 1870s. Workers now have the eight-hour day, the
minimum wage (even if many people think it is too low), the right to strike, and workplaces that are much
safer than when the labor movement began. In two more examples, people of color and women have made
incredible advances since the 1960s, even if, as Chapter 3 "Racial and Ethnic Inequality” and Chapter 4
"Gender Inequality" discuss, they continue to experience racial and gender inequality, respectively. To

repeat: Change is possible.
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How does change occur? One source of change in social problems is social science theory and research.
Over the decades, theory and research in sociology and the other social sciences have pointed to the
reasons for social problems, to potentially successful ways of addressing them, and to actual policies that
succeeded in addressing some aspect of a social problem. Accordingly, the discussion in each chapter of
this book is based on sound social science theory and research, and each chapter will present examples of
how the findings from sociological and other social science research have either contributed to public

policy related to the chapter’s social problem or have the potential of doing so.

The actions of individuals and groups may also make a difference. Many people have public-service jobs
or volunteer in all sorts of activities involving a social problem: they assist at a food pantry, they help clean
up a riverbank, and so forth. Others take on a more activist orientation by becoming involved in small
social change groups or a larger social movement. Our nation is a better place today because of the labor
movement, the Southern civil rights movement, the women’s movement, the gay rights movement, the
environmental movement, and other efforts too numerous to mention. According to Frances Fox Piven
(2006),Piven, F. F. (2006). Challenging authority: How ordinary people change America. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield. a former president of the American Sociological Association, it is through such

efforts that “ordinary people change America,” as the subtitle of her book on this subject reads.

Sharing this view, anthropologist Margaret Mead once said, “Never doubt that a small group of
thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” Change
thus is not easy, but it can and does occur. Eleanor Roosevelt (1960, p. 168)Roosevelt, E. (1960). You
learn by living: Eleven keys for a more fulfilling life. New York, NY: Harper & Row. recognized this when
she wrote, “Surely, in the light of history, it is more intelligent to hope rather than to fear, to try rather
than not to try. For one thing we know beyond all doubt: Nothing has ever been achieved by the person
who says, ‘It can’t be done.” In the optimistic spirit of these two famous women, we will see examples
throughout this book of people making a difference in their jobs, volunteer activities, and involvement in

social change efforts.

Change also occurs in social problems because policymakers (elected or appointed officials and other
individuals) pass laws or enact policies that successfully address a social problem. They often do so only
because of the pressure of a social movement, but sometimes they have the vision to act without such
pressure. It is also true that many officials fail to take action despite the pressure of a social movement, so
those who do take action should be applauded. A recent example involves the governor of New York,
Andrew Cuomo, who made the legalization of same-sex marriage a top priority for his state when he took
office in January 2011. After the New York state legislature narrowly approved same-sex marriage six
months later, Cuomo’s advocacy was widely credited for enabling this to happen (Barbaro, 2011).Barbaro,

M. (2011, June 6). Behind NY gay marriage, an unlikely mix of forces. New York Times, p. A1.
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A final source of change is the lessons learned from other nations’ experiences with social problems.
Sometimes these lessons for the United States are positive ones, as when another nation has tackled a
social problem more successfully than the United States, and sometimes these lessons are negative ones,
as when another nation has a more serious problem than the United States and/or has made mistakes in
addressing this problem. The United States can learn from the good examples of some other nations, and
it can also learn from the bad ones. For this reason, each chapter of this book discusses such examples. In
this regard, the United States has much to learn from the experiences of other long-standing democracies
like Canada, the nations of Western Europe, and Australia and New Zealand. Despite its great wealth, the
United States ranks below most of its democratic peers on many social indicators, such as poverty, health,
and so on (Holland, 2011; Russell, 2011).Holland, J. (2011, June 15). 9 countries that do it better: Why
does Europe take better care of its people than America? AlterNet. Retrieved from
http://www.alternet.org/storv/151312/151319 countries that do it better%151313A why does euro
e take better care of its people than america?page=151311; Russell, J. W. (2011). Double standard:
Social policy in Europe and the United States (2nd ed.). Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. A major
reason for this difference is that other democratic governments are far more proactive, in terms of
attention and spending, than the US federal and state governments in helping their citizens. Because the
United States has much to learn from their positive example, this book’s chapters all discuss policies that
enable other democracies to address certain social problems far more successfully than the United States

has addressed them.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Social problems are persistent, but they have also changed over the years, and many social

problems are less serious now than in the past.

o Three sources of change to social problems include social science research, the efforts of

citizens acting alone or especially in social change groups, and the experiences of other

nations.
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FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Have you participated in any volunteer or other activity involving a social problem? If so,

why did you do so? If not, why have you not participated in such an effort?

2. Do you share Eleanor Roosevelt’s optimism that social change is possible? Why or why

not?

1.4 Doing Research on Social Problems

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. List the major advantages and disadvantages of surveys, observational studies, and

experiments.

2. Explain why scholars who study social problems often rely on existing data.

Sound research is an essential tool for understanding the sources, dynamics, and consequences of social
problems and possible solutions to them. This section briefly describes the major ways in which

sociologists gather information about social problems. Table 1.2 "Major Sociological Research Methods"

summarizes the advantages and disadvantages of each method.

Table 1.2 Major Sociological Research Methods

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Survey Many people can be included. If | Large surveys are expensive and time
given to a random sample of the | consuming. Although much information is
population, a survey’s results can | gathered, this information is relatively

be generalized to the population. | superficial.

Experiments | If random assignment is used, Because experiments do not involve random
experiments provide fairly samples of the population and most often
convincing data on cause and involve college students, their results cannot
effect. readily be generalized to the population.
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Observation Observational studies may Because observation studies do not involve

(field research) | provide rich, detailed information | random samples of the population, their
about the people who are results cannot readily be generalized to the
observed. population.

Existing data | Because existing data have The data set that is being analyzed may not
already been gathered, the contain data on all the variables in which a
researcher does not have to spend | sociologist is interested or may contain data
the time and money to gather on variables that are not measured in ways
data. the sociologist prefers.

Surveys

The survey is the most common method by which sociologists gather their data. The Gallup poll is
perhaps the most well-known example of a survey and, like all surveys, gathers its data with the help of a
questionnaire that is given to a group of respondents. The Gallup poll is an example of a survey
conducted by a private organization, but sociologists do their own surveys, as does the government and
many organizations in addition to Gallup. Many surveys are administered to respondents who are
randomly chosen and thus constitute a random sample. In a random sample, everyone in the
population (whether it be the whole US population or just the population of a state or city, all the college
students in a state or city or all the students at just one college, etc.) has the same chance of being
included in the survey. The beauty of a random sample is that it allows us to generalize the results of the
sample to the population from which the sample comes. This means that we can be fairly sure of the
behavior and attitudes of the whole US population by knowing the behavior and attitudes of just four

hundred people randomly chosen from that population.

Some surveys are face-to-face surveys, in which interviewers meet with respondents to ask them
questions. This type of survey can yield much information, because interviewers typically will spend at
least an hour asking their questions, and a high response rate (the percentage of all people in the
sample who agree to be interviewed), which is important to be able to generalize the survey’s results to the
entire population. On the downside, this type of survey can be very expensive and time consuming to

conduct.
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Because of these drawbacks, sociologists and other researchers have turned to telephone surveys. Most
Gallup polls are conducted over the telephone. Computers do random-digit dialing, which results in a
random sample of all telephone numbers being selected. Although the response rate and the number of
questions asked are both lower than in face-to-face surveys (people can just hang up the phone at the
outset or let their answering machine take the call), the ease and low expense of telephone surveys are
making them increasingly popular. Surveys done over the Internet are also becoming more popular, as
they can reach many people at very low expense. A major problem with web surveys is that their results

cannot necessarily be generalized to the entire population because not everyone has access to the Internet.

Surveys are used in the study of social problems to gather information about the behavior and attitudes of
people regarding one or more problems. For example, many surveys ask people about their use of alcohol,
tobacco, and other drugs or about their experiences of being unemployed or in poor health. Many of the

chapters in this book will present evidence gathered by surveys carried out by sociologists and other social

scientists, various governmental agencies, and private research and public interest firms.

Experiments

Experiments are the primary form of research in the natural and physical sciences, but in the social
sciences they are for the most part found only in psychology. Some sociologists still use experiments,

however, and they remain a powerful tool of social research.

The major advantage of experiments, whether they are done in the natural and physical sciences or in the
social sciences, is that the researcher can be fairly sure of a cause-and-effect relationship because of the
way the experiment is set up. Although many different experimental designs exist, the typical experiment
consists of an experimental group and a control group, with subjects randomly assigned to either
group. The researcher does something to the experimental group that is not done to the control group. If
the two groups differ later in some variable, then it is safe to say that the condition to which the

experimental group was subjected was responsible for the difference that resulted.
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Most experiments take place in the laboratory, which for psychologists may be a room with a one-way
mirror, but some experiments occur in the field, or in a natural setting (field experiments). In
Minneapolis, Minnesota, in the early 1980s, sociologists were involved in a much-discussed field
experiment sponsored by the federal government. The researchers wanted to see whether arresting men
for domestic violence made it less likely that they would commit such violence again. To test this
hypothesis, the researchers had police do one of the following after arriving at the scene of a domestic
dispute: They either arrested the suspect, separated him from his wife or partner for several hours, or
warned him to stop but did not arrest or separate him. The researchers then determined the percentage of
men in each group who committed repeated domestic violence during the next six months and found that
those who were arrested had the lowest rate of recidivism, or repeat offending (Sherman & Berk,
1984).Sherman, L. W., & Berk, R. A. (1984). The specific deterrent effects of arrest for domestic assault.
American Sociological Review, 49, 261—272. This finding led many jurisdictions across the United States
to adopt a policy of mandatory arrest for domestic violence suspects. However, replications of the
Minneapolis experiment in other cities found that arrest sometimes reduced recidivism for domestic
violence but also sometimes increased it, depending on which city was being studied and on certain
characteristics of the suspects, including whether they were employed at the time of their arrest
(Sherman, 1992).Sherman, L. W. (1992). Policing domestic violence: Experiments and dilemmas. New

York, NY: Free Press.

As the Minneapolis study suggests, perhaps the most important problem with experiments is that their
results are not generalizable beyond the specific subjects studied. The subjects in most psychology
experiments, for example, are college students, who obviously are not typical of average Americans: They
are younger, more educated, and more likely to be middle class. Despite this problem, experiments in
psychology and other social sciences have given us very valuable insights into the sources of attitudes and
behavior. Scholars of social problems are increasingly using field experiments to study the effectiveness of
various policies and programs aimed at addressing social problems. We will examine the results of several

such experiments in the chapters ahead.
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Observational Studies

Observational research, also called field research, is a staple of sociology. Sociologists have long gone into
the field to observe people and social settings, and the result has been many rich descriptions and

analyses of behavior in juvenile gangs, bars, urban street corners, and even whole communities.

Observational studies consist of both participant observation and nonparticipant observation.
Their names describe how they differ. In participant observation, the researcher is part of the group that
she or he is studying, spends time with the group, and might even live with people in the group. Several
classical social problems studies of this type exist, many of them involving people in urban neighborhoods
(Liebow, 1967; Liebow, 1993; Whyte, 1943).Liebow, E. (1967). Tally’s corner. Boston, MA: Little, Brown;
Liebow, E. (1993). Tell them who I am: The lives of homeless women. New York, NY: Free Press; Whyte,
W. F. (1943). Street corner society: The social structure of an Italian slum. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press. In nonparticipant observation, the researcher observes a group of people but does not
otherwise interact with them. If you went to your local shopping mall to observe, say, whether people
walking with children looked happier than people without children, you would be engaging in

nonparticipant observation.

Similar to experiments, observational studies cannot automatically be generalized to other settings or
members of the population. But in many ways they provide a richer account of people’s lives than surveys

do, and they remain an important method of research on social problems.

Existing Data

Sometimes sociologists do not gather their own data but instead analyze existing data that someone else
has gathered. The US Census Bureau, for example, gathers data on all kinds of areas relevant to the lives
of Americans, and many sociologists analyze census data on such social problems as poverty,
unemployment, and illness. Sociologists interested in crime and the criminal justice system may analyze
data from court records, while medical sociologists often analyze data from patient records at hospitals.

Analysis of existing data such as these is called secondary data analysis. Its advantage to sociologists is
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that someone else has already spent the time and money to gather the data. A disadvantage is that the
data set being analyzed may not contain data on all the topics in which a sociologist may be interested or

may contain data on topics that are not measured in ways the sociologist might prefer.

The Scientific Method and Objectivity

This section began by stressing the need for sound research in the study of social problems. But what are
the elements of sound research? At a minimum, such research should follow the rules of the scientific
method. As you probably learned in high school and/or college science classes, these rules—formulating
hypotheses, gathering and testing data, drawing conclusions, and so forth—help guarantee that research

yields the most accurate and reliable conclusions possible.

An overriding principle of the scientific method is that research should be conducted as objectively as
possible. Researchers are often passionate about their work, but they must take care not to let the findings
they expect and even hope to uncover affect how they do their research. This in turn means that they must
not conduct their research in a manner that helps achieve the results they expect to find. Such bias can
happen unconsciously, and the scientific method helps reduce the potential for this bias as much as

possible.

This potential is arguably greater in the social sciences than in the natural and physical sciences. The
political views of chemists and physicists typically do not affect how an experiment is performed and how
the outcome of the experiment is interpreted. In contrast, researchers in the social sciences, and perhaps
particularly in sociology, often have strong feelings about the topics they are studying. Their social and

political beliefs may thus influence how they perform their research on these topics and how they

interpret the results of this research. Following the scientific method helps reduce this possible influence.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The major types of research on social problems include surveys, experiments,

observational studies, and the use of existing data.

e Surveys are the most common method, and the results of surveys of random samples may

be generalized to the populations from which the samples come.

e Observation studies and existing data are also common methods in social problems
research. Observation studies enable the gathering of rich, detailed information, but their

results cannot necessarily be generalized beyond the people studied.

e Research on social problems should follow the scientific method to yield the most accurate

and objective conclusions possible.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Have you ever been a respondent or subject in any type of sociological or psychological

research project? If so, how did it feel to be studied?

2.  Which type of social problems research method sounds most interesting to you? Why?
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1.5 End-of-Chapter Material

SUMMARY

1. Some sociologists favor the social constructionist view that negative social conditions or
behaviors are not social problems unless they are generally perceived as a social problem,
but other sociologists say that these conditions and behaviors are still social problems

even if they are not perceived as such.

2. According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to realize
that personal troubles are rooted in problems in the larger social structure. The
sociological imagination thus supports a blaming-the-system view over a

blaming-the-victim view.

3. Social problems have existed for decades or even centuries, but many of these have also

lessened in their seriousness over time, and change in the future is indeed possible.

4. Several theoretical perspectives in sociology exist. Functionalism emphasizes the
functions that social institutions serve to ensure the ongoing stability of society, while
conflict theory focuses on the conflict among different racial, ethnic, social class, and
other groups and emphasizes how social institutions help ensure inequality. Symbolic
interactionism focuses on how individuals interpret the meanings of the situations in

which they find themselves.

Further Reading

1. [Article 1] “Prior to COVID-19, child poverty rates had reached record lows in U.S.”

ad-reached-record-lows-in-u-s/

2. [Article 2] ‘It’s hard to see something like this.” Merced County ag workers sink under flood impacts

a. https://www.mercedsunstar.com/news/weather-news/article271174757.html
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End of Chapter Discussion

1. "How would you distinguish between personal troubles and public issues when defining social
problems? Can you provide examples of each and explain how cultural, political,
environmental, and economic factors can influence the recognition and definition of a social
problem within a society?"

2. "Choose one sociological perspective (e.g., conflict theory, functionalism, symbolic
interactionism) and apply it to analyze a specific social issue of your choice. How does this
perspective interpret the causes, impacts, and potential solutions of the chosen social issue?
What insights does this perspective provide, and are there any limitations in its analysis?"

3. "Discuss the concept of the evolution of social problems over time. Can you identify a social
issue that has evolved significantly in the past century, and explain the factors contributing to
this change? Additionally, how do sociological research methodologies such as surveys,
interviews, and case studies help us better understand and potentially address persistent social

problems around the world?"
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Chapter 2: Social Problems
& Poverty

Chapter Learning Outcomes

1. Understand Poverty Metrics and Demographics: Gain an understanding of how poverty is
measured and quantified, including global and national standards, and identify the
demographic groups most affected by poverty. This includes recognizing social patterns and
distributions of poverty across different populations and spaces.

2. Examine Causes and Consequences of Poverty: Learn about the various explanations for the
persistence of poverty, ranging from economic factors to social and political structures.
Understand the multifaceted consequences of poverty on individuals, generational poverty,
communities, and societies, including health, education, and social mobility.

3. Explore Poverty Alleviation Strategies: Analyze approaches and strategies for reducing poverty,
both globally and locally. This includes evaluating the effectiveness of various policies,
programs, and practices (from the past and present) in alleviating poverty and improving the

living conditions of those in poverty.

The following text is remixed under the CC-BY License Social Problems: Continuity and Change v. 1.0 |
Chapter 2 Understanding Social Problems | OER | published by Saylor Academy | 2012 | CC BY NC SA Poverty by

Saylor Academy 2012
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Poverty

Social Problems in the News
“Survey: More US Kids Go to School Hungry,” the headline said. As the US economy continued to

struggle, a nationwide survey of 638 public school teachers in grades K—8 conducted for Share Our
Strength, a nonprofit organization working to end childhood hunger, found alarming evidence of children
coming to school with empty stomachs. More than two-thirds of the teachers said they had students who
“regularly come to school too hungry to learn—some having had no dinner the night before,” according to
the news article. More than 60 percent of the teachers said the problem had worsened during the past
year, and more than 40 percent called it a “serious” problem. Many of the teachers said they spent their
own money to buy food for their students. As an elementary school teacher explained, “I've had lots of
students come to school—not just one or two—who put their heads down and cry because they haven’t
eaten since lunch yesterday” (United Press International, 2011).United Press International. (2011,

February 23). Survey: More U.S. kids go to school hungry. UPI.com. Retrieved from

0871298510763/

The United States is one of the richest nations in the world. Many Americans live in luxury or at least are
comfortably well-off. Yet, as this poignant news story of childhood hunger reminds us, many Americans
also live in poverty or near poverty. This chapter explains why poverty exists and why the US poverty rate
is so high, and it discusses the devastating consequences of poverty for the millions of Americans who live
in or near poverty. It also examines poverty in the poorest nations of the world and outlines efforts for
reducing poverty in the United States and these nations.Although this chapter will paint a disturbing
picture of poverty, there is still cause for hope. As we shall see, the “war on poverty” that began in the
United States during the 1960s dramatically reduced poverty. Inspired by books with titles like The Other
America: Poverty in the United States (Harrington, 1962)Harrington, M. (1962). The other America:
Poverty in the United States. New York, NY: Macmillan. and In the Midst of Plenty: The Poor in America
(Bagdikian, 1964)Bagdikian, B. H. (1964). In the midst of plenty: The poor in America. Boston, MA:
Beacon Press. that described the plight of the poor in heartbreaking detail, the federal government
established various funding programs and other policies that greatly lowered the poverty rate in less than
a decade (Schwartz, 1984).Schwartz, J. E. (1984, June 18). The war we won: How the great society
defeated poverty. The New Republic, 18—19. Since the 1960s and 1970s, however, the United States has
cut back on these programs, and the poor are no longer on the national agenda. Other wealthy
democracies provide much more funding and many more services for their poor than does the United

States, and their poverty rates are much lower than ours.

38


http://www.upi.com/Health_News/2011/2002/2023/Survey-More-US-kids-go-to-school-hungry/UPI-20871298510763/
http://www.upi.com/Health_News/2011/2002/2023/Survey-More-US-kids-go-to-school-hungry/UPI-20871298510763/

Still, the history of the war on poverty and the experience of these other nations both demonstrate that US
poverty can be reduced with appropriate policies and programs. If the United States were to go back to the
future by remembering its earlier war on poverty and by learning from other Western democracies, it
could again lower poverty and help millions of Americans lead better, healthier, and more productive

lives.

But why should we care about poverty in the first place? As this chapter discusses, many politicians and
much of the public blame the poor for being poor, and they oppose increasing federal spending to help the
poor and even want to reduce such spending. As poverty expert Mark R. Rank (2011, p. 17)Rank, M. R.
(2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21. summarizes this way of thinking, “All
too often we view poverty as someone else’s problem.” Rank says this unsympathetic view is shortsighted
because, as he puts it, “poverty affects us all” (p. 17).Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty.

Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21. This is true, he explains, for at least two reasons.

First, the United States spends much more money than it needs to because of the consequences of
poverty. Poor people experience worse health, family problems, higher crime rates, and many other
problems, all of which our nation spends billions of dollars annually to address. In fact, childhood poverty
has been estimated to cost the US economy an estimated $500 billion annually because of the problems it
leads to, including unemployment, low-paid employment, higher crime rates, and physical and mental
health problems (Eckholm, 2007).Eckholm, E. (2007, January 25). Childhood poverty is found to portend
high adult costs. New York Times, p. A19. If the US poverty rate were no higher than that of other

democracies, billions of tax dollars and other resources would be saved.

Second, the majority of Americans can actually expect to be poor or near poor at some point in their lives,
with about 75 percent of Americans in the 20—75 age range living in poverty or near poverty for at least
one year in their lives. As Rank (2011, p. 18)Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts,
10(Spring), 16—21. observes, most Americans “will find ourselves below the poverty line and using a social
safety net program at some point.” Because poverty costs the United States so much money and because
so many people experience poverty, says Rank, everyone should want the United States to do everything

possible to reduce poverty.

Sociologist John Iceland (2006)Iceland, J. (2006). Poverty in America: A handbook. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press. adds two additional reasons for why everyone should care about poverty
and want it reduced. First, a high rate of poverty impairs our nation’s economic progress: When a large
number of people cannot afford to purchase goods and services, economic growth is more difficult to
achieve. Second, poverty produces crime and other social problems that affect people across the

socioeconomic ladder. Reductions in poverty would help not only the poor but also people who are not
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poor. We begin our examination of poverty by discussing how poverty is measured and how much poverty

exists.

2.1 The Measurement and Extent of Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Understand how official poverty in the United States is measured.
2. Describe problems in the measurement of official poverty.

3. Describe the extent of official poverty.

When US officials became concerned about poverty during the 1960s, they quickly realized they needed to
find out how much poverty we had. To do so, a measure of official poverty, or a poverty line, was
needed. A government economist, Mollie Orshanky, first calculated this line in 1963 by multiplying the
cost of a very minimal diet by three, as a 1955 government study had determined that the typical
American family spent one-third of its income on food. Thus a family whose cash income is lower than

three times the cost of a very minimal diet is considered officially poor.

This way of calculating the official poverty line has not changed since 1963. It is thus out of date for many
reasons. For example, many expenses, such as heat and electricity, child care, transportation, and health
care, now occupy a greater percentage of the typical family’s budget than was true in 1963. In addition,
this official measure ignores a family’s non-cash income from benefits such as food stamps and tax
credits. As a national measure, the poverty line also fails to take into account regional differences in the
cost of living. All these problems make the official measurement of poverty highly suspect. As one poverty
expert observes, “The official measure no longer corresponds to reality. It doesn’t get either side of the
equation right—how much the poor have or how much they need. No one really trusts the data” (DeParle,
Gebeloff, & Tavernise, 2011, p. A1).DeParle, J., Gebeloff, R., & Tavernise, S. (2011, November 4). Bleak

portraits of poverty are off the mark, experts say. New York Times, p. A1. We'll return to this issue shortly.
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The poverty line is adjusted annually for inflation and takes into account the number of people in a family:
The larger the family size, the higher the poverty line. In 2010, the poverty line for a nonfarm family of
four (two adults, two children) was $22,213. A four-person family earning even one more dollar than
$22,213 in 2010 was not officially poor, even though its “extra” income hardly lifted it out of dire
economic straits. Poverty experts have calculated a no-frills budget that enables a family to meet its basic
needs in food, clothing, shelter, and so forth; this budget is about twice the poverty line. Families with
incomes between the poverty line and twice the poverty line (or twice poverty) are barely making ends
meet, but they are not considered officially poor. When we talk here about the poverty level, then, keep in
mind that we are talking only about official poverty and that there are many families and individuals
living in near poverty who have trouble meeting their basic needs, especially when they face unusually
high medical expenses, motor vehicle expenses, or the like. For this reason, many analysts think families
need incomes twice as high as the federal poverty level just to get by (Wright, Chau, & Aratani,
2011).Wright, V. R., Chau, M., & Aratani, Y. (2011). Who are America’s poor children? The official story.
New York, NY: National Center for Children in Poverty. They thus use twice-poverty data (i.e., family
incomes below twice the poverty line) to provide a more accurate understanding of how many Americans

face serious financial difficulties, even if they are not living in official poverty.

The Extent of Poverty

With this caveat in mind, how many Americans are poor? The US Census Bureau gives us some answers
that use the traditional, official measure of poverty developed in 1963. In 2010, 15.1 percent of the US
population, or 46.2 million Americans, lived in official poverty (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith,
2011).DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health insurance
coverage in the United States: 2010 (Current Population Reports, P60-239). Washington, DC: US Census
Bureau. This percentage represented a decline from the early 1990s but was higher than 2000 and even
higher than the rate in the late 1960s (see Figure 2.1 "US Poverty, 1959—2010"). If we were winning the
war on poverty in the 1960s (notice the sharp drop in the 1960s in Figure 2.1 "US Povert;

since then poverty has fought us to a standstill.
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Figure 2.1 US Poverty, 1959—2010
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Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2011). Historical poverty tables: People. Retrieved from

http:// Rhes/ : data/historical/people html,

Another way of understanding the extent of poverty is to consider episodic poverty, defined by the
Census Bureau as being poor for at least two consecutive months in some time period. From 2004 to
2007, the last years for which data are available, almost one-third of the US public, equal to about 95
million people, were poor for at least two consecutive months, although only 2.2 percent were poor for all
three years (DeNavas-Walt, et al., 2010).DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2010). Income,
poverty, and health insurance coverage in the United States: 2009 (Current Population Reports,
P60-238). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau. As these figures indicate, people go into and out of
poverty, but even those who go out of it do not usually move very far from it. And as we have seen, the

majority of Americans can expect to experience poverty or near poverty at some point in their lives.

The problems in the official poverty measure that were noted earlier have led the Census Bureau to
develop a Supplemental Poverty Measure. This measure takes into account the many family expenses in
addition to food; it also takes into account geographic differences in the cost of living, taxes paid and tax

credits received, and the provision of food stamps, Medicaid, and certain other kinds of government aid.
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This new measure yields an estimate of poverty that is higher than the rather simplistic official poverty
measure that, as noted earlier, is based solely on the size of a family and the cost of food and the amount
of a family’s cash income. According to this new measure, the 2010 poverty rate was 16.0 percent, equal to
49.1 million Americans (Short, 2011).Short, K. (2011). The research supplemental poverty measure: 2010
(Current Population Reports, P60-241). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau. Because the official poverty
measure identified 46.2 million people as poor, the new, more accurate measure increased the number of
poor people in the United States by almost 3 million. Without the help of Social Security, food stamps,
and other federal programs, at least 25 million additional people would be classified as poor (Sherman,
2011).Sherman, A. (2011). Despite a deep recession and high unemployment, government
efforts—including the Recovery Act—prevented poverty from rising in 2009, new census data show.
Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. These programs thus are essential in keeping
many people above the poverty level, even if they still have trouble making ends meet and even though the

poverty rate remains unacceptably high.

A final figure is worth noting. Recall that many poverty experts think that twice-poverty data—the
percentage and number of people living in families with incomes below twice the official poverty
level—are a better gauge than the official poverty level of the actual extent of poverty, broadly defined, in
the United States. Using the twice-poverty threshold, about one-third of the US population, or more than
100 million Americans, live in poverty or near poverty (Pereyra, 2011).Pereyra, L. (2011). Half in Ten
campaign criticizes House Republican funding proposal. Washington, DC: Center for American Progress.
Those in near poverty are just one crisis—losing a job or sustaining a serious illness or injury—away from

poverty. Twice-poverty data paint a very discouraging picture.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The official poverty rate is based on the size of a family and a minimal food budget; this

measure underestimates the true extent of poverty.

e The official poverty rate in 2010 was 15.1 percent, equal to more than 46 million

Americans.

e About one-third of the US population, or more than 100 million Americans, have incomes

no higher than twice the poverty line.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Write a short essay that summarizes the problems by which the official poverty rate is

determined.

2. Sit down with some classmates and estimate what a family of four (two parents, two young
children) in your area would have to pay annually for food, clothing, shelter, energy, and
other necessities of life. What figure do you end up with? How does this sum of money

compare with the official poverty line of $22,213 in 2010 for a family of four?
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2.2 Who the Poor Are: Social Patterns of Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe racial/ethnic differences in the poverty rate.
2. Discuss how family structure is related to the poverty rate.

3. Explain what poverty and labor force participation data imply about the belief that many

poor people lack the motivation to work.

Who are the poor? Although the official poverty rate in 2010 was 15.1 percent, this rate differs by the
important sociodemographic characteristics of race/ethnicity, gender, and age, and it also differs by
region of the nation and by family structure. The poverty rate differences based on these variables are
critical to understanding the nature and social patterning of poverty in the United States. We look at each
of these variables in turn with 2010 census data (DeNavas-Walt et al., 2011).DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B.
D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health insurance coverage in the United States: 2010

(Current Population Reports, P60-298). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau.

Race/Ethnicity

Here is a quick quiz; please circle the correct answer. Most poor people in the United States are
a. Black/African American
b. Latino
c. Native American
d. Asian

e. White
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What did you circle? If you are like the majority of people who answer a similar question in public opinion
surveys, you would have circled a. Black/African American. When Americans think about poor people,
they tend to picture African Americans (White, 2007).White, J. A. (2007). The hollow and the ghetto:
Space, race, and the politics of poverty. Politics & Gender, 3, 271—280. This popular image is thought to
reduce the public’s sympathy for poor people and to lead them to oppose increased government aid for the
poor. The public’s views on these matters are, in turn, thought to play a key role in government poverty

policy. It is thus essential for the public to have an accurate understanding of the racial/ethnic patterning

of poverty.

The most typical poor people in the United States are non-Latino whites. These individuals comprise 42.4 percent of

all poor Americans.

Image courtesy of Yunchung Lee, http://www flickr.com/photos/bleuman/5677830843/.

Unfortunately, the public’s racial image of poor people is mistaken, as census data reveal that the most
typical poor person is white (non-Latino). To be more precise, 42.4 percent of poor people are white
(non-Latino), 28.7 percent are Latino, 23.1 percent are black, and 3.7 percent are Asian (see Figure 2.2

"Racial and Ethnic Composition of the Poor, 2010 (Percentage of Poor Persons Who Belong to Each
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Group)"). As these figures show, non-Latino whites certainly comprise the greatest number of the
American poor. Turning these percentages into numbers, they account for 19.6 million of the 46.2 million

poor Americans.

It is also true, though, that race and ethnicity affect the chances of being poor. While only 9.9 percent of
non-Latino whites are poor, 27.4 percent of African Americans, 12.1 percent of Asians, and 26.6 percent of
Latinos (who may be of any race) are poor (see Figure 2.3 "Race, Ethnicity, and Poverty, 2010 (Percentage
of Each Group That Is Poor)"). Thus African Americans and Latinos are almost three times as likely as
non-Latino whites to be poor. (Because there are so many non-Latino whites in the United States, the
greatest number of poor people are non-Latino white, even if the percentage of whites who are poor is
relatively low.) The higher poverty rates of people of color are so striking and important that they have
been termed the “colors of poverty” (Lin & Harris, 2008).Lin, A. C., & Harris, D. R. (Eds.). (2008). The
colors of poverty: Why racial and ethnic disparities persist. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Figure 2.2 Racial and Ethnic Composition of the Poor, 2010 (Percentage of Poor Persons Who Belong to Each

Group)

. White-Non-Latino

. African American

. Latino

Asian

Source: Data from DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health insurance

coverage in the United States: 2010 (Current Population Report P60-239). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau.
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Figure 2.3 Race, Ethnicity, and Poverty, 2010 (Percentage of Each Group That Is Poor)
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Source: Data from DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health insurance

coverage in the United States: 2010 (Current Population Report P60-239). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau.

Gender

One thing that many women know all too well is that women are more likely than men to be poor.
According to the census, 16.2 percent of all females live in poverty, compared to only 14.0 percent of all
males. These figures translate to a large gender gap in the actual number of poor people, as 25.2 million
women and girls live in poverty, compared to only 21.0 million men and boys, for a difference of 4.2
million people. The high rate of female poverty is called the feminization of poverty (Iceland,
2006).Iceland, J. (2006). Poverty in America: A handbook. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
We will see additional evidence of this pattern when we look at the section on family structure that

follows.
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Age

Turning to age, at any one time 22 percent of children under age 18 are poor (amounting to 16.4 million
children), a figure that rises to about 39 percent of African American children and 35 percent of Latino
children. About 37 percent of all children live in poverty for at least one year before turning 18 (Ratcliffe &
McKernan, 2010).Ratcliffe, C., & McKernan, S.-M. (2010). Childhood poverty persistence: Facts and
consequences. Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press. The poverty rate for US children is the highest of
all wealthy democracies and in fact is 1.5 to 9 times greater than the corresponding rates in Canada and
Western Europe (Mishel, Bernstein, & Shierholz, 2009).Mishel, L., Bernstein, J., & Shierholz, H. (2009).
The state of working America 2008/2009. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press. As high as the US childhood poverty
rate is, twice-poverty data again paint an even more discouraging picture. Children living in families with
incomes below twice the official poverty level are called low-income children, and their families are called
low-income families. Almost 44 percent of American children, or some 32.5 million kids, live in such
families (Addy & Wright, 2012).Addy, S., & Wright, V. R. (2012). Basic facts about low-income children,
2010. New York, NY: National Center for Children in Poverty. Almost two-thirds of African American

children and Latino children live in low-income families.

At the other end of the age distribution, 9 percent of people aged 65 or older are poor (amounting to about
3.5 million seniors). Turning around these age figures, almost 36 percent of all poor people in the United
States are children, and almost 8 percent of the poor are 65 or older. Thus more than 43.4 percent of

Americans living in poverty are children or the elderly.
Region

Poverty rates differ around the country. Some states have higher poverty rates than other states, and some
counties within a state are poorer than other counties within that state. A basic way of understanding
geographical differences in poverty is to examine the poverty rates of the four major regions of the nation.
When we do this, the South is the poorest region, with a poverty rate of 16.9 percent. The West is next
(15.3 percent), followed by the Midwest (13.9 percent) and then the Northeast (12.8 percent). The South’s
high poverty rate is thought to be an important reason for the high rate of illnesses and other health
problems it experiences compared to the other regions (Ramshaw, 2011).Ramshaw, E. (2011, July 10).

Major health problems linked to poverty. New York Times, p. A21.
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Family Structure

There are many types of family structures, including a married couple living with their children; an
unmarried couple living with one or more children; a household with children headed by only one parent,
usually a woman; a household with two adults and no children; and a household with only one adult living

alone. Across the nation, poverty rates differ from one type of family structure to another.

Not surprisingly, poverty rates are higher in families with one adult than in those with two adults (because
they often are bringing in two incomes), and, in one-adult families, they are higher in families headed by a
woman than in those headed by a man (because women generally have lower incomes than men). Of all
families headed by just a woman, 31.6 percent live in poverty, compared to only 15.8 percent of families
headed by just a man. In contrast, only 6.2 percent of families headed by a married couple live in poverty
(see Figure 2.4 "Family Structure and Poverty Rate (Percentage of Each Type of Structure That Lives in
Poverty)"). The figure for female-headed families provides additional evidence for the feminization of

poverty concept introduced earlier.

Figure 2.4 Family Structure and Poverty Rate (Percentage of Each Type of Structure That Lives in Poverty)
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Source: Data from DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health insurance

coverage in the United States: 2010 (Current Population Report P60-239). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau.
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We saw earlier that 22 percent of American children are poor. This figure varies according to the type of
family structure in which the children live. Whereas only 11.6 percent of children residing with married
parents live in poverty, 46.9 percent of those living with only their mother live in poverty. This latter
figure rises to 53.3 percent for African American children and 57.0 percent for Latino children (US Census
Bureau, 2012).US Census Bureau . (2012). Poverty. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved from

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032011/pov/newo2_100.htm. Yet regardless of their race

or ethnicity, children living just with their mothers are at particularly great risk of living in poverty.

Labor Force Status

As this chapter discusses later, many Americans think the poor are lazy and lack the motivation to work
and, as is often said, “really could work if they wanted to.” However, government data on the poor show
that most poor people are, in fact, either working, unemployed but looking for work, or unable to work
because of their age or health. Table 2.1 "Poverty and Labor Force Participation, 2010" shows the relevant
data. We discuss these numbers in some detail because of their importance, so please follow along

carefully

Table 2.1 Poverty and Labor Force Participation, 2010

Total number of poor people 46,180,000

Number of poor people under age 18 16,401,000

Number of poor people ages 65 and older |3,521,000

Number of poor people ages 18—64 26,258,000

Number of poor people ages 18—64 who were:

Working full- or part-time 9,053,000
Unemployed but looking for work 3,616,000
Disabled 4,247,000
In the armed forces 77,000

Able-bodied but not in the labor force 9,254,000
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Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2010). Current population survey (CPS) table creator. Retrieved from

http://www.census.gov/cps/data/cpstablecreator.html.

Let’s examine this table to see the story it tells. Of the roughly 46.2 million poor people, almost 20 million
were either under age 18 or at least 65. Because of their ages, we would not expect them to be working. Of
the remaining 26.3 million poor adults ages 18—64, almost 17 million, or about two-thirds, fell into one of
these categories: (a) they worked full-time or part-time, (b) they were unemployed but looking for work
during a year of very high unemployment due to the nation’s faltering economy, (c) they did not work
because of a disability, or (d) they were in the armed forces. Subtracting all these adults leaves about 9.3

million able-bodied people ages 18—64.

Doing some arithmetic, we thus see that almost 37 million of the 46.2 million poor people we started with,
or 80 percent, were either working or unemployed but looking for work, too young or too old to work,
disabled, or in the armed forces. It would thus be inaccurate to describe the vast majority of the poor as

lazy and lacking the motivation to work.

What about the 9.3 million able-bodied poor people who are ages 18—64 but not in the labor force, who
compose only 20 percent of the poor to begin with? Most of them were either taking care of small children
or elderly parents or other relatives, retired for health reasons, or in school (US Census Bureau, 2012);US
Census Bureau. (2012). Current population survey. 2012 annual social and economic supplement.
Washington, DC: Author. Some also left the labor force out of frustration and did not look for work (and
thus were not counted officially as unemployed). Taking all these numbers and categories into account, it
turns out that the percentage of poor people who “really could work if they wanted to” is rather miniscule,

and the common belief that they “really could work if they wanted to” is nothing more than a myth.

People Making a Difference

Feeding “Motel Kids” Near Disneyland

Just blocks from Disneyland in Anaheim, California, more than 1,000 families live in cheap motels
frequently used by drug dealers and prostitutes. Because they cannot afford the deposit for an apartment,
the motels are their only alternative to homelessness. As Bruno Serato, a local Italian restaurant owner,
observed, “Some people are stuck, they have no money. They need to live in that room. They’ve lost

everything they have. They have no other choice. No choice.”
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Serato learned about these families back in 2005, when he saw a boy at the local Boys & Girls Club eating
a bag of potato chips as his only food for dinner. He was told that the boy lived with his family in a motel
and that the Boys & Girls Club had a “motel kids” program that drove children in vans after school to their
motels. Although the children got free breakfast and lunch at school, they often went hungry at night.
Serato soon began serving pasta dinners to some seventy children at the club every evening, a number
that had grown by spring 2011 to almost three hundred children nightly. Serato also pays to have the
children transported to the club for their dinners, and he estimates that the food and transportation cost
him about $2,000 monthly. His program had served more than 300,000 pasta dinners to motel kids by

2011.

Two of the children who eat Serato’s pasta are Carlos and Anthony Gomez, 12, who live in a motel room
with the other members of their family. Their father was grateful for the pasta: “I no longer worry as
much, about them [coming home] and there being no food. I know that they eat over there at [the] Boys &
Girls Club.”

Bruno Serato is merely happy to be helping out. “They’re customers,” he explains. “My favorite customers”
(Toner, 2011).Toner, K. (2011, March 24). Making sure “motel kids” don’t go hungry. CNN. Retrieved
from http://www.cnn.com/2011/LIVING/03/24/cnnheroes.serato.motel.kids/index.html.

For more information about Bruno Serato’s efforts, visit his charity site at www.thecaterinasclub.org.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Although people of color have higher poverty rates than non-Latino whites, the most

typical poor person in the United States is non-Latino white.
e The US childhood poverty rate is the highest of all Western democracies.

e Labor force participation data indicate that the belief that poor people lack motivation to

work is in fact a myth.
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FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Why do you think the majority of Americans assume poor people lack the motivation to

work?

2. Explain to a friend how labor force participation data indicate that it is inaccurate to think

that poor people lack the motivation to work.

2.3 Explaining Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Describe the assumptions of the functionalist and conflict views of stratification and of

poverty.
2. Explain the focus of symbolic interactionist work on poverty.

3. Understand the difference between the individualist and structural explanations of

poverty.

Why does poverty exist, and why and how do poor people end up being poor? The sociological
perspectives introduced in Chapter 1 "Understanding Social Problems" provide some possible answers to
these questions through their attempt to explain why American society is stratified—that is, why it has a
range of wealth ranging from the extremely wealthy to the extremely poor. We review what these
perspectives say generally about social stratification (rankings of people based on wealth and other

resources a society values) before turning to explanations focusing specifically on poverty.

In general, the functionalist perspective and conflict perspective both try to explain why social
stratification exists and endures, while the symbolic interactionist perspective discusses the differences
that stratification produces for everyday interaction. Table 2.2 "Theory Snapshot” summarizes these three

approaches
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Table 2.2 Theory Snapshot

Functionalism Stratification is necessary to induce people with special intelligence,
knowledge, and skills to enter the most important occupations. For this reason,
stratification is necessary and inevitable.

Conflict theory Stratification results from lack of opportunity and from discrimination and
prejudice against the poor, women, and people of color. It is neither necessary
nor inevitable.

Symbolic Stratification affects people’s beliefs, lifestyles, daily interaction, and
interactionism conceptions of themselves.

The Functionalist View

As discussed in Chapter 1 "Understanding Social Problems", functionalist theory assumes that society’s
structures and processes exist because they serve important functions for society’s stability and
continuity. In line with this view, functionalist theorists in sociology assume that stratification exists
because it also serves important functions for society. This explanation was developed more than sixty
years ago by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (Davis & Moore, 1945)Davis, K., & Moore, W. (1945).
Some principles of stratification. American Sociological Review, 10, 242—249. in the form of several
logical assumptions that imply stratification is both necessary and inevitable. When applied to American

society, their assumptions would be as follows:

1. Some jobs are more important than other jobs. For example, the job of a brain surgeon is

more important than the job of shoe shining.

2. Some jobs require more skills and knowledge than other jobs. To stay with our

example, it takes more skills and knowledge to perform brain surgery than to shine shoes.

3. Relatively few people have the ability to acquire the skills and knowledge that are
needed to do these important, highly skilled jobs. Most of us would be able to do a decent

job of shining shoes, but very few of us would be able to become brain surgeons.

4. To encourage the people with the skills and knowledge to do the important, highly

skilled jobs, society must promise them higher incomes or other rewards. If this is
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true, some people automatically end up higher in society’s ranking system than others, and

stratification is thus necessary and inevitable.

To illustrate their assumptions, say we have a society where shining shoes and doing brain surgery both
give us incomes of $150,000 per year. (This example is very hypothetical, but please keep reading.) If you
decide to shine shoes, you can begin making this money at age 16, but if you decide to become a brain
surgeon, you will not start making this same amount until about age 35, as you must first go to college and
medical school and then acquire several more years of medical training. While you have spent nineteen
additional years beyond age 16 getting this education and training and taking out tens of thousands of
dollars in student loans, you could have spent those years shining shoes and making $150,000 a year, or

$2.85 million overall. Which job would you choose?

As this example suggests, many people might not choose to become brain surgeons unless considerable
financial and other rewards awaited them. By extension, we might not have enough people filling society’s
important jobs unless they know they will be similarly rewarded. If this is true, we must have
stratification. And if we must have stratification, then that means some people will have much less money
than other people. If stratification is inevitable, then poverty is also inevitable. The functionalist view
further implies that if people are poor, it is because they do not have the ability to acquire the skills and

knowledge necessary for the important, high-paying jobs.

The functionalist view sounds very logical, but a few years after Davis and Moore published their theory,
other sociologists pointed out some serious problems in their argument (Tumin, 1953; Wrong,
1959).Tumin, M. M. (1953). Some principles of stratification: A critical analysis. American Sociological
Review, 18, 387—393; Wrong, D. H. (1959). The functional theory of stratification: Some neglected

considerations. American Sociological Review, 24, 772—782.

First, it is difficult to compare the importance of many types of jobs. For example, which is more
important, doing brain surgery or mining coal? Although you might be tempted to answer with brain
surgery, if no coal were mined then much of our society could not function. In another example, which job

is more important, attorney or professor? (Be careful how you answer this one!)

Second, the functionalist explanation implies that the most important jobs have the highest incomes and
the least important jobs the lowest incomes, but many examples, including the ones just mentioned,
counter this view. Coal miners make much less money than physicians, and professors, for better or
worse, earn much less on the average than lawyers. A professional athlete making millions of dollars a
year earns many times the income of the president of the United States, but who is more important to the

nation? Elementary school teachers do a very important job in our society, but their salaries are much
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lower than those of sports agents, advertising executives, and many other people whose jobs are far less

essential.

Third, the functionalist view assumes that people move up the economic ladder based on their abilities,
skills, knowledge, and, more generally, their merit. This implies that if they do not move up the ladder,
they lack the necessary merit. However, this view ignores the fact that much of our stratification stems
from lack of equal opportunity. As later chapters in this book discuss, because of their race, ethnicity,
gender, and class standing at birth, some people have less opportunity than others to acquire the skills

and training they need to fill the types of jobs addressed by the functionalist approach.

Finally, the functionalist explanation might make sense up to a point, but it does not justify the extremes
of wealth and poverty found in the United States and other nations. Even if we do have to promise higher
incomes to get enough people to become physicians, does that mean we also need the amount of poverty
we have? Do CEOs of corporations really need to make millions of dollars per year to get enough qualified
people to become CEOs? Do people take on a position as CEO or other high-paying job at least partly
because of the challenge, working conditions, and other positive aspects they offer? The functionalist view

does not answer these questions adequately.

One other line of functionalist thinking focuses more directly on poverty than generally on stratification.
This particular functionalist view provocatively argues that poverty exists because it serves certain
positive functions for our society. These functions include the following: (1) poor people do the work that
other people do not want to do; (2) the programs that help poor people provide a lot of jobs for the people
employed by the programs; (3) the poor purchase goods, such as day-old bread and used clothing, that
other people do not wish to purchase, and thus extend the economic value of these goods; and (4) the poor
provide jobs for doctors, lawyers, teachers, and other professionals who may not be competent enough to
be employed in positions catering to wealthier patients, clients, students, and so forth (Gans, 1972).Gans,
H. J. (1972). The positive functions of poverty. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 275—289. Because
poverty serves all these functions and more, according to this argument, the middle and upper classes

have a vested interest in neglecting poverty to help ensure its continued existence.
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The Conflict View

Because he was born in a log cabin and later became president, Abraham Lincoln’s life epitomizes the American
Dream, which is the belief that people born into poverty can become successful through hard work. The popularity
of this belief leads many Americans to blame poor people for their poverty. Source: US Library of Congress,

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a53289.

Conflict theory’s explanation of stratification draws on Karl Marx’s view of class societies and incorporates
the critique of the functionalist view just discussed. Many different explanations grounded in conflict
theory exist, but they all assume that stratification stems from a fundamental conflict between the needs
and interests of the powerful, or “haves,” in society and those of the weak, or “have-nots” (Kerbo,
2012).Kerbo, H. R. (2012). Social stratification and inequality. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. The former
take advantage of their position at the top of society to stay at the top, even if it means oppressing those at
the bottom. At a minimum, they can heavily influence the law, the media, and other institutions in a way

that maintains society’s class structure.

In general, conflict theory attributes stratification and thus poverty to lack of opportunity from
discrimination and prejudice against the poor, women, and people of color. In this regard, it reflects one
of the early critiques of the functionalist view that the previous section outlined. To reiterate an earlier

point, several of the remaining chapters of this book discuss the various obstacles that make it difficult for
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the poor, women, and people of color in the United States to move up the socioeconomic ladder and to

otherwise enjoy healthy and productive lives.
Symbolic Interactionism

Consistent with its micro orientation, symbolic interactionism tries to understand stratification and thus
poverty by looking at people’s interaction and understandings in their daily lives. Unlike the functionalist
and conflict views, it does not try to explain why we have stratification in the first place. Rather, it
examines the differences that stratification makes for people’s lifestyles and their interaction with other

people.

Many detailed, insightful sociological books on the lives of the urban and rural poor reflect the symbolic
interactionist perspective (Anderson, 1999; C. M. Duncan, 2000; Liebow, 1993; Rank, 1994).Anderson, E.
(1999). Code of the street: Decency, violence, and the moral life of the inner city. New York, NY: W. W.
Norton; Duncan, C. M. (2000). Worlds apart: Why poverty persists in rural America. New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press; Liebow, E. (1993). Tell them who I am: The lives of homeless women. New York,
NY: Free Press; Rank, M. R. (1994). Living on the edge: The realities of welfare in America. New York,
NY: Columbia University Press. These books focus on different people in different places, but they all
make very clear that the poor often lead lives of quiet desperation and must find ways of coping with the
fact of being poor. In these books, the consequences of poverty discussed later in this chapter acquire a

human face, and readers learn in great detail what it is like to live in poverty on a daily basis.

Some classic journalistic accounts by authors not trained in the social sciences also present eloquent
descriptions of poor people’s lives (Bagdikian, 1964; Harrington, 1962).Bagdikian, B. H. (1964). In the
midst of plenty: The poor in America. Boston, MA: Beacon Press; Harrington, M. (1962). The other
America: Poverty in the United States. New York, NY: Macmillan. Writing in this tradition, a newspaper
columnist who grew up in poverty recently recalled, “I know the feel of thick calluses on the bottom of
shoeless feet. I know the bite of the cold breeze that slithers through a drafty house. I know the weight of
constant worry over not having enough to fill a belly or fight an illness...Poverty is brutal, consuming and
unforgiving. It strikes at the soul” (Blow, 2011, p. A19).Blow, C. M. (2011, June 25). Them that’s not shall
lose. New York Times, p. A19.

On a more lighthearted note, examples of the symbolic interactionist framework are also seen in the many
literary works and films that portray the difficulties that the rich and poor have in interacting on the
relatively few occasions when they do interact. For example, in the film Pretty Woman, Richard Gere

plays a rich businessman who hires a prostitute, played by Julia Roberts, to accompany him to swank
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parties and other affairs. Roberts has to buy a new wardrobe and learn how to dine and behave in these
social settings, and much of the film’s humor and poignancy come from her awkwardness in learning the

lifestyle of the rich.
Specific Explanations of Poverty

The functionalist and conflict views focus broadly on social stratification but only indirectly on poverty.
When poverty finally attracted national attention during the 1960s, scholars began to try specifically to
understand why poor people become poor and remain poor. Two competing explanations developed, with
the basic debate turning on whether poverty arises from problems either within the poor themselves or in
the society in which they live (Rank, 2011).Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts,
10(Spring), 16—21. The first type of explanation follows logically from the functional theory of
stratification and may be considered an individualistic explanation. The second type of explanation
follows from conflict theory and is a structural explanation that focuses on problems in American society
that produce poverty. Table 2.3 "Explanations of Poverty" summarizes these explanations.

Table 2.3 Explanations of Poverty

Individualistic | Poverty results from the fact that poor people lack the motivation to work and have
certain beliefs and values that contribute to their poverty.

Structural Poverty results from problems in society that lead to a lack of opportunity and a
lack of jobs.

It is critical to determine which explanation makes more sense because, as sociologist Theresa C.
Davidson (2009, p. 136)Davidson, T. C. (2009). Attributions for poverty among college students: The
impact of service-learning and religiosity. College Student Journal, 43, 136—144. observes, “beliefs about
the causes of poverty shape attitudes toward the poor.” To be more precise, the particular explanation that
people favor affects their view of government efforts to help the poor. Those who attribute poverty to
problems in the larger society are much more likely than those who attribute it to deficiencies among the
poor to believe that the government should do more to help the poor (Bradley & Cole, 2002).Bradley, C.,
& Cole, D. J. (2002). Causal attributions and the significance of self-efficacy in predicting solutions to
poverty. Sociological Focus, 35, 381—396. The explanation for poverty we favor presumably affects the
amount of sympathy we have for the poor, and our sympathy, or lack of sympathy, in turn affects our
views about the government’s role in helping the poor. With this backdrop in mind, what do the

individualistic and structural explanations of poverty say?
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Individualistic Explanation

According to the individualistic explanation, the poor have personal problems and deficiencies that
are responsible for their poverty. In the past, the poor were thought to be biologically inferior, a view that
has not entirely faded, but today the much more common belief is that they lack the ambition and
motivation to work hard and to achieve success. According to survey evidence, the majority of Americans
share this belief (Davidson, 2009).Davidson, T. C. (2009). Attributions for poverty among college
students: The impact of service-learning and religiosity. College Student Journal, 43, 136—144. A more
sophisticated version of this type of explanation is called the culture of poverty theory (Banfield, 1974;
Lewis, 1966; Murray, 2012).Banfield, E. C. (1974). The unheavenly city revisited. Boston, MA: Little,
Brown; Lewis, O. (1966). The culture of poverty. Scientific American, 113, 19—25; Murray, C. (2012).
Coming apart: The state of white America, 1960—2010. New York, NY: Crown Forum. According to this
theory, the poor generally have beliefs and values that differ from those of the nonpoor and that doom
them to continued poverty. For example, they are said to be impulsive and to live for the present rather
than the future.

Regardless of which version one might hold, the individualistic explanation is a blaming-the-victim
approach (see Chapter 1 "Understanding Social Problems"). Critics say this explanation ignores
discrimination and other problems in American society and exaggerates the degree to which the poor and
nonpoor do in fact hold different values (Ehrenreich, 2012; Holland, 2011; Schmidt, 2012).Ehrenreich, B.
(2012, March 15). What “other America”? Salon.com. Retrieved from
http://www.salon.com/2012/03/15/the truth about the poor/; Holland, J. (2011, July 29). Debunking
the big lie right-wingers use to justify black poverty and unemployment. AlterNet. Retrieved from
http://www.alternet.org/story/151830/debunking the big lie right-wingers use to justify black po
verty and unemployment ?page=entire; Schmidt, P. (2012, February 12). Charles Murray, author of the
“Bell Curve,” steps back into the ring. The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved from

http://chronicle.com/article/Charles-Murray-Author-of-The/130722/?sid=at&utm source=at&utm me

dium=en. Regarding the latter point, they note that poor employed adults work more hours per week than
wealthier adults and that poor parents interviewed in surveys value education for their children at least as
much as wealthier parents. These and other similarities in values and beliefs lead critics of the

individualistic explanation to conclude that poor people’s poverty cannot reasonably be said to result from

a culture of poverty.
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Structural Explanation

According to the second, structural explanation, which is a blaming-the-system approach, US poverty
stems from problems in American society that lead to a lack of equal opportunity and a lack of jobs. These
problems include (a) racial, ethnic, gender, and age discrimination; (b) lack of good schooling and
adequate health care; and (c) structural changes in the American economic system, such as the departure
of manufacturing companies from American cities in the 1980s and 1990s that led to the loss of thousands
of jobs. These problems help create a vicious cycle of poverty in which children of the poor are often fated

to end up in poverty or near poverty themselves as adults.

As Rank (2011, p. 18)Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21.
summarizes this view, “American poverty is largely the result of failings at the economic and political
levels, rather than at the individual level...In contrast to [the individualistic] perspective, the basic
problem lies in a shortage of viable opportunities for all Americans.” Rank points out that the US economy
during the past few decades has created more low-paying and part-time jobs and jobs without benefits,
meaning that Americans increasingly find themselves in jobs that barely lift them out of poverty, if at all.
Sociologist Fred Block and colleagues share this critique of the individualistic perspective: “Most of our
policies incorrectly assume that people can avoid or overcome poverty through hard work alone. Yet this
assumption ignores the realities of our failing urban schools, increasing employment insecurities, and the
lack of affordable housing, health care, and child care. It ignores the fact that the American Dream is
rapidly becoming unattainable for an increasing number of Americans, whether employed or not” (Block,
Korteweg, & Woodward, 2006, p. 17).Block, F., Korteweg, A. C., & Woodward, K. (2006). The compassion
gap in American poverty policy. Contexts, 5(2), 14—20.

Most sociologists favor the structural explanation. As later chapters in this book document, racial and
ethnic discrimination, lack of adequate schooling and health care, and other problems make it difficult to
rise out of poverty. On the other hand, some ethnographic research supports the individualistic
explanation by showing that the poor do have certain values and follow certain practices that augment
their plight (Small, Harding, & Lamont, 2010).Small, M. L., Harding, D. J., & Lamont, M. (2010).
Reconsidering culture and poverty. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,
629(May), 6—27. For example, the poor have higher rates of cigarette smoking (34 percent of people with
annual incomes between $6,000 and $11,999 smoke, compared to only 13 percent of those with incomes

$90,000 or greater [Goszkowski, 2008]Goszkowski, R. (2008). Among Americans, smoking decreases as

income increases. Retrieved from
hiip:

which helps cause them to have more serious health problems.

Adopting an integrated perspective, some researchers say these values and practices are ultimately the

result of poverty itself (Small et al., 2010).Small, M. L., Harding, D. J., & Lamont, M. (2010).
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Reconsidering culture and poverty. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,

629(May), 6—27. These scholars concede a culture of poverty does exist, but they also say it exists because

it helps the poor cope daily with the structural effects of being poor. If these effects lead to a culture of

poverty, they add, poverty then becomes self-perpetuating. If poverty is both cultural and structural in

origin, these scholars say, efforts to improve the lives of people in the “other America” must involve

increased structural opportunities for the poor and changes in some of their values and practices.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

According to the functionalist view, stratification is a necessary and inevitable
consequence of the need to use the promise of financial reward to encourage talented

people to pursue important jobs and careers.

According to conflict theory, stratification results from lack of opportunity and

discrimination against the poor and people of color.

According to symbolic interactionism, social class affects how people interact in everyday

life and how they view certain aspects of the social world.

The individualistic view attributes poverty to individual failings of poor people

themselves, while the structural view attributes poverty to problems in the larger society.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

In explaining poverty in the United States, which view, individualist or structural, makes

more sense to you? Why?

Suppose you could wave a magic wand and invent a society where everyone had about the
same income no matter which job he or she performed. Do you think it would be difficult
to persuade enough people to become physicians or to pursue other important careers?

Explain your answer.
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2.4 The Consequences of Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe the family and housing problems associated with poverty.

2. Explain how poverty affects health and educational attainment.

Regardless of its causes, poverty has devastating consequences for the people who live in it. Much
research conducted and/or analyzed by scholars, government agencies, and nonprofit organizations has
documented the effects of poverty (and near poverty) on the lives of the poor (Lindsey, 2009; Moore,
Redd, Burkhauser, Mbawa, & Collins, 2009; Ratcliffe & McKernan, 2010; Sanders, 2011).Lindsey, D.
(20009). Child poverty and inequality: Securing a better future for America’s children. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press; Moore, K. A., Redd, Z., Burkhauser, M., Mbawa, K., & Collins, A. (2009).
Children in poverty: Trends, consequences, and policy options. Washington, DC: Child Trends. Retrieved
from http://www.childtrends.org/Files//Child_Trends-2009_04 07 RB_ChildreninPoverty.pdf;

Ratcliffe, C., & McKernan, S.-M. (2010). Childhood poverty persistence: Facts and consequences.
Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press; Sanders, L. (2011). Neuroscience exposes pernicious effects of
poverty. Science News, 179(3), 32. Many of these studies focus on childhood poverty, and these studies
make it very clear that childhood poverty has lifelong consequences. In general, poor children are more
likely to be poor as adults, more likely to drop out of high school, more likely to become a teenaged parent,
and more likely to have employment problems. Although only 1 percent of children who are never poor
end up being poor as young adults, 32 percent of poor children become poor as young adults (Ratcliffe &
McKernan, 2010).Ratcliffe, C., & McKernan, S.-M. (2010). Childhood poverty persistence: Facts and

consequences. Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press.

A recent study used government data to follow children born between 1968 and 1975 until they were ages
30 to 37 (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011).Duncan, G. J., & Magnuson, K. (2011, winter). The long reach of
early childhood poverty. Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy, 22—27. The
researchers compared individuals who lived in poverty in early childhood to those whose families had
incomes at least twice the poverty line in early childhood. Compared to the latter group, adults who were

poor in early childhood
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e had completed two fewer years of schooling on the average;

e had incomes that were less than half of those earned by adults who had wealthier childhoods;
e received $826 more annually in food stamps on the average;

e were almost three times more likely to report being in poor health;

e were twice as likely to have been arrested (males only); and

e were five times as likely to have borne a child (females only).

We discuss some of the major specific consequences of poverty here and will return to them in later

chapters.
Family Problems

The poor are at greater risk for family problems, including divorce and domestic violence. As Chapter 9
"Sexual Behavior" explains, a major reason for many of the problems families experience is stress. Even in
families that are not poor, running a household can cause stress, children can cause stress, and paying the
bills can cause stress. Families that are poor have more stress because of their poverty, and the ordinary
stresses of family life become even more intense in poor families. The various kinds of family problems
thus happen more commonly in poor families than in wealthier families. Compounding this situation,
when these problems occur, poor families have fewer resources than wealthier families to deal with these

problems.

Children and Our Future

Getting under Children’s Skin: The Biological Effects of Childhood Poverty

As the text discusses, childhood poverty often has lifelong consequences. Poor children are more likely to
be poor when they become adults, and they are at greater risk for antisocial behavior when young, and for
unemployment, criminal behavior, and other problems when they reach adolescence and young
adulthood.

According to growing evidence, one reason poverty has these consequences is that it has certain neural

effects on poor children that impair their cognitive abilities and thus their behavior and learning potential.

As Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson (2011, p. 23)Duncan, G. J., & Magnuson, K. (2011, winter).
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The long reach of early childhood poverty. Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social
Policy, 22—27. observe, “Emerging research in neuroscience and developmental psychology suggests that
poverty early in a child’s life may be particularly harmful because the astonishingly rapid development of

young children’s brains leaves them sensitive (and vulnerable) to environmental conditions.”

In short, poverty can change the way the brain develops in young children. The major reason for this
effect is stress. Children growing up in poverty experience multiple stressful events: neighborhood crime
and drug use; divorce, parental conflict, and other family problems, including abuse and neglect by their
parents; parental financial problems and unemployment; physical and mental health problems of one or
more family members; and so forth. Their great levels of stress in turn affect their bodies in certain
harmful ways. As two poverty scholars note, “It’s not just that poverty-induced stress is mentally taxing. If
it’s experienced early enough in childhood, it can in fact get “under the skin’ and change the way in which
the body copes with the environment and the way in which the brain develops. These deep, enduring, and
sometimes irreversible physiological changes are the very human price of running a high-poverty society”
(Grusky & Wimer, 2011, p. 2).Grusky, D., & Wimer, C.(Eds.). (2011, winter). Editors’ note. Pathways: A

Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy, 2.

One way poverty gets “under children’s skin” is as follows (Evans, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 2011).Evans,
G. W., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Klebanov, P. K. (2011, winter). Stressing out the poor: Chronic physiological
stress and the income-achievement gap. Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy,
16—21. Poor children’s high levels of stress produce unusually high levels of stress hormones such as
cortisol and higher levels of blood pressure. Because these high levels impair their neural development,
their memory and language development skills suffer. This result in turn affects their behavior and
learning potential. For other physiological reasons, high levels of stress also affect the immune system, so
that poor children are more likely to develop various illnesses during childhood and to have high blood
pressure and other health problems when they grow older, and cause other biological changes that make

poor children more likely to end up being obese and to have drug and alcohol problems.

The policy implications of the scientific research on childhood poverty are clear. As public health scholar
Jack P. Shonkoff (2011, p. 12)Shonkoff, J. P. (2011, winter). Building a foundation for prosperity on the
science of early childhood development. Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy,
10—14. explains, “Viewing this scientific evidence within a biodevelopmental framework points to the
particular importance of addressing the needs of our most disadvantaged children at the earliest ages.”
Duncan and Magnuson (2011, p. 27)Duncan, G. J., & Magnuson, K. (2011, winter). The long reach of early
childhood poverty. Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy, 22—27. agree that
“greater policy attention should be given to remediating situations involving deep and persistent poverty
occurring early in childhood.” To reduce poverty’s harmful physiological effects on children, Skonkoff

advocates efforts to promote strong, stable relationships among all members of poor families; to improve
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the quality of the home and neighborhood physical environments in which poor children grow; and to
improve the nutrition of poor children. Duncan and Magnuson call for more generous income transfers to
poor families with young children and note that many European democracies provide many kinds of
support to such families. The recent scientific evidence on early childhood poverty underscores the
importance of doing everything possible to reduce the harmful effects of poverty during the first few years
of life.

Health, lliness, and Medical Care

The poor are also more likely to have many kinds of health problems, including infant mortality, earlier
adulthood mortality, and mental illness, and they are also more likely to receive inadequate medical care.
Poor children are more likely to have inadequate nutrition and, partly for this reason, to suffer health,
behavioral, and cognitive problems. These problems in turn impair their ability to do well in school and
land stable employment as adults, helping to ensure that poverty will persist across generations. Many
poor people are uninsured or underinsured, at least until the US health-care reform legislation of 2010
takes full effect a few years from now, and many have to visit health clinics that are overcrowded and

understaffed.

As Chapter 12 "Work and the Economy" discusses, it is unclear how much of poor people’s worse health

stems from their lack of money and lack of good health care versus their own behavior such as smoking
and eating unhealthy diets. Regardless of the exact reasons, however, the fact remains that poor health is
a major consequence of poverty. According to recent research, this fact means that poverty is responsible
for almost 150,000 deaths annually, a figure about equal to the number of deaths from lung cancer

(Bakalar, 2011).Bakalar, N. (2011, July 4). Researchers link deaths to social ills. New York Times, p. D5.
Education

Poor children typically go to rundown schools with inadequate facilities where they receive inadequate
schooling. They are much less likely than wealthier children to graduate from high school or to go to
college. Their lack of education in turn restricts them and their own children to poverty, once again
helping to ensure a vicious cycle of continuing poverty across generations. As Chapter 10 "The Changing
Family" explains, scholars debate whether the poor school performance of poor children stems more from
the inadequacy of their schools and schooling versus their own poverty. Regardless of exactly why poor
children are more likely to do poorly in school and to have low educational attainment, these educational

problems are another major consequence of poverty.
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Housing and Homelessness

The poor are, not surprisingly, more likely to be homeless than the nonpoor but also more likely to live in
dilapidated housing and unable to buy their own homes. Many poor families spend more than half their
income on rent, and they tend to live in poor neighborhoods that lack job opportunities, good schools, and
other features of modern life that wealthier people take for granted. The lack of adequate housing for the
poor remains a major national problem. Even worse is outright homelessness. An estimated 1.6 million
people, including more than 300,000 children, are homeless at least part of the year (Lee, Tyler, &
Wright, 2010).Lee, B., Tyler, K. A., & Wright, J. D. ( 2010). The new homelessness revisited. Annual
Review of Sociology, 36, 501—521.

Crime and Victimization

As Chapter 7 "Alcohol and Other Drugs” discusses, poor (and near poor) people account for the bulk of
our street crime (homicide, robbery, burglary, etc.), and they also account for the bulk of victims of street
crime. That chapter will outline several reasons for this dual connection between poverty and street crime,
but they include the deep frustration and stress of living in poverty and the fact that many poor people live
in high-crime neighborhoods. In such neighborhoods, children are more likely to grow up under the
influence of older peers who are already in gangs or otherwise committing crime, and people of any age
are more likely to become crime victims. Moreover, because poor and near-poor people are more likely to
commit street crime, they also comprise most of the people arrested for street crimes, convicted of street
crime, and imprisoned for street crime. Most of the more than 2 million people now in the nation’s
prisons and jails come from poor or near-poor backgrounds. Criminal behavior and criminal

victimization, then, are other major consequences of poverty.

Lessons from Other Societies

Poverty and Poverty Policy in Other Western Democracies

To compare international poverty rates, scholars commonly use a measure of the percentage of
households in a nation that receive less than half of the nation’s median household income after taxes and
cash transfers from the government. In data from the late 2000s, 17.3 percent of US households lived in
poverty as defined by this measure. By comparison, other Western democracies had the rates depicted in
the figure that follows. The average poverty rate of the nations in the figure excluding the United States is

9.5 percent. The US rate is thus almost twice as high as the average for all the other democracies.
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This graph illustrates the poverty rates in western democracies (i.e., the percentage of persons living with less than

half of the median household income) as of the late 2000s

Source: Data from Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (2011). Society at a glance
2011: OECD social lndlcators Retrzeved July 23, 2011, from

tentType= &1tem[d— content chapter soc_ qlance -2011-1 —en&contamerItemId— content se.

Why is there so much more poverty in the United States than in its Western counterparts? Several
differences between the United States and the other nations stand out (Brady, 2009; Russell, 2011).Brady,
D. (2009). Rich democracies, poor people: How politics explain poverty. New York, NY: Oxford University
Press; Russell, J. W. ( 2011). Double standard: Social policy in Europe and the United States (2nd ed.).
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. First, other Western nations have higher minimum wages and
stronger labor unions than the United States has, and these lead to incomes that help push people above
poverty. Second, these other nations spend a much greater proportion of their gross domestic product on
social expenditures (income support and social services such as child-care subsidies and housing
allowances) than does the United States. As sociologist John Iceland (2006, p. 136)Iceland, J. (2006).
Poverty in America: A handbook. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. notes, “Such countries
often invest heavily in both universal benefits, such as maternity leave, child care, and medical care, and
in promoting work among [poor] families...The United States, in comparison with other advanced
nations, lacks national health insurance, provides less publicly supported housing, and spends less on job

training and job creation.”
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Block and colleagues agree: “These other countries all take a more comprehensive government approach
to combating poverty, and they assume that it is caused by economic and structural factors rather than
bad behavior” (Block et al., 2006, p. 17).Block, F., Korteweg, A. C., & Woodward, K. (2006). The
compassion gap in American poverty policy. Contexts, 5(2), 14—20.

The experience of the United Kingdom provides a striking contrast between the effectiveness of the
expansive approach used in other wealthy democracies and the inadequacy of the American approach. In

1994, about 30 percent of British children lived in poverty; by 2009, that figure had fallen by more than

half to 12 percent. Meanwhile, the US 2009 child poverty rate was almost 21 percent.

Britain used three strategies to reduce its child poverty rate and to help poor children and their families in
other ways. First, it induced more poor parents to work through a series of new measures, including a
national minimum wage higher than its US counterpart and various tax savings for low-income workers.
Because of these measures, the percentage of single parents who worked rose from 45 percent in 1997 to
57 percent in 2008. Second, Britain increased child welfare benefits regardless of whether a parent
worked. Third, it increased paid maternity leave from four months to nine months, implemented two
weeks of paid paternity leave, established universal preschool (which both helps children’s cognitive
abilities and makes it easier for parents to afford to work), increased child-care aid, and made it possible
for parents of young children to adjust their working hours to their parental responsibilities (Waldfogel,
2010).Waldfogel, J. (2010). Britain’s war on poverty. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. While the
British child poverty rate fell dramatically because of these strategies, the US child poverty rate stagnated.
In short, the United States has so much more poverty than other democracies in part because it spends so
much less than they do on helping the poor.

The United States certainly has the wealth to follow their example, but it has chosen not to do so, and a
high poverty rate is the unfortunate result. As the Nobel laureate economist Paul Krugman (2006, p.
A25)Krugman, P. (2006, December 25). Helping the poor, the British way. New York Times, p. A25.
summarizes this lesson, “Government truly can be a force for good. Decades of propaganda have
conditioned many Americans to assume that government is always incompetent...But the [British

experience has] shown that a government that seriously tries to reduce poverty can achieve a lot.”
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Poor people are more likely to have several kinds of family problems, including divorce

and family conflict.
e Poor people are more likely to have several kinds of health problems.

e Children growing up in poverty are less likely to graduate high school or go to college, and

they are more likely to commit street crime.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Write a brief essay that summarizes the consequences of poverty.

2. Why do you think poor children are more likely to develop health problems?

2.5 Global Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe where poor nations tend to be located.
2. Explain the difference between the modernization and dependency theories of poverty.

3. List some of the consequences of global poverty.

As serious as poverty is in the United States, poverty in much of the rest of the world is beyond
comprehension to the average American. Many of the world’s poor live in such desperate circumstances
that they would envy the lives of poor Americans. Without at all meaning to minimize the plight of the

American poor, this section provides a brief look at the world’s poor and at the dimensions of global

poverty
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Global Inequality

The world has a few very rich nations and many very poor nations, and there is an enormous gulf between
these two extremes. If the world were one nation, its median annual income (at which half of the world’s
population is below this income and half is above it) would be only $1,700 (data from 2000; Dikhanov,
2005 Dikhanov, Y. (2005). Trends in global income distribution, 1970—2000, and scenarios for 2015.
New York, NY: United Nations Development Programme.). The richest fifth of the world’s population
would have three-fourths of the world’s entire income, while the poorest fifth of the world’s population
would have only 1.5 percent of the world’s income, and the poorest two-fifths would have only 5.0 percent
of the world’s income (Dikhanov, 2005).Dikhanov, Y. (2005). Trends in global income distribution,
1970—2000, and scenarios for 2015. New York, NY: United Nations Development Programme. Reflecting
this latter fact, these poorest two-fifths, or about 2 billion people, live on less than $2 per day (United

Nations Development Programme, 2009).United Nations Development Programme. (2009). Human

development report 2009. New York, NY: Author. As Figure 2.5 "Global Income Distribution (Percentage
of World Income Held by Fach Fifth of World Population)" illustrates, this distribution of income

resembles a champagne glass.
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Figure 2.5 Global Income Distribution (Percentage of World Income Held by Each Fifth of World Population)

Richest Fifth

Second Fifth

Third Fifth

Fourth Fifth

Poorest Fifth

Source: Data from Dikhanov, Y. (2005). Trends in global income distribution, 1970—2000, and scenarios for 2015.

New York, NY: United Nations Development Programme.

To understand global inequality, it is helpful to classify nations into a small number of categories based on
their degree of wealth or poverty, their level of industrialization and economic development, and related
factors. Over the decades, scholars and international organizations such as the United Nations and the
World Bank have used various classification systems, or typologies. A popular typology today simply
ranks nations into groups called wealthy (or high-income) nations, middle-income nations, and poor (or
low-income) nations, based on measures such as gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (the total value

of a nation’s goods and services divided by its population). This typology has the advantage of
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emphasizing the most important variable in global stratification: how much wealth a nation has. At the
risk of being somewhat simplistic, the other important differences among the world’s nations all stem
from their degree of wealth or poverty. Figure 2.6 "Global Stratification Map" depicts these three
categories of nations (with the middle category divided into upper-middle and lower-middle). As should
be clear, whether a nation is wealthy, middle income, or poor is heavily related to the continent on which

it is found.

Figure 2.6 Global Stratification Map
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Source: Adapted from UNEP/GRID-Arendal Maps and Graphics Library. (2009).Country income groups (World

Bank classification). Retrieved from

Measuring Global Poverty

How do we know which nations are poor? A very common measure of global poverty was developed by the
World Bank, an international institution funded by wealthy nations that provides loans, grants, and other
aid to help poor and middle-income nations. Each year the World Bank publishes its World Development

Report, which provides statistics and other information on the economic and social well-being of the
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globe’s almost two hundred nations. The World Bank puts the official global poverty line (which is
considered a measure of extreme poverty) at income under $1.25 per person per day, which amounts to
about $456 yearly per person or $1,825 for a family of four. According to this measure, 1.4 billion people,
making up more than one-fifth of the world’s population and more than one-fourth of the population of
developing (poor and middle-income) nations, are poor. This level of poverty rises to 40 percent of South
Asia and 51 percent of sub-Saharan Africa (Haughton & Khandker, 2009).Haughton, J., & Khandker, S. R.
(2009). Handbook on poverty and inequality. Washington, DC: World Bank.

In a new development, the World Bank has begun emphasizing the concept of vulnerability to poverty,
which refers to a significant probability that people who are not officially poor will become poor within the
next year. Determining vulnerability to poverty is important because it enables anti-poverty strategies to

be aimed at those most at risk for sliding into poverty, with the hope of preventing them from doing so.

Vulnerability to poverty appears widespread; in several developing nations, about one-fourth of the
population is always poor, while almost one-third is vulnerable to poverty or is slipping into and out of
poverty. In these nations, more than half the population is always or sometimes poor. Haughton and
Khandker (2009, p. 246)Haughton, J., & Khandker, S. R. (2009). Handbook on poverty and inequality.
Washington, DC: World Bank. summarize this situation: “As typically defined, vulnerability to poverty is
more widespread than poverty itself. A wide swathe of society risks poverty at some point of time; put
another way, in most societies, only a relatively modest portion of society may be considered as

economically secure.”

Explaining Global Poverty

Explanations of global poverty parallel those of US poverty in their focus on individualistic versus
structural problems. One type of explanation takes an individualistic approach by, in effect, blaming the
people in the poorest nations for their own poverty, while a second explanation takes a structural
approach in blaming the plight of poor nations on their treatment by the richest ones. Table 2.4 "Theory
Snapshot” summarizes the two sets of explanations.
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Table 2.4 Theory Snapshot

Modernization |Wealthy nations became wealthy because early on they were able to develop the
theory necessary beliefs, values, and practices for trade, industrialization, and rapid
economic growth to occur. Poor nations remain poor because they failed to
develop these beliefs, values, and practices; instead, they continued to follow
traditional beliefs and practices that stymied industrial development and

modernization.
Dependency The poverty of poor nations stems from their colonization by European nations,
theory which exploited the poor nations’ resources and either enslaved their

populations or used them as cheap labor. The colonized nations were thus unable
to develop a professional and business class that would have enabled them to
enter the industrial age and to otherwise develop their economies.

Modernization Theory

The individualistic explanation is called modernization theory (Rostow, 1990).Rostow, W. W. (1990).
The stages of economic growth: A non-communist manifesto (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press. According to this theory, rich nations became wealthy because early on they were able to
develop the “correct” beliefs, values, and practices—in short, the correct culture—for trade,
industrialization, and rapid economic growth to occur. These cultural traits include a willingness to work
hard, to abandon tradition in favor of new ways of thinking and doing things, and to adopt a future
orientation rather than one focused on maintaining present conditions. Thus Western European nations
began to emerge several centuries ago as economic powers because their populations adopted the kinds of
values and practices just listed. In contrast, nations in other parts of the world never became wealthy and
remain poor today because they never developed the appropriate values and practices. Instead, they
continued to follow traditional beliefs and practices that stymied industrial development and

modernization.

Modernization theory has much in common with the culture of poverty theory discussed earlier. It
attributes the poverty of poor nations to their failure to develop the “proper” beliefs, values, and practices
necessary for economic success both at the beginning of industrialization during the nineteenth century
and in the two centuries that have since transpired. Because modernization theory implies that people in
poor nations do not have the talent and ability to improve their lot, it may be considered a functionalist

explanation of global inequality.
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Dependency Theory

The structural explanation for global stratification is called dependency theory, which may be
considered a conflict explanation of global inequality. Not surprisingly, this theory’s views sharply
challenge modernization theory’s assumptions (Packenham, 1992).Packenham, R. A. (1992). The
dependency movement: Scholarship and politics in development studies. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press. Whereas modernization theory attributes global stratification to the “wrong” cultural
values and practices in poor nations, dependency theory blames global stratification on the exploitation of
these nations by wealthy nations. According to this view, poor nations never got the chance to pursue
economic growth because early on they were conquered and colonized by European ones. The European
nations stole the poor nations’ resources and either enslaved their populations or used them as cheap
labor. They installed their own governments and often prevented the local populace from getting a good
education. As a result, the colonized nations were unable to develop a professional and business class that
would have enabled them to enter the industrial age and to otherwise develop their economies. Along the
way, wealthy nations sold their own goods to colonized nations and forced them to run up enormous debt

that continues to amount today.

In today’s world, huge multinational corporations continue to exploit the labor and resources of the
poorest nations, say dependency theorists. These corporations run sweatshops in many nations, in which
workers toil in inhumane conditions at extremely low wages (Sluiter, 2009).Sluiter, L. (2009). Clean
clothes: A global movement to end sweatshops. New York, NY: Pluto Press. Often the corporations work

hand-in-hand with corrupt officials in poor nations to strengthen their economic stake in the countries.
Comparing the Theories

Which makes more sense, modernization theory or dependency theory? As with many theories, both make
sense to some degree, but both have their faults. Modernization theory places too much blame on poor
nations for their own poverty and ignores the long history of exploitation of poor nations by rich nations
and multinational corporations alike. For its part, dependency theory cannot explain why some of the
poorest countries are poor even though they were never European colonies; neither can it explain why
some former colonies such as Hong Kong have been able to attain enough economic growth to leave the
rank of the poorest nations. Together, both theories help us understand the reasons for global
stratification, but most sociologists would probably favor dependency theory because of its emphasis on

structural factors in the world’s historic and current economy.
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The Lives of the World’s Poor

Poor nations are the least industrialized and most agricultural of all the world’s countries. They consist
primarily of nations in Africa and parts of Asia and constitute roughly half of the world’s population.
Many of these nations rely heavily on one or two crops, and if weather conditions render a crop
unproductive in a particular season, the nations’ hungry become even hungrier. By the same token, if
economic conditions reduce the price of a crop or other natural resource, the income from exports of these

commodities plummets, and these already poor nations become even poorer.

By any standard, the more than 1.4 billion people in poor nations live a desperate existence in the most
miserable conditions possible. They suffer from AIDS and other deadly diseases, live on the edge of
starvation, and lack indoor plumbing, electricity, and other modern conveniences that most Americans
take for granted. Most of us have seen unforgettable photos or video footage of African children with

stick-thin limbs and distended stomachs reflecting severe malnutrition.

It would be nice if these images were merely fiction, but unfortunately they are far too real. AIDS, malaria,
starvation, and other deadly diseases are common. Many children die before reaching adolescence, and
many adults die before reaching what in the richest nations would be considered middle age. Many people
in the poorest nations are illiterate, and a college education remains as foreign to them as their way of life
would be to us. The images of the world’s poor that we see in television news reports or in film
documentaries fade quickly from our minds. Meanwhile, millions of people on our planet die every year
because they do not have enough to eat, because they lack access to clean water or adequate sanitation, or
because they lack access to medicine that is found in every CVS, Rite Aid, and Walgreens in the United

States. We now examine some specific dimensions and consequences of global poverty.

Life Expectancy

When we look around the world, we see that global poverty is literally a matter of life and death. The
clearest evidence of this fact comes from data on life expectancy, or the average number of years that a
nation’s citizens can be expected to live. Life expectancy certainly differs within each nation, with some
people dying younger and others dying older, but poverty and related conditions affect a nation’s overall

life expectancy to a startling degree.
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Figure 2.7 Average Life Expectancy across the Globe (Years)
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Source: Adapted from Global Education Project. (2004). Human conditions: World life expectancy map. Retrieved
from http://www.theglobaleducationproject.org/earth/human-conditions.php.

A map of global life expectancy appears in Figure 2.7 "Average Life Expectancy across the Globe (Years)".

Life expectancy is highest in North America, Western Europe, and certain other regions of the world and
lowest in Africa and South Asia, where life expectancy in many nations is some 30 years shorter than in
other regions. Another way of visualizing the relationship between global poverty and life expectancy
appears in Figure 2.8 "Global Poverty and Life Expectancy, 2006", which depicts average life expectancy
for wealthy nations, upper-middle-income nations, lower-middle-income nations, and poor nations. Men
in wealthy nations can expect to live 76 years on average, compared to only 56 in poor nations; women in
wealthy nations can expect to live 82 years, compared to only 58 in poor nations. Life expectancy in poor

nations is thus 20 and 24 years lower, respectively, for the two sexes.

Figure 2.8 Global Poverty and Life Expectancy, 2006
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Child Mortality

A key contributor to life expectancy and also a significant consequence of global poverty in its own right is
child mortality, the number of children who die before age 5 per 1,000 children. As Figure 2.9 "Global
Poverty and Child Mortality, 2006" shows, the rate of child mortality in poor nations is 135 per 1,000
children, meaning that 13.5 percent of all children in these nations die before age 5. In a few African
nations, child mortality exceeds 200 per 1,000. In contrast, the rate in wealthy nations is only 7 per 1,000.
Children in poor nations are thus about 19 times (13.5 + 0.7) more likely to die before age 5 than children

in wealthy nations.
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Source: Data from World Bank. (2009). World development report 2009. Washington, DC: Author.

Sanitation and Clean Water

Two other important indicators of a nation’s health are access to adequate sanitation (disposal of human
waste) and access to clean water. When people lack adequate sanitation and clean water, they are at much
greater risk for life-threatening diarrhea, serious infectious diseases such as cholera and typhoid, and
parasitic diseases such as schistosomiasis (World Health Organization, 2010).World Health Organization.
(2010). Water sanitation and health. Retrieved from

http://www.who.int/water sanitation health/diseases/malnutrition/en/. About 2.4 billion people
around the world, almost all of them in poor and middle-income nations, do not have adequate sanitation,
and more than 2 million, most of them children, die annually from diarrhea. More than 40 million people
worldwide, almost all of them again in poor and middle-income nations, suffer from a parasitic infection

caused by flatworms.
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Stratification and Access to Clean Water, 2006" show, access to adequate sanitation and clean water is

strongly related to national wealth. Poor nations are much less likely than wealthier nations to have
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adequate access to both sanitation and clean water. Adequate sanitation is virtually universal in wealthy
nations but is available to only 38 percent of people in poor nations. Clean water is also nearly universal in

wealthy nations but is available to only 67 percent of people in poor nations.

Figure 2.10 Global Stratification and Access to Adequate Sanitation, 2006
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Figure 2.11 Global Stratification and Access to Clean Water, 2006
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Malnutrition

About one-fifth of the population of poor nations, about 800 million individuals, are malnourished.

Image courtesy of Dr. Lyle Conrad at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, ID# 6874,
http://phil.cdc.gov/phil.

Another health indicator is malnutrition. This problem is caused by a lack of good food combined with
infections and diseases such as diarrhea that sap the body of essential nutrients. About one-fifth of the
population of poor nations, or about 800 million individuals, are malnourished; looking just at children,
in developing nations more than one-fourth of children under age 5, or about 150 million altogether, are
underweight. Half of all these children live in only three nations: Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan; almost
half the children in these and other South Asian nations are underweight. Children who are malnourished
are at much greater risk for fat and muscle loss, brain damage, blindness, and death; perhaps you have
seen video footage of children in Africa or South Asia who are so starved that they look like skeletons. Not
surprisingly, child malnutrition contributes heavily to the extremely high rates of child mortality that we
just examined and is estimated to be responsible for more than 5 million deaths of children annually
(United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2006; World Health Organization, 2010).United Nations
Children's Fund. (2006). Progress for children: A report card on nutrition. New York, NY: Author; World
Health Organization. (2010). Children’s environmental health. Retrieved from

http://www.who.int/ceh/risks/cehwater2/en/index.html.
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Adult Literacy

Moving from the area of health, a final indicator of human development is adult literacy, the percentage of
people 15 and older who can read and write a simple sentence. Once again we see that people in poor and
middle-income nations are far worse off (see Figure 2.12 "Global Poverty and Adult Literacy, 2008"). In
poor nations, only about 69 percent of adults 15 and older can read and write a simple sentence. The high
rate of illiteracy in poor nations not only reflects their poverty but also contributes to it, as people who

cannot read and write are obviously at a huge disadvantage in the labor market.

Figure 2.12 Global Poverty and Adult Literacy, 2008
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Applying Social Research

Unintended Consequences of Welfare Reform

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) was a major government program to help the poor from
the 1930s to the 1960s. Under this program, states allocated federal money to provide cash payments to
poor families with children. Although the program was heavily criticized for allegedly providing an
incentive to poor mothers both to have more children and to not join the workforce, research studies
found little or no basis for this criticism. Still, many politicians and much of the public accepted the
criticism as true, and AFDC became so unpopular that it was replaced in 1997 by a new program,

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which is still a major program today.

TANTF is more restrictive in many respects than AFDC was. In particular, it limits the amount of time a
poor family can receive federal funds to five years, and allows states to impose a shorter duration for
funding, which many have done. In addition, it requires single parents in families receiving TANF funds
to work at least thirty hours a week (or twenty hours a week if they have a child under the age of 6) and
two parents to work at least thirty-five hours per week combined. In most states, going to school to obtain
a degree does not count as the equivalent of working and thus does not make a parent eligible for TANF

payments. Only short-term programs or workshops to develop job skills qualify.

Did welfare reform involving TANF work? Many adults formerly on AFDC found jobs, TANF payments
nationwide have been much lower than AFDC payments, and many fewer families receive TANF
payments than used to receive AFDC payments. All these facts lead many observers to hail TANF as a
successful program. However, sociologists and other scholars who study TANF families say the numbers
are misleading because poor families have in effect been excluded from TANF funding because of its strict
requirements. The reduced payments and lower number of funded families indicate the failure of TANF,

they say, not its success.

Several problems explain why TANF has had these unintended consequences. First, many families are
poor for more than five years, and the five-year time limit under TANF means that they receive financial
help for only some of the years they live in poverty. Second, because the federal and state governments
provide relatively little financial aid for child care, many parents simply cannot afford to work, and if they
don’t work, they lose their TANF payments. Third, jobs are certainly difficult to find, especially if, as is
typical, a poor parent has relatively little education and few job skills, and if parents cannot find a job,
they again lose their TANF payments. Fourth, many parents cannot work because they have physical or
mental health problems or because they are taking care of a family member or friend with a health

problem; these parents, too, become ineligible for TANF payments.
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Sociologist Lorna Rivera put a human face to these problems in a study of fifty poor women in Boston,
Massachusetts. She lived among them, interviewed them individually, and conducted focus groups. She
found that TANF worsened the situation of these women for the reasons just stated, and concluded that
welfare reform left these and other poor women “uneducated, underemployed, underpaid, and unable to

effectively move themselves and their families forward.”

Ironically, some studies suggest that welfare reform impaired the health of black women for several
reasons. Many ended up with jobs with long bus commutes and odd hours, leading to sleep deprivation
and less time for medical visits. Many of these new workers also suddenly had to struggle to find

affordable day care for their children.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e People in poor nations live in the worst conditions possible. Deadly diseases are common,

and many children die before reaching adolescence.

e According to the modernization theory, rich nations became rich because their peoples
possessed certain values, beliefs, and practices that helped them become wealthy.
Conversely, poor nations remain poor because their peoples did not possess these values,

beliefs, and practices.

e According to the dependency theory, poor nations have remained poor because they have

been exploited by rich nations and by multinational corporations.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Considering all the ways in which poor nations fare much worse than wealthy nations,
which one seems to you to be the most important problem that poor nations experience?

Explain your answer.

2.  Which theory of global poverty, modernization or dependency, makes more sense to you?
Why?
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2.6 Reducing Poverty

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain why the United States neglects its poor.
2. List any three potentially promising strategies to reduce US poverty.

3. Describe how to reduce global poverty from a sociological perspective.

As this chapter noted at the outset, the United States greatly reduced poverty during the 1960s through a
series of programs and policies that composed the so-called war on poverty. You saw evidence of the
success of the war on poverty in Figure 2.1 "US Poverty, 1959—2010", which showed that the poverty rate
declined from 22.2 percent in 1960 to a low of 11.1 percent in 1973 before fluctuating from year to year and

then rising since 2000. The Note 2.19 "Lessons from Other Societies" box showed that other democracies

have much lower poverty rates than the United States because, as many scholars believe, they have better
funded and more extensive programs to help their poor (Brady, 2009; Russell, 2011).Brady, D. (2009).
Rich democracies, poor people: How politics explain poverty. New York, NY: Oxford University Press;
Russell, J. W. ( 2011). Double standard: Social policy in Europe and the United States (2nd ed.). Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

The lessons from the 1960s’ war on poverty and the experience of other democracies are clear: It is very
possible to reduce poverty if, and only if, a nation is willing to fund and implement appropriate programs
and policies that address the causes of poverty and that help the poor deal with the immediate and

ongoing difficulties they experience.

A major reason that the US poverty rate reached its low in 1973 and never went lower during the past four
decades is that the United States retreated from its war on poverty by cutting back on the programs and
services it had provided during that good war (Soss, Hacker, & Mettler, 2007).Soss, J., Hacker, J. S., &
Mettler, S. (Eds.). (2007). Remaking America: Democracy and public policy in an age of inequality. New
York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. Another major reason is that changes in the national economy during
the past few decades have meant that well-paying manufacturing jobs have been replaced by low-paying
service jobs with fewer benefits (Wilson, 2010).Wilson, W. J. (2010). More than just race: Being black

and poor in the inner city. New York, NY: W. W. Norton. Yet this has also happened in other democracies,
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and their poverty rates remain lower than the US rate because, unlike the United States, they have

continued to try to help their poor rather than neglect them.

Why does the United States neglect its poor? Many scholars attribute this neglect to the fact that many
citizens and politicians think the poor are poor because of their own failings. As summarized by
sociologist Mark R. Rank (2011, p. 18),Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts,
10(Spring), 16—21. These failings include “not working hard enough, failure to acquire sufficient skills, or
just making bad decisions.” By thus blaming the poor for their fate, citizens and politicians think the poor
do not deserve to have the US government help them, and so the government does not help, or at least not
nearly as much as other democracies do. We have seen that the facts do not support the myth that the

poor lack motivation to work, but that does not lessen the blame given the poor for being poor.

To renew the US effort to help the poor, it is essential that the actual facts about poverty become better
known so that a fundamental shift in thinking about poverty and the poor can occur. Rank (2011, p.
17)Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21. says that one aspect of
this shift must include the recognition, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, that “poverty affects us
all” because it costs so many tax dollars to help the poor and because a majority of the public can expect to
be poor or near poor at some point in their lives. A second aspect of this shift in thinking, adds Rank, is
the recognition (following a blaming-the-system approach) that poverty stems much more from the lack
of opportunity, lack of jobs, declining government help for the poor, and other structural failings of
American society than from individual failings of the poor themselves. A third aspect of this shift in
thinking, he concludes, is that poverty must become seen as a “moral problem” and as “an injustice of a
substantial magnitude” (Mark R. Rank, 2011, p. 20).Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty.
Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21. As he forcefully argues, “Something is seriously wrong when we find that, in
a country with the most abundant resources in the world, there are children without enough to eat,
families who cannot afford health care, and people sleeping on the streets for lack of shelter” (p. 20).Rank,
M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts, 10(Spring), 16—21. This situation, he says, must
become seen as a “moral outrage” (p. 20).Rank, M. R. (2011). Rethinking American poverty. Contexts,

10(Spring), 16—21.

Sociologist Joe Soss (2011, p. 84)Soss, J. (2011). The poverty fight. Contexts, 10(2), 84. argues that a
change in thinking is not enough for a renewed antipoverty effort to occur. What is needed, he says, is
political protest and other political activity by the poor and on behalf of the poor. Soss notes that “political
conflict and mass mobilization played key roles” in providing the impetus for social-welfare programs in
the 1930s and 1960s in the United States, and he adds that the lower poverty rates of Western European
democracies “are products of labor movements, unions, and parties that mobilized workers to demand

more adequate social supports.” These twin histories lead Soss to conclude that the United States will not
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increase its antipoverty efforts unless a new wave of political activity by and on behalf of the poor arises.
As he argues, “History suggests that major anti-poverty victories can be achieved. But they won’t be
achieved by good will and smart ideas alone. They’ll be won politically, when people—in poor
communities, in advocacy groups, in government, in the academy, and elsewhere—mobilize to advance

antipoverty agendas in ways that make politics as usual untenable.”
Anti Poverty Programs and Policies

If a renewed antipoverty effort does occur for whatever reason, what types of programs and policies show
promise for effectively reducing poverty? Here a sociological vision is essential. It is easy to understand
why the hungry school children described in the news story that began this chapter might be going
without food during a very faltering national economy. Yet a sociological understanding of poverty
emphasizes its structural basis in bad times and good times alike. Poverty is rooted in social and economic
problems of the larger society rather than in the lack of willpower, laziness, or other moral failings of poor
individuals themselves. Individuals born into poverty suffer from a lack of opportunity from their first
months up through adulthood, and poverty becomes a self-perpetuating, vicious cycle. To the extent a
culture of poverty might exist, it is best seen as a logical and perhaps even inevitable outcome of, and

adaptation to, the problem of being poor and not the primary force driving poverty itself.

This sort of understanding suggests that efforts to reduce poverty must address first and foremost the
structural basis for poverty while not ignoring certain beliefs and practices of the poor that also make a
difference. An extensive literature on poverty policy outlines many types of policies and programs that
follow this dual approach (Cancian & Danziger, 2009; Greenberg, Dutta-Gupta, & Minoff, 2007; Iceland,
2006; Lindsey, 2009; Moore et al., 2009; Rank, 2004).Cancian, M., & Danziger, S. H. (2009). Changing
poverty, changing policies. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation; Greenberg, M., Dutta-Gupta, L., &
Minoff, E. (2007). From poverty to prosperity: A national strategy to cut poverty in half. Washington,
DC: Center for American Progress; Iceland, J. (2006). Poverty in America: A handbook. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press; Lindsey, D. (2009). Child poverty and inequality: Securing a better future
for America’s children. New York, NY: Oxford University Press; Moore, K. A., Redd, Z., Burkhauser, M.,

Mbawa, K., & Collins, A. (2009). Children in poverty: Trends, consequences, and policy options.

Washington, DC: Child Trends. Retrieved from

.pdf; Rank, M. R.
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(2004). One nation, underprivileged: Why American poverty affects us all. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press. If these were fully adopted, funded, and implemented, as they are in many other
democracies, they would offer great promise for reducing poverty. As two poverty experts recently wrote,
“We are optimistic that poverty can be reduced significantly in the long term if the public and
policymakers can muster the political will to pursue a range of promising antipoverty policies” (M.
Cancian & S. Danziger, 2009, p. 32).Cancian, M., & Danziger, S. H. (2009). Changing poverty, changing
policies. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. Although a full discussion of these policies is beyond the
scope of this chapter, the following measures are commonly cited as holding strong potential for reducing

poverty, and they are found in varying degrees in other Western democracies:

1. Adopt a national “full employment” policy for the poor, involving federally funded job training
and public works programs, and increase the minimum wage so that individuals working full-time

will earn enough to lift their families out of poverty.

2. Increase federal aid for the working poor, including higher earned income credits and child-care

subsidies for those with children.

3. Establish well-funded early childhood intervention programs, including home visitations by

trained professionals, for poor families.

4. Provide poor families with enough income to enable them to pay for food and housing.

5. Increase the supply of affordable housing.

6. Improve the schools that poor children attend and the schooling they receive and expand early

childhood education programs for poor children.

7. Provide better nutrition and health services for poor families with young children.

8. Establish universal health insurance.

9. Increase Pell Grants and other financial aid for higher education.
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Global Poverty

Years of international aid to poor nations have helped them somewhat, but, as this chapter has shown,
their situation remains dire. International aid experts acknowledge that efforts to achieve economic
growth in poor nations have largely failed, but they disagree why this is so and what alternative strategies
may prove more successful (Cohen & Easterly, 2009).Cohen, J., & Easterly, W. (Eds.). (2009). What
works in development? Thinking big and thinking small. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
One very promising trend has been a switch from macro efforts focusing on infrastructure problems and
on social institutions, such as the schools, to micro efforts, such as providing cash payments or small loans
directly to poor people in poor nations (a practice called microfinancing) and giving them bed nets to
prevent mosquito bites (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Hanlon, Barrientos, & Hulme, 2010; Karlan & Appel,
2011).Banerjee, A. V., & Duflo, E. (2011). Poor economics: A radical rethinking of the way to fight global
poverty. New York, NY: PublicAffairs; Hanlon, J., Barrientos, A., & Hulme, D. (2010). Just give money to
the poor: The development revolution from the global south. Sterling, VA: Kumarian Press; Karlan, D., &
Appel, J. (2011). More than good intentions: How a new economics is helping to solve global poverty.
New York, NY: Dutton. However, the evidence on the success of these efforts is mixed (Bennett, 2009;
The Economist, 2010).Bennett, D. (2009, September 20). Small change. The Boston Globe. Retrieved
from

http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/ideas/articles/2009/09/20/small change does microlending ac

tually fight poverty/; The Economist. (2010). A better mattress. The Economist, 394(8673), 75—76.

Much more to help the world’s poor certainly needs to be done.

In this regard, sociology’s structural approach is in line with dependency theory and suggests that global
stratification results from the history of colonialism and from continuing exploitation today of poor
nations’ resources by wealthy nations and multinational corporations. To the extent such exploitation
exists, global poverty will lessen if and only if this exploitation lessens. A sociological approach also
emphasizes the role that class, gender, and ethnic inequality play in perpetuating global poverty. For

global poverty to be reduced, gender and ethnic inequality must be reduced.
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Writers Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn (2010)Kristoff, N. D., & WuDunn, S. (2010). Half the
sky: Turning oppression into opportunity for women worldwide. New York, NY: Vintage Books.
emphasize the need to focus efforts to reduce global poverty of women. We have already seen one reason
this emphasis makes sense: women are much worse off than men in poor nations in many ways, so
helping them is crucial for both economic and humanitarian reasons. An additional reason is especially
illuminating: When women in poor nations acquire extra money, they typically spend it on food, clothing,
and medicine, essentials for their families. However, when men in poor nations acquire extra money, they
often spend it on alcohol, tobacco, and gambling. This gender difference might sound like a stereotype,
but it does indicate that aid to women will help in many ways, while aid to men might be less effective and

often even wasted.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e According to some sociologists, a change in thinking about poverty and the poor and
political action by and on behalf of the poor are necessary for a renewed effort to help poor

Americans.

e Potentially successful antipoverty programs and policies to help the US poor include
expanding their employment opportunities and providing them much greater amounts of

financial and other aid.

e To help people in poor nations, gender and ethnic inequality must be addressed.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Write a brief essay summarizing the changes in thinking that some sociologists argue

must occur before a renewed effort to reduce poverty can take place.

2. Write a brief essay summarizing any four policies or programs that could potentially lower

US poverty.
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2.7 End-of-Chapter Material

SUMMARY

1. Poverty statistics are misleading in at least two ways. First, the way that poverty is
measured is inadequate for several reasons, and more accurate measures of poverty that
have recently been developed suggest that poverty is higher than the official poverty
measure indicates. Second, even if people live slightly above the poverty line, they are still

living in very difficult circumstances and are having trouble making ends meet.

2. Children, people of color, the South, and single-parent families headed by women have
especially high poverty rates. Despite what many Americans think, the most typical poor
person is white, and most poor people who are able to work outside the home in fact do

work.

3. To explain social stratification and thus poverty, functionalist theory says that
stratification is necessary and inevitable because of the need to encourage people with the
needed knowledge and skills to decide to pursue the careers that are most important to
society. Conflict theory says stratification exists because of discrimination against, and
blocked opportunities for, the have-nots of society. Symbolic interactionist theory does
not try to explain why stratification and poverty exist, but it does attempt to understand

the experience of being poor.

4. The individualistic explanation attributes poverty to individual failings of poor people
themselves, while the structuralist explanation attributes poverty to lack of jobs and lack

of opportunity in the larger society.

5. Poverty has serious consequences in many respects. Among other problems, poor children
are more likely to grow up to be poor, to have health problems, to commit street crime,

and to have lower levels of formal education.
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6. The nations of the world differ dramatically in wealth and other resources, with the

poorest nations being found in Africa and parts of Asia.

7. Global poverty has a devastating impact on the lives of hundreds of millions of people
throughout the world. Poor nations have much higher rates of mortality and disease and

lower rates of literacy.

8. Modernization theory attributes global poverty to the failure of poor nations to develop
the necessary beliefs, values, and practices to achieve economic growth, while dependency
theory attributes global poverty to the colonization and exploitation by European nations

of nations in other parts of the world.

9. A sociological perspective suggests that poverty reduction in the United States and around

the world can occur if the structural causes of poverty are successfully addressed.

USING WHAT YOU KNOW

It is December 20, and you have just finished final exams. In two days, you will go home for winter break
and are looking forward to a couple weeks of eating, sleeping, and seeing your high school friends. Your
smartphone signals that someone has texted you. When you read the message, you see that a friend is
asking you to join her in serving a holiday supper on December 23 at a food pantry just a few miles from

your campus. If you do that, you will not be able to get home until two days after you had been planning to

arrive, and you will miss a big high school “reunion” party set for the night of the twenty-third. What do
you decide to do? Why?

WHAT YOU CAN DO

To help fight poverty and the effects of poverty, you may wish to do any of the following;:

1. Contribute money to a local, state, or national organization that provides various kinds of

aid to the poor.

2. Volunteer at a local food pantry or homeless shelter.
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3. Start a canned food or used clothing drive on your campus.

4. Write letters or send emails to local, state, and federal officials that encourage them to

expand antipoverty programs.

Further Reading

1. [Article 3] “France Extends Eviction Ban To Help Needy” (article)

2. The end of key U.S. public assistance measures pushed millions of people into poverty in 2022

End of Chapter Discussions

1. "How are poverty levels measured and quantified globally and nationally? Can you identify
some of the demographic groups that are most affected by poverty and discuss the social
patterns and distributions of poverty across different populations? What implications do these
measurements and patterns have for addressing poverty?"

2. "Examine the various explanations for the persistence of poverty, considering economic, social,
and political factors. Can you provide examples of each type of factor contributing to poverty,
and discuss their interplay in perpetuating poverty cycles? Furthermore, what are some of the
multifaceted consequences of poverty on individuals, communities, and societies, especially in
areas like health, education and social mobility?"

3. "Explore poverty alleviation strategies and policies, both on a global and local scale. Discuss the
effectiveness of different approaches in reducing poverty and improving the living conditions of
those in poverty. Are there any examples of successful poverty alleviation programs or
initiatives that you can identify and what lessons can we learn from them in the context of

addressing poverty?"
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Chapter 3: Racial and Ethnic
Inequality Social Problems
Continuity and Change

Racial and Ethnic Inequality

Chapter Learning Outcomes

1. Contextualize Racial and Ethnic Inequality: Understand the historical context of racial and
ethnic inequality, including significant events like the slavery and the George Floyd case.
Explore the evolution and meaning of race and ethnicity concepts, and how these have shaped
societal structures and interactions.

2. Analyze Forms and Causes of Inequality: Identify and examine different forms of prejudice and
discrimination, and understand their impact on racial and ethnic inequality. Explore the
various dimensions of this inequality, including economic, political, and social aspects (e.g.,
health), and discuss the theories explaining the persistence of racial and ethnic disparities.

3. Explore Solutions to Mitigate Inequality: Evaluate strategies and measures that have been or
can be implemented to reduce racial and ethnic inequality. This includes examining policies,
social initiatives, and educational efforts aimed at promoting equality and reducing

discrimination at both individual and institutional levels.
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Chapter Introduction
Real World Application: George Floyd

On May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis, Minnesota George Floyd, an African American man, died after Derek
Chauvin, a white police officer, knelt on his neck for approximately nine minutes during an arrest. This
incident was captured on video and rapidly disseminated across social media platforms, sparking

global outrage and leading to widespread protests under the banner of the Black Lives Matter movement
(BLM).

From a sociological perspective, the George Floyd incident highlights several key aspects of racial and
ethnic inequality. Firstly, it underscores the systemic nature of racial disparities in law enforcement and
criminal justice. Floyd’s death is not an isolated event but part of a broader pattern of disproportionate
police violence against African Americans, a phenomenon deeply rooted in the history of the United
States. This systemic inequality is interwoven with historical legacies of colonization, slavery, segregation,

and institutional racism, which continue to influence contemporary social structures and relationships.

Secondly, the incident brings to light the concept of intersectionality, which refers to the interconnected
nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, leading to overlapping systems of
discrimination or disadvantage. Floyd's encounter with law enforcement cannot be separated from his
identity as a Black man, which intersected with socio-economic factors (e.g., working class) that shape

experiences of policing and judicial outcomes for minority groups.

Moreover, the global response to Floyd's death illustrates the role of social media in mobilizing social
movements and shaping public discourse on race and inequality. The widespread sharing of the video and
the ensuing protests exemplify how digital platforms can amplify marginalized voices and foster solidarity

across different communities, transcending geographical boundaries.

In summary, the George Floyd incident is emblematic of the persistent racial, ethnic, and social class
inequalities that plague U.S. society. It serves as a stark reminder of the ongoing struggles against
systemic racism and the need for continued vigilance and activism to address these deep-seated issues.
This incident, therefore, occupies a crucial place in discussions about racial justice and reform, both

within and beyond the field of sociology.

The following text is remixed under the CC-BY License Social Problems: Continuity and Change v. 1.0 |

Chapter3 Understandmg Soaal Problems | OER | pubhshed by SaylorAcademy | 2012 | cc BYNC SA |
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Social Problems in the News

“Anger, Shock over Cross Burning in Calif. Community,” the headline said. This cross burning took place
next to a black woman’s home in Arroyo Grande, California, a small, wealthy town about 170 miles
northwest of Los Angeles. The eleven-foot cross had recently been stolen from a nearby church.

This hate crime shocked residents and led a group of local ministers to issue a public statement that said
in part, “Burning crosses, swastikas on synagogue walls, hateful words on mosque doors are not pranks.
They are hate crimes meant to frighten and intimidate.” The head of the group added, “We live in a
beautiful area, but it’s only beautiful if every single person feels safe conducting their lives and living

here.”

Four people were arrested four months later for allegedly burning the cross and charged with arson, hate
crime, terrorism, and conspiracy. Arroyo Grande’s mayor applauded the arrests and said in a statement,
“Despite the fact that our city was shaken by this crime, it did provide an opportunity for us to become

better educated on matters relating to diversity.”

Sources: Jablon, 2011; Lerner, 2011; Mann, 2011Jablon, R. (2011, March 23). Anger, shock over cross
burning in Calif. community. washingtonpost.com. Retrieved from
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/03/23/AR2011032300301.html; Lerner,
D. (2011, July 22). Police chief says suspects wanted to “terrorize” cross burning victim. ksby.com.

Retrieved from

Mann, C. (2011, March 22). Cross burning in Calif. suburb brings FBI into hate crime investigation.

cbsnews.com. Retrieved from http://www.cbsnews.com/.

Cross burnings like this one recall the Ku Klux Klan era between the 1880s and 1960s, when white men
dressed in white sheets and white hoods terrorized African Americans in the South and elsewhere and
lynched more than 3,000 black men and women. Thankfully, that era is long gone, but as this news story

reminds us, racial issues continue to trouble the United States.

In the wake of the 1960s urban riots, the so-called Kerner Commission (1968, p. 1)Kerner Commission.
(1968). Report of the National Advisory Commission on civil disorders. New York, NY: Bantam Books.
appointed by President Lyndon Johnson to study the riots famously warned, “Our nation is moving
toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.” The commission blamed white racism
for the riots and urged the government to provide jobs and housing for African Americans and to take

steps to end racial segregation.
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More than four decades later, racial inequality in the United States continues to exist and in many ways
has worsened. Despite major advances by African Americans, Latinos, and other people of color during
the past few decades, they continue to lag behind non-Hispanic whites in education, income, health, and
other social indicators. The faltering economy since 2008 has hit people of color especially hard, and the

racial wealth gap is deeper now than it was just two decades ago.

Why does racial and ethnic inequality exist? What forms does it take? What can be done about it? This
chapter addresses all these questions. We shall see that, although racial and ethnic inequality has stained
the United States since its beginnings, there is hope for the future as long as our nation understands the
structural sources of this inequality and makes a concerted effort to reduce it. Later chapters in this book
will continue to highlight various dimensions of racial and ethnic inequality. Immigration, a very relevant
issue today for Latinos and Asians and the source of much political controversy, receives special attention

in Chapter 15 "Population and the Environment"’s discussion of population problems.

3.1 Racial and Ethnic Inequality: A Historical Prelude

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Describe the targets of nineteenth-century mob violence in US cities.

2. Discuss why the familiar saying “The more things change, the more they stay the same”

applies to the history of race and ethnicity in the United States.

Race and ethnicity have torn at the fabric of American society ever since the time of Christopher
Columbus, when an estimated 1 million Native Americans populated the eventual United States. By 1900,
their numbers had dwindled to about 240,000, as tens of thousands were killed by white settlers and US
troops and countless others died from disease contracted from people with European backgrounds.
Scholars say this mass killing of Native Americans amounted to genocide (D. A. Brown, 2009).Brown, D.
A. (2009). Bury my heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian history of the American West. New York, NY:

Sterling Innovation.

African Americans also have a history of maltreatment that began during the colonial period, when
Africans were forcibly transported from their homelands to be sold as slaves in the Americas. Slavery, of
course, continued in the United States until the North’s victory in the Civil War ended it. African

Americans outside the South were not slaves but were still victims of racial prejudice. During the 1830s,
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white mobs attacked free African Americans in cities throughout the nation, including Philadelphia,
Cincinnati, Buffalo, and Pittsburgh. The mob violence stemmed from a “deep-seated racial prejudice...in

199

which whites saw blacks as ‘something less than human”” (R. M. Brown, 1975, p. 206)Brown, R. M.
(1975). Strain of violence: Historical studies of American violence and vigilantism. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press. and continued well into the twentieth century, when white mobs attacked
African Americans in several cities, with at least seven anti black riots occurring in 1919 that left dozens
dead. Meanwhile, an era of Jim Crow racism in the South led to the lynching of thousands of African
Americans, segregation in all facets of life, and other kinds of abuses (Litwack, 2009).Litwack, L. F.

(2009). How free is free? The long death of Jim Crow. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

During the era of Jim Crow racism in the South, several thousand African Americans were lynched.

Image courtesy of US Library of Congress, http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/npcc.12928.

African Americans were not the only targets of native-born white mobs back then (Dinnerstein & Reimers,
2009).Dinnerstein, L., & Reimers, D. M. (2009). Ethnic Americans: A history of immigration. New York,
NY: Columbia University Press. As immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Eastern Europe, Mexico, and Asia
flooded into the United States during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they, too, were beaten,
denied jobs, and otherwise mistreated. During the 1850s, mobs beat and sometimes killed Catholics in
cities such as Baltimore and New Orleans. During the 1870s, whites rioted against Chinese immigrants in
cities in California and other states. Hundreds of Mexicans were attacked and/or lynched in California

and Texas during this period.

Nazi racism in the 1930s and 1940s helped awaken Americans to the evils of prejudice in their own

country. Against this backdrop, a monumental two-volume work by Swedish social scientist Gunnar
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Mpyrdal (1944)Myrdal, G. (1944). An American dilemma: The negro problem and modern democracy.
New York, NY: Harper and Brothers. attracted much attention when it was published. The book, An
American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, documented the various forms of
discrimination facing blacks back then. The “dilemma” referred to by the book’s title was the conflict
between the American democratic ideals of egalitarianism and liberty and justice for all and the harsh

reality of prejudice, discrimination, and lack of equal opportunity.

The Kerner Commission’s 1968 report reminded the nation that little, if anything, had been done since
Myrdal’s book to address this conflict. Sociologists and other social scientists have warned since then that
the status of people of color has actually been worsening in many ways since this report was issued
(Massey, 2007; Wilson, 2009).Massey, D. S. (2007). Categorically unequal: The American stratification
system. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation; Wilson, W. J. (2009). The economic plight of inner-city
black males. In E. Anderson (Ed.), Against the wall: Poor, young, black, and male (pp. 55—70).
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press. Evidence of this status appears in the remainder of

this chapter.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e US history is filled with violence and other maltreatment against Native Americans,

blacks, and immigrants.

e Social scientists warn that the status of people of color has been worsening.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Describe why Myrdal said US race relations were an “American dilemma.”

2. How much did you learn in high school about the history of race and ethnicity in the

United States? Do you think you should have learned more?
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3.2 The Meaning of Race and Ethnicity

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Critique the biological concept of race.
2. Discuss why race is a social construction.

3. Explain why ethnic heritages have both good and bad consequences.

To begin our understanding of racial and ethnic inequality, we first need to understand what race and
ethnicity mean. These terms may seem easy to define but are much more complex than their definitions

suggest.

Race

Let’s start first with race, which refers to a category of people who share certain inherited physical
characteristics, such as skin color, facial features, and stature. A key question about race is whether it is
more of a biological category or a social category. Most people think of race in biological terms, and for
more than three hundred years, or ever since white Europeans began colonizing nations filled with people
of color, people have been identified as belonging to one race or another based on certain biological

features.

It is certainly easy to see that people in the United States and around the world differ physically in some
obvious ways. The most noticeable difference is skin tone: Some groups of people have very dark skin,
while others have very light skin. Other differences also exist. Some people have very curly hair, while
others have very straight hair. Some have thin lips, while others have thick lips. Some groups of people
tend to be relatively tall, while others tend to be relatively short. Using such physical differences as their
criteria, scientists at one point identified as many as nine races: African, American Indian or Native
American, Asian, Australian Aborigine, European (more commonly called “white”), Indian, Melanesian,
Micronesian, and Polynesian (Smedley, 2007).Smedley, A. (2007). Race in North America: Evolution of a

worldview. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
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Although people certainly do differ in these kinds of physical features, anthropologists, sociologists, and
many biologists question the value of these categories and thus the value of the biological concept of race
(Smedley, 2007).Smedley, A. (2007). Race in North America: Evolution of a worldview. Boulder, CO:
Westview Press. For one thing, we often see more physical differences within a race than between races.
For example, some people we call “white” (or European), such as those with Scandinavian backgrounds,
have very light skins, while others, such as those from some Eastern European backgrounds, have much
darker skins. In fact, some “whites” have darker skin than some “blacks,” or African Americans. Some
whites have very straight hair, while others have very curly hair; some have blonde hair and blue eyes,
while others have dark hair and brown eyes. Because of interracial reproduction going back to the days of
slavery, African Americans also differ in the darkness of their skin and in other physical characteristics. In
fact, it is estimated that at least 30 percent of African Americans have some white (i.e., European)
ancestry and that at least 20 percent of whites have African or Native American ancestry. If clear racial
differences ever existed hundreds or thousands of years ago (and many scientists doubt such differences

ever existed), in today’s world these differences have become increasingly blurred.

President Barack Obama had an African father and a white mother. Although his ancestry is equally black and
white, Obama considers himself an African American, as do most Americans. In several Latin American nations,
however, Obama would be considered white because of his white ancestry.

Image courtesy of Steve Jurvetson, http://wwuw.flickr.com/photos/jurvetson/21 6409.
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Another reason to question the biological concept of race is that an individual or a group of individuals is
often assigned to a race arbitrarily. A century ago, for example, Irish, Italians, and Eastern European Jews
who left their homelands were not regarded as white once they reached the United States but rather as a
different, inferior (if unnamed) race (Painter, 2010).Painter, N. I. (2010). The history of white people.
New York, NY: W. W. Norton. The belief in their inferiority helped justify the harsh treatment they
suffered in their new country. Today, of course, we call people from all three backgrounds white or

European.

In this context, consider someone in the United States who has a white parent and a black parent. What
race is this person? American society usually calls this person black or African American, and the person
may adopt this identity (as does President Barack Obama, who had a white mother and African father).
But where is the logic for doing so? This person, as well as President Obama, is as much white as black in

terms of parental ancestry.

Or consider someone with one white parent and another parent who is the child of one black parent and
one white parent. This person thus has three white grandparents and one black grandparent. Even though
this person’s ancestry is thus 75 percent white and 25 percent black, she or he is likely to be considered
black in the United States and may well adopt this racial identity. This practice reflects the traditional
one-drop rule in the United States that defines someone as black if she or he has at least one drop of black
blood, and that was used in the antebellum South to keep the slave population as large as possible
(Staples, 2005)Staples, B. (2005, October 31). Why race isn’t as “black” and “white” as we think. New
York Times, p. A18.. Yet in many Latin American nations, this person would be considered white (see

Note 3.7 "Lessons from Other Societies"). With such arbitrary designations, race is more of a social
category than a biological one.

Lessons from Other Societies

The Concept of Race in Brazil

As the text discusses, race was long considered a fixed, biological category, but today it is now regarded as
a social construction. The experience of Brazil provides very interesting comparative evidence for this

more accurate way of thinking about race.

When slaves were first brought to the Americas almost four hundred years ago, many more were taken to
Brazil, where slavery was not abolished until 1888, than to the land that eventually became the United
States. Brazil was then a colony of Portugal, and the Portuguese used Africans as slave labor. Just as in the

United States, a good deal of interracial reproduction has occurred since those early days, much of it
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initially the result of rape of women slaves by their owners, and Brazil over the centuries has had many
more racial intermarriages than the United States. Also like the United States, then, much of Brazil’s
population has multiracial ancestry. But in a significant departure from the United States, Brazil uses

different criteria to consider the race to which a person belongs.

Brazil uses the term preto, or black, for people whose ancestry is solely African. It also uses the term
branco, or white, to refer to people whose ancestry is both African and European. In contrast, as the text
discusses, the United States commonly uses the term black or African American to refer to someone with
even a small amount of African ancestry and white for someone who is thought to have solely European
ancestry or at least “looks” white. If the United States were to follow Brazil’s practice of reserving the term
black for someone whose ancestry is solely African and the term white for someone whose ancestry is both
African and European, many of the Americans commonly called “black” would no longer be considered

black and instead would be considered white.

As sociologist Edward E. Telles (2006, p. 79)Telles, E. E. (2006). Race in another America: The
significance of skin color in Brazil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. summarizes these
differences, “[Blackness is differently understood in Brazil than in the United States. A person considered
black in the United States is often not so in Brazil. Indeed, some U.S. blacks may be considered white in
Brazil. Although the value given to blackness is similarly low [in both nations], who gets classified as black
is not uniform.” The fact that someone can count on being considered “black” in one society and not
“black” in another society underscores the idea that race is best considered a social construction rather

than a biological category.

Sources: Barrionuevo & Calmes, 2011; Klein & Luno, 2009; Telles, 2006Barrionuevo, A., & Calmes, J. (2011, March
21). President underscores similarities with Brazilians, but sidesteps one. New York Times, p. A8; Klein, H. S., &
Luno, F. V. (20009). Slavery in Brazil. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press; Telles, E. E. (2006). Race in

another America: The significance of skin color in Brazil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

A third reason to question the biological concept of race comes from the field of biology itself and more
specifically from the studies of genetics and human evolution. Starting with genetics, people from
different races are more than 99.9 percent the same in their DNA (Begley, 2008).Begley, S. (2008,
February 29). Race and DNA. Newsweek. Retrieved from
http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/blogs/lab-notes/2008/02/29/race-and-dna.html. To turn that
around, less than 0.1 percent of all DNA in our bodies accounts for the physical differences among people
that we associate with racial differences. In terms of DNA, then, people with different racial backgrounds

are much, much more similar than dissimilar.
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Even if we acknowledge that people differ in the physical characteristics we associate with race, modern
evolutionary evidence reminds us that we are all, really, of one human race. According to evolutionary
theory, the human race began thousands and thousands of years ago in sub-Saharan Africa. As people
migrated around the world over the millennia, natural selection took over. It favored dark skin for people
living in hot, sunny climates (i.e., near the equator), because the heavy amounts of melanin that produce
dark skin protect against severe sunburn, cancer, and other problems. By the same token, natural
selection favored light skin for people who migrated farther from the equator to cooler, less sunny
climates, because dark skins there would have interfered with the production of vitamin D (Stone &
Lurquin, 2007).Stone, L., & Lurquin, P. F. (2007). Genes, culture, and human evolution: A synthesis.
Malden, MA: Blackwell. Evolutionary evidence thus reinforces the common humanity of people who differ
in the rather superficial ways associated with their appearances: We are one human species composed of

people who happen to look different.

Race as a Social Construction

The reasons for doubting the biological basis for racial categories suggest that race is more of a social
category than a biological one. Another way to say this is that race is a social construction, a concept
that has no objective reality but rather is what people decide it is (Berger & Luckmann, 1963).Berger, P., &
Luckmann, T. (1963). The social construction of reality. New York, NY: Doubleday. In this view, race has

no real existence other than what and how people think of it.

This understanding of race is reflected in the problems, outlined earlier, in placing people with multiracial
backgrounds into any one racial category. We have already mentioned the example of President Obama.
As another example, golfer Tiger Woods was typically called an African American by the news media when
he burst onto the golfing scene in the late 1990s, but in fact his ancestry is one-half Asian (divided evenly
between Chinese and Thai), one-quarter white, one-eighth Native American, and only one-eighth African
American (Leland & Beals, 1997).Leland, J., & Beals, G. (1997, May 5). In living colors: Tiger Woods is the

exception that rules. Newsweek, 58—60.

Historical examples of attempts to place people in racial categories further underscore the social
constructionism of race. In the South during the time of slavery, the skin tone of slaves lightened over the
years as babies were born from the union, often in the form of rape, of slave owners and other whites with
slaves. As it became difficult to tell who was “black” and who was not, many court battles over people’s
racial identity occurred. People who were accused of having black ancestry would go to court to prove they
were white in order to avoid enslavement or other problems (Staples, 1998).Staples, B. (1998, November

13). The shifting meanings of “black” and “white.” New York Times, p. WK14.
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Although race is a social construction, it is also true that race has real consequences because people do
perceive race as something real. Even though so little of DNA accounts for the physical differences we
associate with racial differences, that low amount leads us not only to classify people into different races
but also to treat them differently—and, more to the point, unequally—based on their classification. Yet
modern evidence shows there is little, if any, scientific basis for the racial classification that is the source

of so much inequality.
Ethnicity

Because of the problems in the meaning of race, many social scientists prefer the term ethnicity in
speaking of people of color and others with distinctive cultural heritages. In this context, ethnicity refers
to the shared social, cultural, and historical experiences, stemming from common national or regional
backgrounds, that make subgroups of a population different from one another. Similarly, an ethnic
group is a subgroup of a population with a set of shared social, cultural, and historical experiences; with
relatively distinctive beliefs, values, and behaviors; and with some sense of identity of belonging to the
subgroup. So conceived, the terms ethnicity and ethnic group avoid the biological connotations of the

terms race and racial group.

At the same time, the importance we attach to ethnicity illustrates that it, too, is in many ways a social
construction, and our ethnic membership thus has important consequences for how we are treated. In
particular, history and current practice indicate that it is easy to become prejudiced against people with
different ethnicities from our own. Much of the rest of this chapter looks at the prejudice and
discrimination operating today in the United States against people whose ethnicity is not white and
European. Around the world today, ethnic conflict continues to rear its ugly head. The 1990s and 2000s
were filled with ethnic cleansing and pitched battles among ethnic groups in Eastern Europe, Africa, and
elsewhere. Our ethnic heritages shape us in many ways and fill many of us with pride, but they also are the
source of much conflict, prejudice, and even hatred, as the hate crime story that began this chapter so

sadly reminds us.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Sociologists think race is best considered a social construction rather than a biological

category.

e “Ethnicity” and “ethnic” avoid the biological connotations of “race” and “racial.”

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. List everyone you might know whose ancestry is biracial or multiracial. What do these

individuals consider themselves to be?

2. List two or three examples that indicate race is a social construction rather than a

biological category.

3.3 Prejudice

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Define prejudice, racism, and stereotypes.
2. Discuss the major social-psychological and sociological theories of prejudice.

3. Describe how the nature of prejudice has changed.

Prejudice and discrimination (discussed in the next section) are often confused, but the basic difference
between them is this: Prejudice is the attitude, while discrimination is the behavior. More specifically,
racial and ethnic prejudice refers to a set of negative attitudes, beliefs, and judgments about whole
categories of people, and about individual members of those categories, because of their perceived race

and/or ethnicity. A closely related concept is racism, or the belief that certain racial or ethnic groups are
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inferior to one’s own. Prejudice and racism are often based on racial and ethnic stereotypes, or

simplified, mistaken generalizations about people because of their race and/or ethnicity. While cultural

and other differences do exist among the various American racial and ethnic groups, many of the views we

have of such groups are unfounded and hence are stereotypes. An example of the stereotypes that white

people have of other groups appears in Figure 3.1 "Perceptions by Non-Latino White Respondents of the

Intelligence of White and Black Americans", in which white respondents in the General Social Survey
(GSS), a recurring survey of a random sample of the US population, are less likely to think blacks are

intelligent than they are to think whites are intelligent.

Figure 3.1 Perceptions by Non-Latino White Respondents of the Intelligence of White and Black Americans
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Explaining Prejudice

Where does racial and ethnic prejudice come from? Why are some people more prejudiced than others?
Scholars have tried to answer these questions at least since the 1940s, when the horrors of Nazism were
still fresh in people’s minds. Theories of prejudice fall into two camps, social-psychological and
sociological. We will look at social-psychological explanations first and then turn to sociological

explanations. We will also discuss distorted mass media treatment of various racial and ethnic groups.

Social-Psychological Explanations

One of the first social-psychological explanations of prejudice centered on the authoritarian
personality (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950).Adorno, T. W.,
Frenkel-Brunswick, E., Levinson, D. J., & Sanford, R. N. (1950). The authoritarian personality. New
York, NY: Harper. According to this view, authoritarian personalities develop in childhood in response to
parents who practice harsh discipline. Individuals with authoritarian personalities emphasize such things
as obedience to authority, a rigid adherence to rules, and low acceptance of people (out-groups) not like
oneself. Many studies find strong racial and ethnic prejudice among such individuals (Sibley & Duckitt,
2008).Sibley, C. G., & Duckitt, J. (2008). Personality and prejudice: A meta-analysis and theoretical
review. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 12, 248—279. But whether their prejudice stems from
their authoritarian personalities or instead from the fact that their parents were probably prejudiced

themselves remains an important question.

Another early and still popular social-psychological explanation is called frustration theory (or
scapegoat theory) (Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939).Dollard, J., Doob, L. W., Miller, N.
E., Mowrer, O. H., & Sears, R. R. (1939). Frustration and Aggression. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press. In this view individuals with various problems become frustrated and tend to blame their troubles
on groups that are often disliked in the real world (e.g., racial, ethnic, and religious minorities). These
minorities are thus scapegoats for the real sources of people’s misfortunes. Several psychology
experiments find that when people are frustrated, they indeed become more prejudiced. In one early

experiment, college students who were purposely not given enough time to solve a puzzle were more
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prejudiced after the experiment than before it (Cowen, Landes, & Schaet, 1959).Cowen, E. L., Landes, J.,
& Schaet, D. E. (1959). The effects of mild frustration on the expression of prejudiced attitudes. Journal of

Abnormal and Social Psychology, 64, 33—38.

Sociological Explanations

One popular sociological explanation emphasizes conformity and socialization and is called social
learning theory. In this view, people who are prejudiced are merely conforming to the culture in which
they grow up, and prejudice is the result of socialization from parents, peers, the news media, and other
various aspects of their culture. Supporting this view, studies have found that people tend to become more
prejudiced when they move to areas where people are very prejudiced and less prejudiced when they move
to locations where people are less prejudiced (Aronson, 2008).Aronson, E. (2008). The social animal
(10th ed.). New York, NY: Worth. If people in the South today continue to be more prejudiced than those
outside the South, as we discuss later, even though legal segregation ended more than four decades ago,

the influence of their culture on their socialization may help explain these beliefs.

Children and Our Future

Growing Up as Farmworkers’ Kids

In the large agricultural fields of California work thousands of farmworkers and their families. Adults and
children alike live in poor, crowded conditions and do backbreaking work in the hot sun, day after day

after day.

Because their parents are migrant workers, many children attend a specific school for only a few weeks or
months at most before their parents move to another field in another town or even another state. At
Sherwood Elementary School in Salinas, California, in the heart of the state’s agricultural sector, 97
percent of students live in or near poverty. With their Latino backgrounds, more than three-fourths do not
speak English well or at all, and many of their parents cannot read or write their own language, Spanish.
At the Sherwood school, according to a news report, many students “sleep beneath carports and live in
such cramped quarters that their parents take them to the local truck stop to wash up before school.” A
local high school teacher said many of his students see little of their parents, who spend most of their
waking hours working in the fields. “They have little brothers and sisters to take care of, maybe cook for.
Yet they're supposed to turn in a 10-page paper by tomorrow? I mean, it’s unreal.”

These conditions have grievous consequences for California’s migrant farmworker children, almost half of

whom fail to complete high school. The principal of the Sherwood Elementary School said the key strategy
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for her faculty and school was “understanding where the students come from but also having high

expectations.”

The plight of farmworkers’ children is just one aspect of the difficulties facing Latino children around the
country. Thanks to reproduction and immigration, the number of Latino children nationwide has grown
significantly during the past few decades: in 2009, 23 percent of US kindergarten children were Latino,
compared to only 10 percent in 1989. These growing numbers underscore the need to pay attention to the

health and welfare of Latino children.

Against this backdrop, it is distressing to note that their health and welfare is not very good at all. About
one-third of Latino children live in poverty. The average Latino child grows up in a poor neighborhood
where almost half of the residents do not speak English fluently, where the schools are substandard, and
where the high school dropout and teen unemployment rates are high. A number of factors, including
their ethnicity, poverty, language barriers, and the immigrant status of many of their parents, limit Latino

children’s access to adequate health care and various kinds of social services.

Amid all these problems, however, the situation of California’s farmworker children stands out as a
national embarrassment for a prosperous country like the United States. As the country struggles to end
racial and ethnic inequality, it must not forget the children of Salinas who have to use a truck stop to wash

up before school.

Sources: P. L. Brown, 2011; Landale, McHale, & Booth, 2011; Tavernise, 2011 Brown, P. L. (2011, March 13).
Itinerant life weighs on farmworkers’ children. New York Times, p. A18; Landale, N. S., McHale, S., & Booth, A.
(Eds.). (2011). Growing up Hispanic: Health and development of children of immigrants. Washington, DC: Urban
Institute Press; Tavernise, S. (2011, February 8). Among the nation's youngest, analysis finds fewer whites. New

York Times, p. A14.

The mass media play a key role in how many people learn to be prejudiced. This type of learning happens
because the media often present people of color in a negative light. By doing so, the media unwittingly
reinforce the prejudice that individuals already have or even increase their prejudice (Larson,
2005).Larson, S. G. (2005). Media & minorities: The politics of race in news and entertainment.
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. Examples of distorted media coverage abound. Even though poor

people are more likely to be white than any other race or ethnicity (see Chapter 2 "Poverty"), the news
media use pictures of African Americans far more often than those of whites in stories about poverty. In
one study, national news magazines, such as Time and Newsweek, and television news shows portrayed
African Americans in almost two-thirds of their stories on poverty, even though only about one-fourth of
poor people are African Americans. In the magazine stories, only 12 percent of the African Americans had

a job, even though in the real world more than 40 percent of poor African Americans were working at the
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time the stories were written (Gilens, 1996).Gilens, M. (1996). Race and poverty in America: Public
misperceptions and the American news media. Public Opinion Quarterly, 60, 515—541. In a Chicago
study, television news shows there depicted whites fourteen times more often in stories of good
Samaritans, even though whites and African Americans live in Chicago in roughly equal numbers
(Entman & Rojecki, 2001).Entman, R. M., & Rojecki, A. (2001). The black image in the white mind.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. Many other studies find that newspaper and television stories
about crime and drugs feature higher proportions of African Americans as offenders than is true in arrest
statistics (Surette, 2011).Surette, R. (2011). Media, crime, and criminal justice: Images, realities, and
policies (4th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. Studies like these show that the news media “convey the
message that black people are violent, lazy, and less civic minded” (Jackson, 1997, p. A27).Jackson, D. Z.

(1997, December 5). Unspoken during race talk. The Boston Globe, p. A27.

A second sociological explanation emphasizes economic and political competition and is commonly called
group threat theory (Quillian, 2006).Quillian, L. (2006). New approaches to understanding racial
prejudice and discrimination. Annual Review of Sociology, 32, 299—328. In this view, prejudice arises
from competition over jobs and other resources and from disagreement over various political issues.
When groups vie with each other over these matters, they often become hostile toward each other. Amid
such hostility, it is easy to become prejudiced toward the group that threatens your economic or political
standing. A popular version of this basic explanation is Susan Olzak’s (1992)0lzak, S. (1992). The
dynamics of ethnic competition and conflict. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. ethnic competition
theory, which holds that ethnic prejudice and conflict increase when two or more ethnic groups find

themselves competing for jobs, housing, and other goals.

The competition explanation is the macro equivalent of the frustration/scapegoat theory already
discussed. Much of the white mob violence discussed earlier stemmed from whites’ concern that the
groups they attacked threatened their jobs and other aspects of their lives. Thus lynchings of African
Americans in the South increased when the Southern economy worsened and decreased when the
economy improved (Tolnay & Beck, 1995).Tolnay, S. E., & Beck, E. M. (1995). A festival of violence: An
analysis of southern lynchings, 1882—1930. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press. Similarly, white mob
violence against Chinese immigrants in the 1870s began after the railroad construction that employed so
many Chinese immigrants slowed and the Chinese began looking for work in other industries. Whites
feared that the Chinese would take jobs away from white workers and that their large supply of labor
would drive down wages. Their assaults on the Chinese killed several people and prompted the passage by
Congress of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 that prohibited Chinese immigration (Dinnerstein &
Reimers, 2009).Dinnerstein, L., & Reimers, D. M. (2009). Ethnic Americans: A history of immigration.

New York, NY: Columbia University Press.
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During the 1870s, whites feared that Chinese immigrants would take away their jobs. This fear led to white mob
violence against the Chinese and to an act of Congress that prohibited Chinese immigration.

Image courtesy of Marku1988, http:

Correlates of Prejudice

Since the 1940s, social scientists have investigated the individual correlates of racial and ethnic prejudice
(Stangor, 2009).Stangor, C. (2009). The study of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination within social
psychology: A quick history of theory and research. In T. D. Nelson (Ed.), Handbook of prejudice,
stereotyping, and discrimination (pp. 1—22). New York, NY: Psychology Press. These correlates help test
the theories of prejudice just presented. For example, if authoritarian personalities do produce prejudice,

then people with these personalities should be more prejudiced. If frustration also produces prejudice,
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then people who are frustrated with aspects of their lives should also be more prejudiced. Other correlates
that have been studied include age, education, gender, region of country, race, residence in integrated
neighborhoods, and religiosity. We can take time here to focus on gender, education, and region of the
country and discuss the evidence for the racial attitudes of whites, as most studies do in view of the

historic dominance of whites in the United States.

The findings on gender are rather surprising. Although women are usually thought to be more empathetic
than men and thus to be less likely to be racially prejudiced, recent research indicates that the racial views
of (white) women and men are in fact very similar and that the two genders are about equally prejudiced
(Hughes & Tuch, 2003).Hughes, M., & Tuch, S. A. (2003). Gender differences in whites’ racial attitudes:
Are women’s attitudes really more favorable? Social Psychology Quarterly, 66, 384—401. This similarity
supports group threat theory, outlined earlier, in that it indicates that white women and men are

responding more as whites than as women or men, respectively, in formulating their racial views.

Findings on education and region of country are not surprising. Focusing again just on whites, less
educated people are usually more racially prejudiced than better-educated people, and Southerners are
usually more prejudiced than non-Southerners (Krysan, 2000).Krysan, M. (2000). Prejudice, politics, and

public opinion: Understanding the sources of racial policy attitudes. Annual Review of Sociology, 26,

135—168. Evidence of these differences appears in Figure 3.2 "Education, Region, and Opposition |
Non-Latino Whites to a Close Relative Marrying an African American", which depicts educational and

regional differences in a type of racial prejudice that social scientists call social distance, or feelings about
interacting with members of other races and ethnicities. The General Social Survey asks respondents how
they feel about a “close relative” marrying an African American. Figure 3.2 "Education, Region, and

n African American" shows how
responses by white (non-Latino) respondents to this question vary by education and by Southern
residence. Whites without a high school degree are much more likely than those with more education to
oppose these marriages, and whites in the South are also much more likely than their non-Southern
counterparts to oppose them. To recall the sociological perspective (see Chapter 1 "Understanding Social

Problems"), our social backgrounds certainly do seem to affect our attitudes.
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Figure 3.2 Education, Region, and Opposition by Non-Latino Whites to a Close Relative Marrying an African

American
Education
50
88
28 a0
2 (=3
]
2
5 £
S
o c
.g §
a< 20
o &
[T}
§ E 10
o &
0 | 1 1
Less than High School Junior College College
High School Degree Degree Graduate
Region
45
LT~
83 40
s L
s& 35
c
&g
g é 30 — I a |
3
=< 25
g8
238 20— — _—
& <
S8 15 |
v O
o+ ‘
= |
g 5 E
0 1 1 —0 1
Northeast South Midwest West

Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved from

http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gssio.

116


http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss10

The Changing Nature of Prejudice

Although racial and ethnic prejudice still exists in the United States, its nature has changed during the
past half-century. Studies of these changes focus on whites’ perceptions of African Americans. Back in the
1940s and before, an era of overt Jim Crow racism (also called traditional or old-fashioned racism)
prevailed, not just in the South but in the entire nation. This racism involved blatant bigotry, firm beliefs
in the need for segregation, and the view that blacks were biologically inferior to whites. In the early
1940s, for example, more than half of all whites thought that blacks were less intelligent than whites,
more than half favored segregation in public transportation, more than two-thirds favored segregated
schools, and more than half thought whites should receive preference over blacks in employment hiring
(Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997).Schuman, H., Steeh, C., Bobo, L., & Krysan, M. (1997). Racial

attitudes in America: Trends and interpretations (Rev. ed.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

The Nazi experience and then the civil rights movement led whites to reassess their views, and Jim Crow
racism gradually waned. Few whites believe today that African Americans are biologically inferior, and
few favor segregation. So few whites now support segregation and other Jim Crow views that national

surveys no longer include many of the questions that were asked a half-century ago.

But that does not mean that prejudice has disappeared. Many scholars say that Jim Crow racism has been
replaced by a more subtle form of racial prejudice, termed laissez-faire, symbolic, or modern racism, that
amounts to a “kinder, gentler, antiblack ideology” that avoids notions of biological inferiority (Bobo,
Kluegel, & Smith, 1997, p. 15; Quillian, 2006; Sears, 1988).Bobo, L., Kluegel, J. R., & Smith, R. A. (1997).
Laissez-faire racism: The crystallization of a kinder, gentler, antiblack ideology. In S. A. Tuch & J. K.
Martin (Eds.), Racial attitudes in the 1990s: Continuity and change (pp. 15—44). Westport, CT: Praeger;
Quillian, L. (2006). New approaches to understanding racial prejudice and discrimination. Annual
Review of Sociology, 32, 299—328; Sears, D. O. (1988). Symbolic racism. In P. A. Katz & D. A. Taylor
(Eds.), Eliminating racism: Profiles in controversy (pp. 53—84). New York, NY: Plenum. Instead, it
involves stereotypes about African Americans, a belief that their poverty is due to their cultural inferiority,

and opposition to government policies to help them. Similar views exist about Latinos. In effect, this new
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form of prejudice blames African Americans and Latinos themselves for their low socioeconomic standing

and involves such beliefs that they simply do not want to work hard.

Evidence for this modern form of prejudice is seen in Figure 3.3 "Attribution by Non-Latino Whites of
Blacks’ Low Socioeconomic Status to Blacks’ Low Innate Intelligence and to Their Lack of Motivation to
Improve", which presents whites’ responses to two General Social Survey (GSS) questions that asked,
respectively, whether African Americans’ low socioeconomic status is due to their lower “in-born ability to
learn” or to their lack of “motivation and willpower to pull themselves up out of poverty.” While only 8.5
percent of whites attributed blacks’ status to lower innate intelligence (reflecting the decline of Jim Crow
racism), about 48 percent attributed it to their lack of motivation and willpower. Although this reason
sounds “kinder” and “gentler” than a belief in blacks’ biological inferiority, it is still one that blames

African Americans for their low socioeconomic status.

Figure 3.3
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Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved from
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Prejudice and Public Policy Preferences

If whites do continue to believe in racial stereotypes, say the scholars who study modern prejudice, they
are that much more likely to oppose government efforts to help people of color. For example, whites who
hold racial stereotypes are more likely to oppose government programs for African Americans (Quillian,
2006).Quillian, L. (2006). New approaches to understanding racial prejudice and discrimination. Annual
Review of Sociology, 32, 299—328. We can see an example of this type of effect in Figure 3.4 "Racial
Stereotyping by Non-Latino Whites and Their Opposition to Government Spending to Help African
Americans", which compares two groups: whites who attribute blacks’ poverty to lack of motivation, and
whites who attribute blacks’ poverty to discrimination. Those who cite lack of motivation are more likely

than those who cite discrimination to believe the government is spending too much to help blacks.

Figure 3.4
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Racial prejudice influences other public policy preferences as well. In the area of criminal justice, whites
who hold racial stereotypes or hostile feelings toward African Americans are more likely to be afraid of
crime, to think that the courts are not harsh enough, to support the death penalty, to want more money
spent to fight crime, and to favor excessive use of force by police (Barkan & Cohn, 2005; Unnever &
Cullen, 2010).Barkan, S. E., & Cohn, S. F. (2005). Why whites favor spending more money to fight crime:
The role of racial prejudice. Social Problems, 52, 300—314; Unnever, J. D., & Cullen, F. T. (2010). The

social sources of Americans’ punitiveness: A test of three competing models. Criminology, 48, 99—129.

If racial prejudice influences views on all these issues, then these results are troubling for a democratic
society like the United States. In a democracy, it is appropriate for the public to disagree on all sorts of
issues, including criminal justice. For example, citizens hold many reasons for either favoring or opposing
the death penalty. But is it appropriate for racial prejudice to be one of these reasons? To the extent that
elected officials respond to public opinion, as they should in a democracy, and to the extent that racial
prejudice affects public opinion, then racial prejudice may be influencing government policy on criminal
justice and on other issues. In a democratic society, it is unacceptable for racial prejudice to have this

effect.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Social-psychological explanations of prejudice emphasize authoritarian personalities and

frustration, while sociological explanations emphasize social learning and group threat.

e Education and region of residence are related to racial prejudice among whites; prejudice
is higher among whites with lower levels of formal education and among whites living in
the South.

e Jim Crow racism has been replaced by symbolic or modern racism that emphasizes the

cultural inferiority of people of color.

e Racial prejudice among whites is linked to certain views they hold about public policy.
Prejudice is associated with lower support among whites for governmental efforts to help

people of color and with greater support for a more punitive criminal justice system.
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FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Think about the last time you heard someone say a remark that was racially prejudiced.

What was said? What was your reaction?

2. The text argues that it is inappropriate in a democratic society for racial prejudice to

influence public policy. Do you agree with this argument? Why or why not?

3.4 Discrimination

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Discuss Merton’s views on whether prejudice and discrimination always coincide.
2. Distinguish between individual discrimination and institutional discrimination.

3. Provide two examples of institutional discrimination.

Often racial and ethnic prejudice lead to discrimination against the subordinate racial and ethnic groups
in a given society. Discrimination in this context refers to the arbitrary denial of rights, privileges, and
opportunities to members of these groups. The use of the word arbitrary emphasizes that these groups

are being treated unequally not because of their lack of merit but because of their race and ethnicity.

Usually prejudice and discrimination go hand-in-hand, but Robert Merton (1949)Merton, R. K. (1949).
Discrimination and the American creed. In R. M. Maclver (Ed.), Discrimination and national welfare
(pp. 99—126). New York, NY: Institute for Religious Studies. stressed this is not always so. Sometimes we
can be prejudiced and not discriminate, and sometimes we might not be prejudiced and still discriminate.
Table 3.1 "The Relationship between Prejudice and Discrimination” illustrates his perspective. The
top-left cell and bottom-right cell consist of people who behave in ways we would normally expect. The

top-left one consists of “active bigots,” in Merton’s terminology, people who are both prejudiced and
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discriminatory. An example of such a person is the white owner of an apartment building who dislikes
people of color and refuses to rent to them. The bottom-right cell consists of “all-weather liberals,” as
Merton called them, people who are neither prejudiced nor discriminatory. An example would be
someone who holds no stereotypes about the various racial and ethnic groups and treats everyone the

same regardless of her or his background.

Table 3.1 The Relationship between Prejudice and Discrimination

Prejudiced?
Yes No
Discriminates?
Yes Active bigots | Fair-weather
liberals
No Timid bigots [ All-weather liberals

Source: Adapted from Merton, R. K. (1949). Discrimination and the American creed. In R. M. Maclver (Ed.),
Discrimination and national welfare (pp. 99—126). New York, NY: Institute for Religious Studies.

The remaining two cells of Table 3.1 "The Relationship between Prejudice and Discrimination" are the

more unexpected ones. On the bottom left, we see people who are prejudiced but who nonetheless do not

discriminate; Merton called them “timid bigots.” An example would be white restaurant owners who do

not like people of color but still serve them anyway because they want their business or are afraid of being

sued if they do not serve them. At the top right, we see “fair-weather liberals,” or people who are not

prejudiced but who still discriminate. An example would be white store owners in the South during the

segregation era who thought it was wrong to treat blacks worse than whites but who still refused to sell to

them because they were afraid of losing white customers.
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Individual Discrimination

The discussion so far has centered on individual discrimination, or discrimination that individuals
practice in their daily lives, usually because they are prejudiced but sometimes even if they are not
prejudiced. Individual discrimination is common, as Joe Feagin (1991),Feagin, J. R. (1991). The
continuing significance of race: Antiblack discrimination in public places. American Sociological Review,
56, 101—116. a former president of the American Sociological Association, found when he interviewed
middle-class African Americans about their experiences. Many of the people he interviewed said they had
been refused service, or at least received poor service, in stores or restaurants. Others said they had been
harassed by the police, and even put in fear of their lives, just for being black. Feagin concluded that these

examples are not just isolated incidents but rather reflect the larger racism that characterizes US society.
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In February 2012, neighborhood watch volunteer George Zimmerman fatally shot 17-year-old Trayvon Martin as
Martin was walking back from a 7-Eleven carrying some Skittles and iced tea. Critics said Zimmerman was
suspicious of Martin only because Martin was black.

Image courtesy of Sunset Parkerpix, http://www flickr.com/photos/fleshmanpix/701011
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To many observers, the fatal shooting of Trayvon Martin in February 2012 was a deadly example of
individual discrimination. Martin, a 17-year-old African American, was walking in a gated community in
Sanford, Florida, as he returned from a 7-Eleven with a bag of Skittles and some iced tea. An armed
neighborhood watch volunteer, George Zimmerman, called 911 and said Martin looked suspicious.
Although the 911 operator told Zimmerman not to approach Martin, Zimmerman did so anyway; within
minutes Zimmerman shot and killed the unarmed Martin and later claimed self-defense. According to
many critics of this incident, Martin’s only “crime” was “walking while black.” As an African American
newspaper columnist observed, “For every black man in America, from the millionaire in the corner office
to the mechanic in the local garage, the Trayvon Martin tragedy is personal. It could have been me or one
of my sons. It could have been any of us” (Robinson, 2012).Robinson, E. (2012, March 23). Perils of

walking while black. The Washington Post, p. A19.

Much individual discrimination occurs in the workplace, as sociologist Denise Segura (Segura,
1992)Segura, D. A. (1992). Chicanas in white-collar jobs: “You have to prove yourself more.” In C. G.
Ellison & W. A. Martin (Eds.), Race and ethnic relations in the United States: Readings for the 21st
century (pp. 79—88). Los Angeles, CA: Roxbury. documented when she interviewed 152 Mexican
American women working in white-collar jobs at a public university in California. More than 40 percent of
the women said they had encountered workplace discrimination based on their ethnicity and/or gender,
and they attributed their treatment to stereotypes held by their employers and coworkers. Along with
discrimination, they were the targets of condescending comments like “I didn’t know that there were any

educated people in Mexico that have a graduate degree.”

Institutional Discrimination

Individual discrimination is important to address, but at least as consequential in today’s world is
institutional discrimination, or discrimination that pervades the practices of whole institutions, such
as housing, medical care, law enforcement, employment, and education. This type of discrimination does
not just affect a few isolated people of color. Instead, it affects large numbers of individuals simply
because of their race or ethnicity. Sometimes institutional discrimination is also based on gender,

disability, and other characteristics.
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In the area of race and ethnicity, institutional discrimination often stems from prejudice, as was certainly
true in the South during segregation. However, just as individuals can discriminate without being
prejudiced, so can institutions when they engage in practices that seem to be racially neutral but in fact
have a discriminatory effect. Individuals in institutions can also discriminate without realizing it. They
make decisions that turn out, upon close inspection, to discriminate against people of color even if they

did not mean to do so.

The bottom line is this: Institutions can discriminate even if they do not intend to do so. Consider height
requirements for police. Before the 1970s, police forces around the United States commonly had height
requirements, say five feet ten inches. As women began to want to join police forces in the 1970s, many
found they were too short. The same was true for people from some racial/ethnic backgrounds, such as
Latinos, whose stature is smaller on the average than that of non-Latino whites. Of course, even many
white males were too short to become police officers, but the point is that even more women, and even

more men of certain ethnicities, were too short.

This gender and ethnic difference is not, in and of itself, discriminatory as the law defines the term. The
law allows for bona fide (good faith) physical qualifications for a job. As an example, we would all agree
that someone has to be able to see to be a school bus driver; sight therefore is a bona fide requirement for
this line of work. Thus even though people who are blind cannot become school bus drivers, the law does

not consider such a physical requirement to be discriminatory.

But were the height restrictions for police work in the early 1970s bona fide requirements? Women and
members of certain ethnic groups challenged these restrictions in court and won their cases, as it was
decided that there was no logical basis for the height restrictions then in effect. In short (pun intended),
the courts concluded that a person did not have to be five feet ten inches to be an effective police officer.
In response to these court challenges, police forces lowered their height requirements, opening the door
for many more women, Latino men, and some other men to join police forces (Appier, 1998).Appier, J.
(1998). Policing women: The sexual politics of law enforcement and the LAPD. Philadelphia, PA: Temple
University Press. Whether police forces back then intended their height requirements to discriminate, or
whether they honestly thought their height requirements made sense, remains in dispute. Regardless of

the reason, their requirements did discriminate.
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Institutional discrimination affects the life chances of people of color in many aspects of life today. To
illustrate this, we turn briefly to some examples of institutional discrimination that have been the subject

of government investigation and scholarly research.

Health Care

People of color have higher rates of disease and illness than whites, a fact explored further in Chapter 12

"Work and the Economy"’s treatment of health and medicine. One question that arises is why their health

is worse. One possible answer involves institutional discrimination based on race and ethnicity.

Several studies use hospital records to investigate whether people of color receive optimal medical care,
including coronary bypass surgery, angioplasty, and catheterization. After taking the patients’ medical
symptoms and needs into account, these studies find that African Americans are much less likely than
whites to receive the procedures just listed. This is true when poor blacks are compared to poor whites
and also when middle-class blacks are compared to middle-class whites (Smedley, Stith, & Nelson,
2003).Smedley, B. D., Stith, A. Y., & Nelson, A. R. (2003). Unequal treatment: Confronting racial and
ethnic disparities in health care. Washington, DC: National Academies Press. In a novel way of studying
race and cardiac care, one study performed an experiment in which several hundred doctors viewed
videos of African American and white patients, all of whom, unknown to the doctors, were actors. In the
videos, each “patient” complained of identical chest pain and other symptoms. The doctors were then
asked to indicate whether they thought the patient needed cardiac catheterization. The African American
patients were less likely than the white patients to be recommended for this procedure (Schulman et al.,
1999).Schulman, K. A., et al. (1999). The effect of race and sex on physicians’ recommendations for

cardiac catheterization. The New England Journal of Medicine, 340, 618—626.

Why does discrimination like this occur? It is possible, of course, that some doctors are racists and decide
that the lives of African Americans just are not worth saving, but it is far more likely that they have
unconscious racial biases that somehow affect their medical judgments. Regardless of the reason, the

result is the same: African Americans are less likely to receive potentially life-saving cardiac procedures

126


https://saylordotorg.github.io/text_social-problems-continuity-and-change/barkansoc_1.0-ch12#barkansoc_1.0-ch12
https://saylordotorg.github.io/text_social-problems-continuity-and-change/barkansoc_1.0-ch12#barkansoc_1.0-ch12

simply because they are black. Institutional discrimination in health care, then, is literally a matter of life

and death.

Mortgages, Redlining, and Residential Segregation

When loan officers review mortgage applications, they consider many factors, including the person’s
income, employment, and credit history. The law forbids them to consider race and ethnicity. Yet African
Americans and Latinos are more likely than whites to have their mortgage applications declined (Blank,
Venkatachalam, McNeil, & Green, 2005).Blank, E. C., Venkatachalam, P., McNeil, L., & Green, R. D.
(2005). Racial discrimination in mortgage lending in Washington, DC: A mixed methods approach. The
Review of Black Political Economy, 33(2), 9—30. Because members of these groups tend to be poorer
than whites and to have less desirable employment and credit histories, the higher rate of mortgage

rejections may be appropriate, albeit unfortunate.

To control for this possibility, researchers take these factors into account and in effect compare whites,
African Americans, and Latinos with similar incomes, employment, and credit histories. Some studies are
purely statistical, and some involve white, African American, and Latino individuals who independently
visit the same mortgage-lending institutions. Both types of studies find that African Americans and
Latinos are still more likely than whites with similar qualifications to have their mortgage applications
rejected (Turner et al., 2002).Turner, M. A, Freiberg, F., Godfrey, E., Herbig, C., Levy, D. K., & Smith, R.
R. (2002). All other things being equal: A paired testing study of mortgage lending institutions.
Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press. We will probably never know whether loan officers are
consciously basing their decisions on racial prejudice, but their practices still amount to racial and ethnic

discrimination whether the loan officers are consciously prejudiced or not.

There is also evidence of banks rejecting mortgage applications for people who wish to live in certain
urban, supposedly high-risk neighborhoods, and of insurance companies denying homeowner’s insurance
or else charging higher rates for homes in these same neighborhoods. Practices like these that
discriminate against houses in certain neighborhoods are called redlining, and they also violate the law
(Ezeala-Harrison, Glover, & Shaw-Jackson, 2008).Ezeala-Harrison, F., Glover, G. B., & Shaw-Jackson, J.

(2008). Housing loan patterns toward minority borrowers in Mississippi: Analysis of some micro data
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evidence of redlining. The Review of Black Political Economy, 35(1), 43—54. Because the people affected

by redlining tend to be people of color, redlining, too, is an example of institutional discrimination.

Banks have rejected mortgage applications from people who wish to live in certain urban, high-risk neighborhoods.
This practice, called redlining, violates the law. Because many of the loan applicants who experience redlining are
people of color, redlining is an example of institutional discrimination.

Image courtesy of Taber Andrew Bain, http://www.flickr.com/photos/88442983@N00/2943913721.

Mortgage rejections and redlining contribute to another major problem facing people of color: residential
segregation. Housing segregation is illegal but is nonetheless widespread because of mortgage rejections
and other processes that make it very difficult for people of color to move out of segregated neighborhoods
and into unsegregated areas. African Americans in particular remain highly segregated by residence in
many cities, much more so than is true for other people of color. The residential segregation of African
Americans is so extensive that it has been termed hypersegregation and more generally called American
apartheid (Massey & Denton, 1993).Massey, D. S., & Denton, N. A. (1993). American apartheid:

Segregation and the making of the underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
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In addition to mortgage rejections, a pattern of subtle discrimination by realtors and homeowners makes
it difficult for African Americans to find out about homes in white neighborhoods and to buy them (Pager,
2008).Pager, D. (2008). The dynamics of discrimination. In A. C. Lin & D. R. Harris (Eds.), The colors of
poverty: Why racial and ethnic disparities exist (pp. 21—51). New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. For
example, realtors may tell African American clients that no homes are available in a particular white
neighborhood, but then inform white clients of available homes. The now routine posting of housing
listings on the Internet might be reducing this form of housing discrimination, but not all homes and
apartments are posted, and some are simply sold by word of mouth to avoid certain people learning about

them.

The hypersegregation experienced by African Americans cuts them off from the larger society, as many
rarely leave their immediate neighborhoods, and results in concentrated poverty, where joblessness,
crime, and other problems reign. For several reasons, then, residential segregation is thought to play a

major role in the seriousness and persistence of African American poverty (Rothstein, 2012; Stoll,

2008).Rothstein, R. (2012). Racial segregation continues, and even intensifies. Retrieved from

h

; Stoll, M. A. (2008). Race,
place, and poverty revisited. In A. C. Lin & D. R. Harris (Eds.), The colors of poverty: Why racial and

ethnic disparities persist (pp. 201—231). New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Employment Discrimination

Title VII of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned racial discrimination in employment, including
hiring, wages, and firing. However, African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans still have much
lower earnings than whites. Several factors explain this disparity, including the various structural
obstacles discussed in Chapter 2 "Poverty"’s examination of poverty. Despite Title VII, however, an
additional reason is that people of color continue to face discrimination in hiring and promotion (Hirsh &
Cha, 2008).Hirsh, C. E., & Cha, Y. (2008). Understanding employment discrimination: A multilevel
approach. Sociology Compass, 2(6), 1989—2007. It is again difficult to determine whether such

discrimination stems from conscious prejudice or from unconscious prejudice on the part of potential

employers, but it is racial discrimination nonetheless.
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A now-classic field experiment documented such discrimination. Sociologist Devah Pager (2003)Pager, D.
(2003). The mark of a criminal record. American Journal of Sociology, 108, 937—975. had young white
and African American men apply independently in person for entry-level jobs. They dressed the same and
reported similar levels of education and other qualifications. Some applicants also admitted having a
criminal record, while other applicants reported no such record. As might be expected, applicants with a
criminal record were hired at lower rates than those without a record. However, in striking evidence of
racial discrimination in hiring, African American applicants without a criminal record were hired at the

same low rate as the white applicants with a criminal record.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e People who practice racial or ethnic discrimination are usually also prejudiced, but not
always. Some people practice discrimination without being prejudiced, and some may not

practice discrimination even though they are prejudiced.

e Individual discrimination is common and can involve various kinds of racial slights. Much

individual discrimination occurs in the workplace.

e Institutional discrimination often stems from prejudice, but institutions can also practice
racial and ethnic discrimination when they engage in practices that seem to be racially

neutral but in fact have a discriminatory effect.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Ifyou have ever experienced individual discrimination, either as the person committing it
or as the person affected by it, briefly describe what happened. How do you now feel when

you reflect on this incident?

2. Do you think institutional discrimination occurs because people are purposely acting in a

racially discriminatory manner? Why or why not?
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3.5 Dimensions of Racial and Ethnic Inequality

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Describe any two manifestations of racial and ethnic inequality in the United States.

2. Explain how and why racial inequality takes a hidden toll on people of color.

3. Provide two examples of white privilege.

Racial and ethnic inequality manifests itself in all walks of life. The individual and institutional

discrimination just discussed is one manifestation of this inequality. We can also see stark evidence of

racial and ethnic inequality in various government statistics. Sometimes statistics lie, and sometimes they

provide all too true a picture; statistics on racial and ethnic inequality fall into the latter category. Table

3.2 "Selected Indicators of Racial and Ethnic Inequality in the United States" presents data on racial and

ethnic differences in income, education, and health.

Table 3.2 Selected Indicators of Racial and Ethnic Inequality in the United States

deaths per 1,000 births), 2006

Median family income, 2010 ($) 68,818 39,900 41,102 | 76,736 | 39,664

Persons who are college educated, 30.3 19.8 13.9 52.4 14.9 (2008)

2010 (%)

Persons in poverty, 2010 (%) 9.9 27.4 26.6 12.1 28.4
(non-latino)

Infant mortality (number of infant 5.6 12.9 5.4 4.6 8.3

Sources: Data from US Census Bureau. (2012). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2012. Washington, DC: US

Government Printing Office. Retrieved from mwmm&m US Census Bureau.

(2012). American FactFinder. Retrieved from http:
MacDorman, M., & Mathews, T. J. (2011). Infant Deaths—United States, 2000—2007. Morbidity and Mortality

Weekly Report, 60(1), 49—51.

actfinder2.census.qov/faces/nav/js

ages/index.xhtml;
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The picture presented by Table 3.2 "Selected Indicators of Racial and Ethnic Inequality in the Unit
States" is clear: US racial and ethnic groups differ dramatically in their life chances. Compared to whites,
for example, African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans have much lower family incomes and
much higher rates of poverty; they are also much less likely to have college degrees. In addition, African
Americans and Native Americans have much higher infant mortality rates than whites: Black infants, for
example, are more than twice as likely as white infants to die. Later chapters in this book will continue to

highlight various dimensions of racial and ethnic inequality.

Although Table 3.2 "Selected Indicators of Racial and Ethnic Inequality in the United States" shows that
African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans fare much worse than whites, it presents a more

complex pattern for Asian Americans. Compared to whites, Asian Americans have higher family incomes
and are more likely to hold college degrees, but they also have a higher poverty rate. Thus many Asian
Americans do relatively well, while others fare relatively worse, as just noted. Although Asian Americans
are often viewed as a “model minority,” meaning that they have achieved economic success despite not
being white, some Asians have been less able than others to climb the economic ladder. Moreover,
stereotypes of Asian Americans and discrimination against them remain serious problems (Chou &
Feagin, 2008).Chou, R. S., & Feagin, J. R. (2008). The myth of the model minority: Asian Americans
facing racism. Boulder, CO: Paradigm. Even the overall success rate of Asian Americans obscures the fact
that their occupations and incomes are often lower than would be expected from their educational
attainment. They thus have to work harder for their success than whites do (Hurh & Kim, 1999).Hurh, W.
M., & Kim, K. C. (1999). The “success” image of Asian Americans: Its validity, and its practical and
theoretical implications. In C. G. Ellison & W. A. Martin (Eds.), Race and ethnic relations in the United
States (pp. 115—122). Los Angeles, CA: Roxbury.

The Increasing Racial/Ethnic Wealth Gap

At the beginning of this chapter, we noted that racial and ethnic inequality has existed since the beginning
of the United States. We also noted that social scientists have warned that certain conditions have actually
worsened for people of color since the 1960s (Hacker, 2003; Massey & Sampson, 2009).Hacker, A.
(2003). Two nations: Black and white, separate, hostile, unequal (Rev. ed.). New York, NY: Scribner;
Massey, D. S., & Sampson, R. J. (2009). Moynihan redux: Legacies and lessons. The ANNALS of the

American Academy of Political and Social Science, 621, 6—27.

Recent evidence of this worsening appeared in a report by the Pew Research Center (2011).Pew Research
Center. (2011). Twenty-to-one: Wealth gaps rise to record highs between whites, blacks and Hispanics.
Washington, DC: Author. The report focused on racial disparities in wealth, which includes a family’s total
assets (income, savings and investments, home equity, etc.) and debts (mortgage, credit cards, etc.). The

report found that the wealth gap between white households on the one hand and African American and
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Latino households on the other hand was much wider than just a few years earlier, thanks to the faltering

US economy since 2008 that affected blacks more severely than whites.

According to the report, whites’ median wealth was ten times greater than blacks’ median wealth in 2007,
a discouraging disparity for anyone who believes in racial equality. By 2009, however, whites’ median
wealth had jumped to twenty times greater than blacks’ median wealth and eighteen times greater than
Latinos’ median wealth. White households had a median net worth of about $113,000, while black and
Latino households had a median net worth of only $5,700 and $6,300, respectively (see Figure 3.5 "The
Racial/Ethnic Wealth Gap (Median Net Worth of Households in 2009)"). This racial and ethnic difference

is the largest since the government began tracking wealth more than a quarter-century ago.

Figure 3.5
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Source: Pew Research Center, 2011.

A large racial/ethnic gap also existed in the percentage of families with negative net worth—that is, those
whose debts exceed their assets. One-third of black and Latino households had negative net worth,
compared to only 15 percent of white households. Black and Latino households were thus more than twice

as likely as white households to be in debt.
The Hidden Toll of Racial and Ethnic Inequality

An increasing amount of evidence suggests that being black in a society filled with racial prejudice,
discrimination, and inequality takes what has been called a “hidden toll” on the lives of African Americans
(Blitstein, 2009).Blitstein, R. (2009). Weathering the storm. Miller-McCune, 2(July—August), 48—57. As
we shall see in later chapters, African Americans on the average have worse health than whites and die at

younger ages. In fact, every year there are an additional 100,000 African American deaths than would be
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expected if they lived as long as whites do. Although many reasons probably explain all these disparities,
scholars are increasingly concluding that the stress of being black is a major factor (Geronimus et al.,
2010).Geronimus, A. T., Hicken, M., Pearson, J., Seashols, S., Brown, K., & Cruz., T. D. (2010). Do US
black women experience stress-related accelerated biological aging? Human Nature: An Interdisciplinary

Biosocial Perspective, 21, 19—38.

In this way of thinking, African Americans are much more likely than whites to be poor, to live in
high-crime neighborhoods, and to live in crowded conditions, among many other problems. As this
chapter discussed earlier, they are also more likely, whether or not they are poor, to experience racial
slights, refusals to be interviewed for jobs, and other forms of discrimination in their everyday lives. All
these problems mean that African Americans from their earliest ages grow up with a great deal of stress,
far more than what most whites experience. This stress in turn has certain neural and physiological
effects, including hypertension (high blood pressure), that impair African Americans’ short-term and
long-term health and that ultimately shorten their lives. These effects accumulate over time: black and
white hypertension rates are equal for people in their twenties, but the black rate becomes much higher by
the time people reach their forties and fifties. As a recent news article on evidence of this “hidden toll”
summarized this process, “The long-term stress of living in a white-dominated society ‘weathers’ blacks,
making them age faster than their white counterparts” (Blitstein, 2009, p. 48).Blitstein, R. (2009).
Weathering the storm. Miller-McCune, 2(July—August), 48—57.

Although there is less research on other people of color, many Latinos and Native Americans also
experience the various sources of stress that African Americans experience. To the extent this is true,
racial and ethnic inequality also takes a hidden toll on members of these two groups. They, too, experience
racial slights, live under disadvantaged conditions, and face other problems that result in high levels of

stress and shorten their life spans.
White Privilege: The Benefits of Being White

Before we leave this section, it is important to discuss the advantages that US whites enjoy in their daily
lives simply because they are white. Social scientists term these advantages white privilege and say that
whites benefit from being white whether or not they are aware of their advantages (McIntosh,
2007).Mclntosh, P. (2007). White privilege and male privilege: A personal account of coming to see
correspondence through work in women’s studies. In M. L. Andersen & P. H. Collins (Eds.), Race, class,

and gender: An anthology (6th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

This chapter’s discussion of the problems facing people of color points to some of these advantages. For
example, whites can usually drive a car at night or walk down a street without having to fear that a police
officer will stop them simply because they are white. Recalling the Trayvon Martin tragedy, they can also
walk down a street without having to fear they will be confronted and possibly killed by a neighborhood

watch volunteer. In addition, whites can count on being able to move into any neighborhood they desire
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as long as they can afford the rent or mortgage. They generally do not have to fear being passed up for
promotion simply because of their race. White students can live in college dorms without having to worry
that racial slurs will be directed their way. White people in general do not have to worry about being the
victims of hate crimes based on their race. They can be seated in a restaurant without having to worry that
they will be served more slowly or not at all because of their skin color. If they are in a hotel, they do not
have to think that someone will mistake them for a bellhop, parking valet, or maid. If they are trying to
hail a taxi, they do not have to worry about the taxi driver ignoring them because the driver fears he or she
will be robbed.

Social scientist Robert W. Terry (1981, p. 120)Terry, R. W. (1981). The negative impact on white values. In
B. P. Bowser & R. G. Hunt (Eds.), Impacts of racism on white Americans (pp. 119—151). Beverly Hills, CA:
Sage Publications. once summarized white privilege as follows: “To be white in America is not to have to
think about it. Except for hard-core racial supremacists, the meaning of being white is having the choice
of attending to or ignoring one’s own whiteness” (emphasis in original). For people of color in the United
States, it is not an exaggeration to say that race and ethnicity is a daily fact of their existence. Yet whites
do not generally have to think about being white. As all of us go about our daily lives, this basic difference

is one of the most important manifestations of racial and ethnic inequality in the United States.

Perhaps because whites do not have to think about being white, many studies find they tend to
underestimate the degree of racial inequality in the United States by assuming that African Americans and
Latinos are much better off than they really are. As one report summarized these studies’ overall
conclusion, “Whites tend to have a relatively rosy impression of what it means to be a black person in
America. Whites are more than twice as likely as blacks to believe that the position of African Americans
has improved a great deal” (Vedantam, 2008, p. A3).Vedantam, S. (2008, March 24). Unequal
perspectives on racial equality. The Washington Post, p. A3. Because whites think African Americans and
Latinos fare much better than they really do, that perception probably reduces whites’ sympathy for

programs designed to reduce racial and ethnic inequality.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Compared to non-Latino whites, people of color have lower incomes, lower educational

attainment, higher poverty rates, and worse health.

e Racial and ethnic inequality takes a hidden toll on people of color, as the stress they

experience impairs their health and ability to achieve.

e  Whites benefit from being white, whether or not they realize it. This benefit is called white

privilege.
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FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Write a brief essay that describes important dimensions of racial and ethnic inequality in

the United States.

2. Ifyou are white, describe a time when you benefited from white privilege, whether or not
you realized it at the time. If you are a person of color, describe an experience when you

would have benefited if you had been white.

3.6 Explaining Racial and Ethnic Inequality

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Understand cultural explanations for racial and ethnic inequality.

2. Describe structural explanations for racial and ethnic inequality.

Why do racial and ethnic inequality exist? Why do African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, and
some Asian Americans fare worse than whites? In answering these questions, many people have some

very strong opinions.

Biological Inferiority

One long-standing explanation is that blacks and other people of color are biologically inferior: They are
naturally less intelligent and have other innate flaws that keep them from getting a good education and
otherwise doing what needs to be done to achieve the American Dream. As discussed earlier, this racist
view is no longer common today. However, whites historically used this belief to justify slavery, lynchings,
the harsh treatment of Native Americans in the 1800s, and lesser forms of discrimination. In 1994,
Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray revived this view in their controversial book, The Bell Curve
(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994),Herrnstein, R. J., & Murray, C. (1994). The bell curve: Intelligence and class
structure in American life. New York, NY: Free Press. in which they argued that the low IQ scores of
African Americans, and of poor people more generally, reflect their genetic inferiority in the area of
intelligence. African Americans’ low innate intelligence, they said, accounts for their poverty and other

problems. Although the news media gave much attention to their book, few scholars agreed with its views,
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and many condemned the book’s argument as a racist way of “blaming the victim” (Gould, 1994).Gould, S.

J. (1994, November 28). Curveball. The New Yorker, pp. 139—149.
Cultural Deficiencies

Another explanation of racial and ethnic inequality focuses on supposed cultural deficiencies of African
Americans and other people of color (Murray, 1984).Murray, C. (1984). Losing ground: American social
policy, 1950—-1980. New York, NY: Basic Books. These deficiencies include a failure to value hard work
and, for African Americans, a lack of strong family ties, and are said to account for the poverty and other
problems facing these minorities. This view echoes the culture-of-poverty argument presented in Chapter
2 "Poverty" and is certainly popular today. As we saw earlier, more than half of non-Latino whites think
that blacks’ poverty is due to their lack of motivation and willpower. Ironically some scholars find support
for this cultural deficiency view in the experience of many Asian Americans, whose success is often
attributed to their culture’s emphasis on hard work, educational attainment, and strong family ties (Min,
2005).Min, P. G. (Ed.). (2005). Asian Americans: Contemporary trends and issues (2nd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. If that is true, these scholars say, then the lack of success of other people of

color stems from the failure of their own cultures to value these attributes.

How accurate is the cultural deficiency argument? Whether people of color have “deficient” cultures
remains hotly debated (Bonilla-Silva, 2009).Bonilla-Silva, E. (2009). Racism without racists: Color-blind
racism and the persistence of racial inequality in the United States (3rd ed.). Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield. Many social scientists find little or no evidence of cultural problems in minority communities
and say the belief in cultural deficiencies is an example of symbolic racism that blames the victim. Citing
survey evidence, they say that poor people of color value work and education for themselves and their
children at least as much as wealthier white people do (Holland, 2011; Muhammad, 2007).Holland, J.
(2011, July 29). Debunking the big lie right-wingers use to justify black poverty and unemployment.
AlterNet. Retrieved from

always right. The Washington Post, p. B3. Yet other social scientists, including those sympathetic to the

structural problems facing people of color, believe that certain cultural problems do exist, but they are
careful to say that these cultural problems arise out of the structural problems. For example, Elijah
Anderson (1999)Anderson, E. (1999). Code of the street: Decency, violence, and the moral life of the
inner city. New York, NY: W. W. Norton. wrote that a “street culture” or “oppositional culture” exists
among African Americans in urban areas that contributes to high levels of violent behavior, but he
emphasized that this type of culture stems from the segregation, extreme poverty, and other difficulties

these citizens face in their daily lives and helps them deal with these difficulties. Thus even if cultural
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problems do exist, they should not obscure the fact that structural problems are responsible for the

cultural ones.
Structural Problems

A third explanation for US racial and ethnic inequality is based in conflict theory and reflects the
blaming-the-system approach outlined in Chapter 1 "Understanding Social Problems". This view
attributes racial and ethnic inequality to structural problems, including institutional and individual
discrimination, a lack of opportunity in education and other spheres of life, and the absence of jobs that
pay an adequate wage (Feagin, 2006).Feagin, J. R. (2006). Systematic racism: A theory of oppression.
New York, NY: Routledge. Segregated housing, for example, prevents African Americans from escaping
the inner city and from moving to areas with greater employment opportunities. Employment
discrimination keeps the salaries of people of color much lower than they would be otherwise. The schools
that many children of color attend every day are typically overcrowded and underfunded. As these
problems continue from one generation to the next, it becomes very difficult for people already at the

bottom of the socioeconomic ladder to climb up it because of their race and ethnicity (see Note 3.33

"Applying Social Research").

Applying Social Research

The Poor Neighborhoods of Middle-Class African Americans

In a society that values equal opportunity for all, scholars have discovered a troubling trend: African
American children from middle-class families are much more likely than white children from middle-class
families to move down the socioeconomic ladder by the time they become adults. In fact, almost half of all
African American children born during the 1950s and 1960s to middle-class parents ended up with lower
incomes than their parents by adulthood. Because these children had parents who had evidently
succeeded despite all the obstacles facing them in a society filled with racial inequality, we have to assume
they were raised with the values, skills, and aspirations necessary to stay in the middle class and even to

rise beyond it. What, then, explains why some end up doing worse than their parents?

According to a recent study written by sociologist Patrick Sharkey for the Pew Charitable Trusts, one
important answer lies in the neighborhoods in which these children are raised. Because of continuing
racial segregation, many middle-class African American families find themselves having to live in poor
urban neighborhoods. About half of African American children born between 1955 and 1970 to
middle-class parents grew up in poor neighborhoods, but hardly any middle-class white children grew up
in such neighborhoods. In Sharkey’s statistical analysis, neighborhood poverty was a much more
important factor than variables such as parents’ education and marital status in explaining the huge racial

difference in the eventual socioeconomic status of middle-class children. An additional finding of the
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study underscored the importance of neighborhood poverty for adult socioeconomic status: African
American children raised in poor neighborhoods in which the poverty rate declined significantly ended up

with higher incomes as adults than those raised in neighborhoods where the poverty rate did not change.

Why do poor neighborhoods have this effect? It is difficult to pinpoint the exact causes, but several
probable reasons come to mind. In these neighborhoods, middle-class African American children often
receive inadequate schooling at run-down schools, and they come under the influence of youths who care
much less about schooling and who get into various kinds of trouble. The various problems associated
with living in poor neighborhoods also likely cause a good deal of stress, which, as discussed elsewhere in

this chapter, can cause health problems and impair learning ability.

Even if the exact reasons remain unclear, this study showed that poor neighborhoods make a huge
difference. As a Pew official summarized the study, “We’ve known that neighborhood matters...but this
does it in a new and powerful way. Neighborhoods become a significant drag not just on the poor, but on
those who would otherwise be stable.” Sociologist Sharkey added, “What surprises me is how dramatic the
racial differences are in terms of the environments in which children are raised. There’s this perception
that after the civil rights period, families have been more able to seek out any neighborhood they choose,
and that...the racial gap in neighborhoods would whittle away over time, and that hasn’t happened.”

Data from the 2010 Census confirm that the racial gap in neighborhoods persists. A study by sociologist
John R. Logan for the Russell Sage Foundation found that African American and Latino families with
incomes above $75,000 are more likely to live in poor neighborhoods than non-Latino white families with
incomes below $40,000. More generally, Logan concluded, “The average affluent black or Hispanic

household lives in a poorer neighborhood than the average lower-income white household.”

One implication of this neighborhood research is clear: to help reduce African American poverty, it is
important to do everything possible to improve the quality and economy of the poor neighborhoods in
which many African American children, middle-class or poor, grow up.

Sources: Logan, 2011; MacGillis, 2009; Sharkey, 2009 Logan, J. R. (2011). Separate and unequal: The
neighborhood gap for blacks, Hispanics and Asians in metropolitan America. New York, NY: US201
Project; MacGillis, A. (2009, July 27). Neighborhoods key to future income, study finds. The Washington
Post, p. A06; Sharkey, P. (2009). Neighborhoods and the black-white mobility gap. Washington, DC: Pew
Charitable Trusts.

As we assess the importance of structure versus culture in explaining why people of color have higher
poverty rates, it is interesting to consider the economic experience of African Americans and Latinos since
the 1990s. During that decade, the US economy thrived. Along with this thriving economy, unemployment

rates for African Americans and Latinos declined and their poverty rates also declined. Since the early
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2000s and especially since 2008, the US economy has faltered. Along with this faltering economy,

unemployment and poverty rates for African Americans and Latinos increased.

To explain these trends, does it make sense to assume that African Americans and Latinos somehow had
fewer cultural deficiencies during the 1990s and more cultural deficiencies since the early 2000s? Or does
it make sense to assume that their economic success or lack of it depended on the opportunities afforded

them by the US economy? Economic writer Joshua Holland (2011)Holland, J. (2011, July 29). Debunking

the big lie right-wingers use to justify black poverty and unemployment AlterNet. Retrieved from

poverty _and unemplgm . provides the logical answer by attacking the idea of cultural deficiencies:
“That’s obviously nonsense. It was exogenous economic factors and changes in public policies, not
manifestations of ‘black culture’ [or ‘Latino culture’], that resulted in those widely varied
outcomes...While economic swings this significant can be explained by economic changes and different

public policies, it’s simply impossible to fit them into a cultural narrative.”

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Although a belief in biological inferiority used to be an explanation for racial and ethnic

inequality, this belief is now considered racist.

e Cultural explanations attribute racial and ethnic inequality to certain cultural deficiencies

among people of color.

e Structural explanations attribute racial and ethnic inequality to problems in the larger

society, including discriminatory practices and lack of opportunity.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Which of the three explanations of racial and ethnic inequality makes the most sense to you?
Why?

2. Why should a belief in the biological inferiority of people of color be considered racist?
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3.7 Reducing Racial and Ethnic Inequality

SECTION LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Summarize the debate over affirmative action.

2. Describe any three policies or practices that could reduce racial and ethnic inequality in
the United States.

Now that we have examined race and ethnicity in the United States, what have we found? Where do we
stand in the second decade of the twenty-first century? Did the historic election of Barack Obama as
president in 2008 signify a new era of equality between the races, as many observers wrote, or did his

election occur despite the continued existence of pervasive racial and ethnic inequality?

On the one hand, there is cause for hope. Legal segregation is gone. The vicious, “old-fashioned” racism
that was so rampant in this country into the 1960s has declined dramatically since that tumultuous time.
People of color have made important gains in several spheres of life, and African Americans and other
people of color occupy some important elected positions in and outside the South, a feat that would have
been unimaginable a generation ago. Perhaps most notably, Barack Obama has African ancestry and
identifies as an African American, and on his 2008 election night people across the country wept with joy

at the symbolism of his victory. Certainly progress has been made in US racial and ethnic relations.

On the other hand, there is also cause for despair. Old-fashioned racism has been replaced by a modern,
symbolic racism that still blames people of color for their problems and reduces public support for
government policies to deal with their problems. Institutional discrimination remains pervasive, and hate
crimes, such as the cross burning that began this chapter, remain all too common. So does suspicion of

people based solely on the color of their skin, as the Trayvon Martin tragedy again reminds us.

If adequately funded and implemented, several types of programs and policies show strong promise of
reducing racial and ethnic inequality. We turn to these in a moment, but first let’s discuss affirmative

action, an issue that has aroused controversy since its inception.
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People Making a Difference

College Students and the Southern Civil Rights Movement

The first chapter of this book included this famous quotation by anthropologist Margaret Mead: “Never
doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only
thing that ever has.” The beginnings of the Southern civil rights movement provide an inspirational

example of Mead’s wisdom and remind us that young people can make a difference.

Although there had been several efforts during the 1950s by African Americans to end legal segregation in
the South, the start of the civil rights movement is commonly thought to have begun on February 1, 1960.
On that historic day, four brave African American students from the Agricultural and Technical College of
North Carolina, dressed in coats and ties, sat down quietly at a segregated lunch counter in a Woolworth’s
store in the city of Greensboro and asked to be served. When they were refused service, they stayed until
the store closed at the end of the day, and then went home. They returned the next day and were joined by
some two dozen other students. They were again refused service and sat quietly the rest of the day. The
next day some sixty students and other people joined them, followed by some three hundred on the fourth
day. Within a week, sit-ins were occurring at lunch counters in several other towns and cities inside and
outside of North Carolina. In late July, 1960, the Greensboro Woolworth’s finally served African
Americans, and the entire Woolworth’s chain desegregated its lunch counters a day later. Although no one
realized it at the time, the civil rights movement had “officially” begun thanks to the efforts of a small

group of college students.

During the remaining years of the heyday of the civil rights movement, college students from the South
and North joined thousands of other people in sit-ins, marches, and other activities to end legal
segregation. Thousands were arrested, and at least forty-one were murdered. By risking their freedom and
even their lives, they made a difference for millions of African Americans. And it all began when a small
group of college students sat down at a lunch counter in Greensboro and politely refused to leave until

they were served.

Sources: Branch, 1988; Southern Poverty Law Center, 2011Branch, T. (1988). Parting the waters: America
in the King years, 1954—1963. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster; Southern Poverty Law Center. (2011). 41

lives for freedom. Retrieved from http://www.crmvet.org/mem/41lives.htm.
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Affirmative Action

Affirmative action refers to special consideration for minorities and women in employment and
education to compensate for the discrimination and lack of opportunities they experience in the larger
society. Affirmative action programs were begun in the 1960s to provide African Americans and, later,
other people of color and women access to jobs and education to make up for past discrimination.
President John F. Kennedy was the first known official to use the term, when he signed an executive order
in 1961 ordering federal contractors to “take affirmative action” in ensuring that applicants are hired and
treated without regard to their race and national origin. Six years later, President Lyndon B. Johnson
added sex to race and national origin as demographic categories for which affirmative action should be

used.

Although many affirmative action programs remain in effect today, court rulings, state legislation, and
other efforts have limited their number and scope. Despite this curtailment, affirmative action continues
to spark much controversy, with scholars, members of the public, and elected officials all holding strong

views on the issue.

One of the major court rulings just mentioned was the US Supreme Court’s decision in Regents of the
University of California v. Bakke, 438 US 265 (1978). Allan Bakke was a 35-year-old white man who had
twice been rejected for admission into the medical school at the University of California, Davis. At the
time he applied, UC—Davis had a policy of reserving sixteen seats in its entering class of one hundred for
qualified people of color to make up for their underrepresentation in the medical profession. Bakke’s
college grades and scores on the Medical College Admission Test were higher than those of the people of
color admitted to UC—Davis either time Bakke applied. He sued for admission on the grounds that his
rejection amounted to reverse racial discrimination on the basis of his being white (Stefoff, 2005).Stefoff,
R. (2005). The Bakke case: Challenging affirmative action. New York, NY: Marshall Cavendish

Benchmark.

The case eventually reached the Supreme Court, which ruled 5—4 that Bakke must be admitted into the
UC-Davis medical school because he had been unfairly denied admission on the basis of his race. As part
of its historic but complex decision, the Court thus rejected the use of strict racial quotas in admission, as
it declared that no applicant could be excluded based solely on the applicant’s race. At the same time,
however, the Court also declared that race may be used as one of the several criteria that admissions
committees consider when making their decisions. For example, if an institution desires racial diversity
among its students, it may use race as an admissions criterion along with other factors such as grades and

test scores.

Two more recent Supreme Court cases both involved the University of Michigan: Gratz v. Bollinger, 539

US 244 (2003), which involved the university’s undergraduate admissions, and Grutter v. Bollinger, 539
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US 306 (2003), which involved the university’s law school admissions. In Grutter the Court reaffirmed
the right of institutions of higher education to take race into account in the admissions process. In Gratz,
however, the Court invalidated the university’s policy of awarding additional points to high school
students of color as part of its use of a point system to evaluate applicants; the Court said that

consideration of applicants needed to be more individualized than a point system allowed.

Drawing on these Supreme Court rulings, then, affirmative action in higher education admissions on the
basis of race/ethnicity is permissible as long as it does not involve a rigid quota system and as long as it
does involve an individualized way of evaluating candidates. Race may be used as one of several criteria in

such an individualized evaluation process, but it must not be used as the only criterion.

The Debate over Affirmative Action

Opponents of affirmative action cite several reasons for opposing it (Connors, 2009).Connors, P. (Ed.).
(2009). Affirmative action. Farmington Hills, MI: Greenhaven Press. Affirmative action, they say, is
reverse discrimination and, as such, is both illegal and immoral. The people benefiting from affirmative
action are less qualified than many of the whites with whom they compete for employment and college
admissions. In addition, opponents say, affirmative action implies that the people benefiting from it need
extra help and thus are indeed less qualified. This implication stigmatizes the groups benefiting from

affirmative action.

In response, proponents of affirmative action give several reasons for favoring it (Connors,
2009).Connors, P. (Ed.). (2009). Affirmative action. Farmington Hills, MI: Greenhaven Press. Many say
it is needed to make up not just for past discrimination and a lack of opportunities for people of color but
also for ongoing discrimination and a lack of opportunity. For example, because of their social networks,
whites are much better able than people of color to find out about and to get jobs (Reskin, 1998).Reskin,
B. F. (1998). Realities of affirmative action in employment. Washington, DC: American Sociological
Association. If this is true, people of color are automatically at a disadvantage in the job market, and some
form of affirmative action is needed to give them an equal chance at employment. Proponents also say
that affirmative action helps add diversity to the workplace and to the campus. Many colleges, they note,
give some preference to high school students who live in a distant state in order to add needed diversity to
the student body; to “legacy” students—those with a parent who went to the same institution—to reinforce
alumni loyalty and to motivate alumni to donate to the institution; and to athletes, musicians, and other
applicants with certain specialized talents and skills. If all these forms of preferential admission make
sense, proponents say, it also makes sense to take students’ racial and ethnic backgrounds into account as

admissions officers strive to have a diverse student body.

Proponents add that affirmative action has indeed succeeded in expanding employment and educational

opportunities for people of color, and that individuals benefiting from affirmative action have generally
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fared well in the workplace or on the campus. In this regard research finds that African American students
graduating from selective US colleges and universities after being admitted under affirmative action
guidelines are slightly more likely than their white counterparts to obtain professional degrees and to
become involved in civic affairs (Bowen & Bok, 1998).Bowen, W. G., & Bok, D. C. (1998). The shape of the
river: Long-term consequences of considering race in college and university admissions. Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press.

As this brief discussion indicates, several reasons exist for and against affirmative action. A cautious view
is that affirmative action may not be perfect but that some form of it is needed to make up for past and
ongoing discrimination and lack of opportunity in the workplace and on the campus. Without the extra
help that affirmative action programs give disadvantaged people of color, the discrimination and other

difficulties they face are certain to continue.
Other Programs and Policies

As indicated near the beginning of this chapter, one message from DNA evidence and studies of evolution
is that we are all part of one human race. If we fail to recognize this lesson, we are doomed to repeat the
experiences of the past, when racial and ethnic hostility overtook good reason and subjected people who
happened to look different from the white majority to legal, social, and violent oppression. In the

democracy that is America, we must try to do better so that there will truly be “liberty and justice for all.”

As the United States attempts, however haltingly, to reduce racial and ethnic inequality, sociology has
much insight to offer in its emphasis on the structural basis for this inequality. This emphasis strongly
indicates that racial and ethnic inequality has much less to do with any personal faults of people of color
than with the structural obstacles they face, including ongoing discrimination and lack of opportunity.
Efforts aimed at such obstacles, then, are in the long run essential to reducing racial and ethnic inequality
(Danziger, Reed, & Brown, 2004; Syme, 2008; Walsh, 2011).Danziger, S., Reed, D., & Brown, T. N.
(2004). Poverty and prosperity: Prospects for reducing racial economic disparities in the United States.
Geneva, Switzerland: United Nations Research Institute for Social Development; Syme, S. L. (2008).
Reducing racial and social-class inqualities in health: The need for a new approach. Health Affairs, 27,
456—459; Walsh, R. (2011). Helping or hurting: Are adolescent intervention programs minimizing racial
inequality? Education & Urban Society, 43(3), 370—395. Some of these efforts resemble those for

reducing poverty discussed in Chapter 2 "Poverty”, given the greater poverty of many people of color, and

include the following:

1. Adopt a national “full employment” policy involving federally funded job training and public

works programs.

2. Increase federal aid for the working poor, including earned income credits and child-care

subsidies for those with children.
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3. Establish and expand well-funded early childhood intervention programs, including home
visitation by trained professionals, for poor families, as well as adolescent intervention programs,

such as Upward Bound, for low-income teenagers.

4. Improve the schools that poor children attend and the schooling they receive, and expand early

childhood education programs for poor children.
5. Provide better nutrition and health services for poor families with young children.
6. Strengthen efforts to reduce teenage pregnancies.
7. Strengthen affirmative action programs within the limits imposed by court rulings.

8. Strengthen legal enforcement of existing laws forbidding racial and ethnic discrimination in

hiring and promotion.

9. Strengthen efforts to reduce residential segregation.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e There is reason to be both hopeful and less hopeful in regard to the future of racial and

ethnic relations and inequality in the United States.

e Affirmative action continues to be a very controversial issue. Proponents think it is
necessary to compensate for past and continuing racial and ethnic discrimination and lack

of opportunity, while opponents think it discriminates against qualified whites.

e Avariety of policies and practices hold strong potential for reducing racial and ethnic

inequality, providing they are adequately funded and successfully implemented.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. How hopeful are you in regard to the future of race and ethnicity in the United States?

Explain your answer.

2. Do you favor or oppose affirmative action? Why?
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3.8 End-of-Section Material

SUMMARY

1. Racial and ethnic prejudice and discrimination have been an “American dilemma” in the
United States ever since the colonial period. Slavery was only the ugliest manifestation of
this dilemma. The urban riots of the 1960s led to warnings about the racial hostility and
discrimination confronting African Americans and other groups, and these warnings

continue down to the present.

2. Social scientists today tend to consider race more of a social category than a biological one
for several reasons. Race is thus best considered a social construction and not a fixed

biological category.

3. Ethnicity refers to a shared cultural heritage and is a term increasingly favored by social
scientists over race. Membership in ethnic groups gives many people an important sense

of identity and pride but can also lead to hostility toward people in other ethnic groups.

4. Prejudice, racism, and stereotypes all refer to negative attitudes about people based on
their membership in racial or ethnic categories. Social-psychological explanations of
prejudice focus on scapegoating and authoritarian personalities, while sociological
explanations focus on conformity and socialization or on economic and political
competition. Jim Crow racism has given way to modern or symbolic racism that considers

people of color to be culturally inferior.

5. Discrimination and prejudice often go hand in hand, but not always. People can
discriminate without being prejudiced, and they can be prejudiced without discriminating.

Individual and institutional discrimination both continue to exist in the United States.

6. Racial and ethnic inequality in the United States is reflected in income, employment,
education, and health statistics. In their daily lives, whites enjoy many privileges denied to

their counterparts in other racial and ethnic groups.

7. On many issues Americans remain sharply divided along racial and ethnic lines. One of

the most divisive issues is affirmative action. Its opponents view it among other things as
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reverse discrimination, while its proponents cite many reasons for its importance,
including the need to correct past and present discrimination against racial and ethnic

minorities.

USING WHAT YOU KNOW

After graduating college, you obtain a job in a medium-sized city in the Midwest and rent an
apartment in a house in a nearby town. A family with an African American father and white
mother has recently moved into a house down the street. You think nothing of it, but you begin to
hear some of the neighbors expressing concern that the neighborhood “has begun to change.”
Then one night a brick is thrown through the window of the new family’s home, and around the
brick is wrapped the message, “Go back to where you came from!” Since you're new to the

neighborhood yourself, you don’t want to make waves, but you are also shocked by this act of

racial hatred. You can speak up somehow or you can stay quiet. What do you decide to do? Why?

WHAT YOU CAN DO

To help reduce racial and ethnic inequality, you may wish to do any of the following:
1. Contribute money to a local, state, or national organization that tries to help youths of

color at their schools, homes, or other venues.
2. Volunteer for an organization that focuses on policy issues related to race and ethnicity.

3. Volunteer for any programs at your campus that aim at enhancing the educational success

of new students of color; if no such programs exist, start one.
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3.9 Implementing Ethnic Studies Courses- Who Decides?

By Shelly Arsneault at California State University, Fullerton

Introduction

Among the most enduring debates in the study and practice of public administration surrounds the
making and implementation of public policy. In particular is the question of bureaucratic discretion:
Once policy is made by elected officials, how much discretion are professional administrators afforded to
implement policies according to their professional norms? This question exists in most public sector
organizations, from city managers and their elected city councils, to public health administrators and their
elected boards. In the following case study, this question pits education professionals, whose training,
education, and experience have prepared them to implement policy and programs in public schools,
against school board members, who have been democratically elected to make education policy decisions.
The case asks the reader to consider how we balance this classic divide between professional public
administrators—school district superintendents, principals, and teachers— and our representative

democracy in which voters elect representatives at the state and local levels.

On Friday, October 8, 2021, Gov. Gavin Newsom signed Assembly Bill (AB) 101, making California the
first state in the nation to require a semester-long course in ethnic studies for high school graduation
(Fensterwald 2021a). Passage of AB 101 was years in the making. The first such bill was introduced in
2016, after Governor Jerry Brown’s 2015 veto of a bill that would have created a state-level Ethnic Studies
Advisory Commission to prepare a model curriculum for ethnic studies electives in grades 7-12
(Fensterwald 2021b). While many school districts, including Los Angeles Unified and Fresno Unified,
were adding these courses to their curriculum, legislation at the state level continued to stall. When a bill
eventually hit Gov. Newsom’s desk in 2020, he vetoed it, noting ongoing disagreements over the proposed
model curriculum (Fensterwald 2020). Finally, after the curricular language and expectations were
refined, Gov. Newsom signed AB 101 into law; California high schools have to offer ethnic studies courses
by the 2025-26 school year, and students will have had to pass at least one semester of ethnic studies to
graduate in 2030. The law’s model curriculum includes a focus on the four groups traditionally part of
ethnic studies, Blacks, Latino/a/x/e, Native Americans, and Asian Americans, but encourages schools to
include the histories and legacy of religious and ethnic groups in their own communities (Fensterwald
2021a). To facilitate this, the California Department of Education included lesson plans that address
Californians of the Jewish and Sikh faiths, as well as Arab- and Armenian-American communities. As is

often the case, passage of legislation is not the end of the story; in this case study it is just the beginning as
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local school districts, largely comprised of education professionals, attempt to implement a state policy

that has become a politically contentious “culture war” issue at the local level.

The Structure of California’s Education System

The structure of California’s public education system is complex, including a statewide elected
Superintendent of Public Instruction who serves as both the head of the California Department of
Education, and the Executive Officer of the State Board of Education (SBE). Eleven other members of the
SBE serve four-year terms, are appointed by the governor, and include a Board President and Vice
President. Each of California’s 58 counties has a County Office of Education which provides services to the
state’s 1,000 school districts. Each school district has its own charter and an elected board of trustees. The
district charter details rules that include the number of school board members (five or more), and laws
regarding their elections. The school board sets education policy at the district level, and hires—and can
fire—a district superintendent. The superintendent is a professional education administrator typically
with years of experience and specialized training in education administration. Superintendents answer
directly to the school board, and their responsibilities include managing the district, and hiring school

principals. Education professionals within each school include principals, vice principals, and teachers.

Important to note for this case study is that all of the elected officials in California’s public education
system, including the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, are elected via nonpartisan ballot.
However, while candidates do not announce their political party or run on a party platform, all are

partisans, and public school elections have increasingly become politically partisan events.

Why Ethnic Studies?

The Civil Rights movement of the 1960s created an interest in educating students about the histories of
those typically excluded from U.S. textbooks: Blacks, Latino/a/x/e, Native Americans, and Asian
Americans. Ethnic Studies programs, the first of which began at San Francisco State University in 1969
after a five-month student strike, spread to universities across the country over the next two decades
(Ehsanipour 2020; see Ethnic Studies podcast, below). Ethnic studies curriculum is multi-faceted. It is
described as an interdisciplinary, comparative field that focuses on the social, cultural, political, and
historical contributions of Americans from ethnic and racial minority groups that puts the history of social
movements into the context of the struggles these groups have faced; the curriculum typically explores
alternatives to dominant cultural and institutional values as a way to assert the right to full social,
political, and economic participation for people of color (Dee & Penner 2017; Hu-DeHart 1993;

Tintiangco-Cubales, Kohli, Sacramento, Henning, Agarwal-Rangnath, & Sleeter 2015).
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From the perspective of the teaching profession, bringing ethnic studies to high schools is not without
challenges. This is particularly due to a lack of education and training in the field, and is compounded by a
lack of teachers of color (Tagami 2023; Tintiangco-Cubales et al. 2015). Although White teachers can
successfully teach ethnic studies, they are less likely to have the educational background, or the personal
experiences that resonate so clearly with students of color. For those concerned about educational
outcomes, it is important to note that there is ample research confirming that ethnic studies courses are
important drivers of success for students of color on a number of measures including attendance, grades,
standardized test scores, and graduation rates (Bonilla, Dee, & Penner 2021; Cabrera, Milem, Jaquette, &
Marx 2014; Dee & Penner 2017; Sleeter 2011; Tintiangco-Cubales et al. 2015). This is particularly
important as the National Center for Education Statistics finds continuing disparities between racial
groups in terms of scores in reading and mathematics, absenteeism, Advanced Placement credits, and
high school completion. In general, Asian/Pacific Islanders tend to fare best on these measures, followed
by Whites, with Black, Latino/a/x/e, and American Indian students faring less well (National Center for

Education Statistics, 2018).

Why California?

California is considered a majority-minority state, which means no single racial/ethnic group constitutes
over 50% of the population. It is among the most diverse in the nation, with a population that is 39%
Latino/a/x/e, 35% White, 15% Asian American/Pacific Islander, 5% Black, 4% multi-racial, and 1% Native
American (Johnson, McGhee & Mejia 2023). More importantly for this case study, nearly 77% of
California children, therefore the vast majority of public school students, are not White. As noted above,
education research tells us that there are disparities in education outcomes between racial/ethnic groups,
and that ethnic studies courses have profound, positive effects, particularly for students of color. For

many educators, the benefits of ethnic studies curriculum for California students are fairly clear.

For example, in 2010, the elected members of the San Francisco Unified School District Board of
Education voted unanimously to support ethnic studies in district high schools, and a committee of social
studies teachers was tasked with creating its curriculum (Tintiangco-Cubales et al. 2015). The year-long
oth grade course they created focuses “on themes of social justice, anti-racism, stereotypes, and social
movements led by people of color from US history spanning the late eighteenth century until the 1970s”
(Bonilla, Dee, & Penner 2021, p.2). The course has been found to be particularly beneficial for
low-performing students in the district, significantly improving attendance, engagement, and graduation

rates.

As the birthplace of university Ethnic Studies programs, San Francisco was a logical, and liberal-leaning

community in which to pilot high school ethnic studies courses. As such, in more than a decade, the
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curriculum has experienced little of the political backlash that has occurred in other communities.
Perhaps most notable in this regard is the 2010 experience of Arizona’s Tucson Unified School District
(TUSD), when the state legislature passed House Bill (HB) 2281, essentially dismantling TUSD’s Mexican
American Studies (MAS) program in district high schools. Arguing that program curriculum was too
politically charged, HB 2281 forbid courses that advocated “ethnic solidarity rather than treating pupils as
individuals,” promoted “resentment toward a race or class of people,” were “designed primarily for pupils
of a particular ethnic group,” or promoted “the overthrow of the U.S. government” (Cabrera et al. 2014, p.
1085). Most dramatically, the debate over the MAS program lead to a 2011 TUSD Board of Education
meeting at which student protestors chained themselves to school board members’ chairs (see UNIDOS,
below). Although a federal court overturned HB 2281 as unconstitutional, and ethnic studies courses
continue to be offered in TUSD, the lessons of the Tucson experience are important as the political

rhetoric over ethnic studies heats up across the country (Stephenson 2021).

Political Battles and Education Policy

In California, several school districts in Orange County have been ground zero for these contentious
battles between teachers, parents, and students who support ethnic studies curriculum, and those who
fear that ethnic studies will further divide students along racial and ethnic lines. In 2021, as it became
clear that Gov. Newsom would sign AB 101, ethnic studies opponents in Orange County began to mobilize.
Debate about the curriculum lead to calls for recalling school board members in several districts, a Los
Alamitos School Board meeting that was moved on-line at the recommendation of city police who feared

violence, and at least one district voting to ban the teaching of “critical race theory” (Elattar 2021).

Many opponents of ethnic studies have argued that the curriculum is a veiled way to infuse critical race
theory (CRT) into K-12 classrooms (Elattar 2022; Elatter 2023a). CRT, they argue, is racist,
anti-American, and Marxist indoctrination. Education professionals say that this is a misunderstanding of
CRT; in 2021 the California School Boards Association released a fact sheet[1] clarifying that CRT, taught
primarily in law schools and other graduate-level courses, is a method of legal and social analysis, and is
not part of California’s ethnic studies curriculum. This has not stopped opponents from arguing against

ethnic studies by framing it as CRT in disguise.

Much of the consternation over ethnic studies is related to what is known as the “parental rights”
movement in public education. This movement is rooted in conservative social, religious, and political
concerns about the way issues such as race and sexual orientation are discussed in public schools (Walsh
2022). Fueled by school closures, mask mandates, and vaccine requirements during the Covid-19
pandemic, many parents across the country were mobilized to seek greater control over their public

schools. These were often the same parents who feel that issues of race, gender identity, and sexual
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orientation are better discussed at home, and do not belong in the classroom (Replogle 2022; Walsh
2022). Thus, the parental rights movement has blossomed since 2020, with education professionals
frequently caught in the middle. In the case of the pandemic, school policies were dictated by state and
local public health guidelines, leaving school officials little discretion over mandates. Similarly, AB 101 is
California state law, and high schools are required to offer ethnic studies courses to ensure their students

earn a high school diploma.

Placentia-Yorba Linda Unified School District

The communities of Placentia and Yorba Linda in north Orange County share a single school district of
24,000 students (Replogle 2022). While less than one-third of Placentia-Yorba Linda Unified School
District (PYLUSD) students are White, the controversy around ethnic studies became heated in 2022.
Although the PYLUSD School Board approved a Multicultural Studies elective for its high schools in 2021
on a 3-2 vote, the same board passed a resolution against CRT by the same margin in April 2022. The
board resolved that while the district “honors the experiences of all students by encouraging instruction
that explores the history, philosophy, and structures that comprise the American experience,” it would
“not allow the use of Critical Race Theory as a framework to guide such efforts” (Elsasser 2022, n.p.). In
publishing the resolution, the PYLUSD superintendent added an open letter to district families in which
he noted that CRT was not being used in the district, nor had there been plans to use it. He also noted that
the school board resolution would not lead to any curricular changes, and that teachers would “continue
to exercise professional judgment when deciding whether or not a particular issue is suitable for study or

discussion” (Elsasser 2022, n.p.).

The anti-CRT resolution raised questions about censorship, and fears that some of the district’s Advanced
Placement (AP) classes could lose their AP license, meaning the courses would not count for AP credit
(Elattar 2022). This fear is not unfounded. In response to the heated political rhetoric surrounding the
curriculum of many social studies courses, College Board, the organization that runs the AP program, sent
a letter to AP teachers across the country in April 2022 noting that if required curriculum was censored,
course AP licenses could be revoked (Najarro 2022). Further, the California State University, Fullerton
College of Education announced it would pause student-teacher placements in PYLUSD beginning in
spring 2023 due to concerns about the anti-CRT resolution. Student-teachers in the district worried that
their teaching experience was not in compliance with state standards for curriculum related to race and
cultural identities, and noted that their mentor teachers were unable to provide adequate clarity in light of

the school board resolution (CSUF News 2022; see California District, below.

None of this quelled the debate, and parental rights forces in PYLUSD fielded candidates for two school
board seats in a contentious November 2022 election (Replogle 2022). One long-time incumbent lost, and

was replaced by a very vocal parental rights supporter, the other incumbent trustee won reelection.
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Among the first board actions in 2023 was passing a policy that requires a vote of the school board before
the district can use a new book in classrooms; these decisions are typically made by a review committee at
the school or district level (Orange County Register Editorial Board 2023). This policy resulted from
concerns over classroom adoption of an autobiographical graphic novel about one woman’s experience
during the Iranian Revolution in the late 1970s (Elatter 2023b). While the board ultimately allowed the
novel to be used, the new policy has been derided by critics as potentially making even routine decisions
politically charged. The editorial board of the Orange County Register, well-known to be
conservative-leaning, called the policy “creepy,” and argued that it “will dumb down students’ reading
material by assuring educators propose only the least-controversial books—lest it set off controversy at a
board meeting. The policy encourages ideologically driven board members to grandstand” (2023, n.p.). It
seems clear that the next school board elections, in which three seats will be up for grabs, will continue to

be politically heated.

Orange Unified School District

Just south of PYLUSD sits the city of Orange, whose school board has similarly been the site of debate
over parental rights in public schools. The Orange Unified School District (OUSD) includes parts of
Anaheim, Santa Ana, and Garden Grove, and educates 277,000 children. In January 2023 during a special,
closed-session board meeting of the Orange Unified School Board (OUSB), the newly elected conservative
majority voted 4-3 to fire its superintendent and put the assistant superintendent on administrative leave.
At that same meeting, the majority voted to appoint an interim superintendent from outside the district,

and temporarily move an existing administrator into the assistant superintendent position.

These actions, coming without notice, and while district students, teachers, and both administrators were
on winter break, looked political to many people. Parents argued that the superintendent had been named
Administrator of the Year by Orange County PTAs just a few months earlier, and that these board actions

would cost the district hundreds of thousands of dollars. Within 24 hours, hundreds had signed a petition

to seek recall elections against the conservative school board majority.

The School Board president said that the board needed to act quickly to make changes desired by the new
board majority which was seeking a “parent-first” district (Kopetman 2023a). He explained that the
superintendent was fired to encourage reform and refocus the district on “academics and educating
students. We have been focusing too much on the social politics of education” (Kopetman 2023a, n.p.).
Among board concerns were how sex education, social equity, and ethnic studies were presented in

district curriculum.

In addition to complaints about the political nature of firing the superintendent, a lawsuit was threatened

against the OUSB for violating California’s Ralph M. Brown Act (Fensterwald 2023). The Brown Act is an

154



open meetings law that provides transparency to actions taken by all elected bodies in the state. In
addition to requiring 24-hour public notice of meetings, it disallows private negotiations among elected
officials, and requires that all board actions be taken during public meetings. The four members of the
OUSB majority were accused of organizing the firing and immediate hiring of an interim superintendent
via email, before the January meeting. If an elected body is found to have violated the Brown Act, its

actions can be nullified; in this case, the former OUSD superintendent could be reinstated.

Adding fuel for parents already angry with the school board, one of the first actions of the interim
superintendent of Orange Unified was to shut down the school district’s digital library app after two
parents complained about the LGBTQ-friendly content of two books in the library’s collection (Sforza
2023). Although the digital library was only suspended for a week, parent outrage grew as students lost
access to library materials, some of them in the middle of finishing assignments (Elattar 2023). A district
librarian argued that the lack of access is particularly hard on economically disadvantaged students for
whom the digital holdings are a way to level educational resource gaps. A week after reinstating the digital
library, and after five weeks on the job, the interim superintendent announced that he would be leaving
the district (Schallhorn and Kopetman 2023). Four months after firing its superintendent, the Orange
Unified School Board halted a search for a permanent replacement, noting that the Brown Act lawsuit,
and parent efforts to recall several board trustees may make it difficult to attract suitable candidates for

the job (Kopetman 2023b).

Conclusion

While it is widely recognized that it is impossible to fully separate politics from public policy, it is also
generally accepted that most implementation decisions should be as free from partisan politics as
possible, and that policy experts should be granted a level of discretion over their work (Overeem 2005;
Rosenbloom 2008). However, the reality of implementing public policy is often not so simple. Education
professionals are typically granted discretion over many decisions in public schools: they choose
textbooks, software technology, maps and globes, reference materials and library books, and design
curriculum based on their subject-matter expertise. In the case of AB 101, the state legislature and
governor created an Ethnic Studies requirement for high school students, and teaching professionals
designed a model curriculum for use in the state’s schools. However, schools do not have to use the model
curriculum, and were encouraged to add materials to meet the needs of their own diverse religious and
ethnic communities. As in creation of the state’s model curriculum, many expected that district teachers
would drive curricular decisions in their local schools. In both PYLUSD and OUSD, however, long-time
school board members were ousted in 2022 in favor of candidates who campaigned on platforms of

parental rights over professional expertise.
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On the issue of ethnic studies, this leaves education professionals, including district superintendents,
principals, and teachers, in a quandary. AB 101 is state law; schools are required to offer ethnic studies
classes beginning in the 2025-26 school year, and students will not be eligible for high school graduation
without having at least a semester of ethnic studies by May 2030. While most California school districts
are preparing teachers and curriculum to meet the legal requirements, others have elected school boards
whose intention is to fight against implementation of AB 101, perhaps even get the state legislature to
overturn the ethnic studies requirement entirely (Rossman-Benjamin 2023). It will be interesting to
watch how education professionals address their legal (and some would argue ethical) obligations to
provide a meaningful ethnic studies curriculum to California’s diverse student population, while

navigating the contested political waters of their elected school boards.

Questions to Consider

The study of public administration has long elevated the status of the professional as a way to provide
efficient and effective public service. In the case of education, teachers are trained and educated to teach
specialized subject matter, and even specific populations of students (elementary, high school, special
needs, etc...). How do the values of professional public service interact with the values of democratically

elected policymakers in public education?

Critics of the parental rights movement note that school policies have long allowed parents the right to
seek alternate assignments or books if parents find them inappropriate for their children. Are these
policies enough, or does technology like digital libraries make this an outdated way to provide parental

control over access to school resources?

In our federal system, it is not uncommon to see a higher level of government pass legislation and then
give lower levels of government discretion over specific policy decisions. We see this in AB 101, in which
elected officials at the state level left some policy decisions to locally elected school boards. Using this case

study as the example, how would you describe the pros and cons of this aspect of federalism?

In what ways does this case study affect your views on the value of ethnic studies curriculum in California
schools; i.e., are you more or less in favor, and why? In what ways does it affect your views on parental

rights in public schools; i.e., are you more or less in favor, and why?
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Podcasts & Videos

Ethnic Studies: Born in the Bay Area from History's Biggest Student Strike (July 30, 2020)
Asal Ehsanipour, KQED (21 minute listen)

UNIDOS takes over Tucson Unified School District School Board (April 26, 2011) Three

Sonorans News (14 minute video)

California district loses half of its student teachers after banning critical race theory

(November 4, 2022) Erin Burnett, CNN (4 minute video)
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Further Reading

Developing Policies to Respond to the Challenges Confronting African American and Latino Males

End of Chapter Discussions

1.

"In what ways are poverty levels measured and quantified on both a global and national scale?
Can you identify demographic groups that are particularly susceptible to poverty and explore
the social patterns and distributions of poverty among different populations? How do these
measurements and patterns inform our understanding of how to address poverty effectively?
Are the current poverty measurements tools accurate?"

"Examine the persistent issue of poverty by considering economic, social, and political factors
that contribute to it. Provide concrete examples for each type of factor and discuss how they
interact to perpetuate cycles of poverty. Furthermore, analyze the multifaceted consequences of
poverty, particularly in areas like healthcare, education, and social mobility, on individuals,
communities and societies."

"Delve into poverty alleviation strategies and policies, both on a global and local level. Evaluate
the effectiveness of various approaches in reducing poverty and enhancing the living conditions
of impoverished individuals. Can you identify any successful poverty alleviation programs or
initiatives, and what valuable lessons can we draw from them to inform our efforts in

addressing poverty on a national level and globally?"
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Chapter 4: Reconstructing &
Analyzing Arguments

Chapter Learning Outcomes

1. Understand the Structure and Components of Arguments: Equip students with the ability to
identify and reconstruct the structure of arguments, recognizing their core components such as
premises, conclusions and underlying assumptions. Develop skills to differentiate between
various types of arguments and to analyze their logical flow and coherence.

2. Develop Critical Analysis Skills: Foster critical thinking by teaching students how to critically
analyze arguments, focusing on evaluating the validity and soundness of reasoning. Encourage
the examination of evidence and the use of logic to assess argument strength, while also
considering potential biases and logical fallacies in everyday conversation.

3. Apply Argument Analysis in Sociological Contexts: Empower students to apply these skills to
real-world sociological debates and discussions, enabling them to dissect and understand
complex social issues through structured argument analysis. Encourage the application of these
techniques to a range of sociological topics, to enhance their ability to engage in informed and

critical discourse.

The following text is remixed under the CC-BY License [Textbook] Introduction to Logic and Critical Thinking- Chapter 1 | OER | By
Matthew J. Van Cleave | published by Lansing Community College | 2016 | CC BY NC SA
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4.1 Reconstructing and analyzing arguments

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Understand the premise and conclusion of an argument .
2. Describe the difference between an argument and explanation.

3. Understand what makes a valid argument.

What is an argument?

This is an introductory textbook in logic and critical thinking. Both logic and critical thinking centrally
involve the analysis and assessment of arguments. “Argument” is a word that has multiple distinct
meanings, so it is important to be clear from the start about the sense of the word that is relevant to the
study of logic. In one sense of the word, an argument is a heated exchange of differing views as in the

following:

Sally: Abortion is morally wrong and those who think otherwise are seeking to justify

murder!

Bob: Abortion is not morally wrong and those who think so are right-wing bigots who

are seeking to impose their narrow-minded views on all the rest of us!

Sally and Bob are having an argument in this exchange. That is, they are each expressing conflicting views
in a heated manner. However, that is not the sense of “argument” with which logic is concerned. Logic
concerns a different sense of the word “argument.” An argument, in this sense, is a reason for thinking

that a statement, claim or idea is true. For example:

Sally: Abortion is morally wrong because it is wrong to take the life of an innocent

human being, and a fetus is an innocent human being.

In this example Sally has given an argument against the moral permissibility of abortion. That is, she has
given us a reason for thinking that abortion is morally wrong. The conclusion of the argument is the first
four words, “abortion is morally wrong.” But whereas in the first example Sally was simply asserting that

abortion is wrong (and then trying to put down those who support it), in this example she is offering a
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reason for why abortion is wrong. We can (and should) be more precise about our definition of an
argument. But before we can do that, we need to introduce some further terminology that we will use in
our definition. As I've already noted, the conclusion of Sally’s argument is that abortion is morally wrong.
But the reason for thinking the conclusion is true is what we call the premise. So we have two parts of an
argument: the premise and the conclusion. Typically, a conclusion will be supported by two or more
premises. Both premises and conclusions are statements. A statement is a type of sentence that can be
true or false and corresponds to the grammatical category of a “declarative sentence.” For example, the

sentence,

The Nile is a river in northeastern Africa is a statement. Why? Because it makes sense to inquire whether
it is true or false. (In this case, it happens to be true.) But a sentence is still a statement even if it is false.

For example, the sentence,
The Yangtze is a river in Japan

is still a statement; it is just a false statement (the Yangtze River is in China). In contrast, none of the

following sentences are statements:
Please help yourself to more casserole
Don'’t tell your mother about the surprise
Do you like Vietnamese pho?

The reason that none of these sentences are statements is that it doesn’t make sense to ask whether those

sentences are true or false (rather, they are requests or commands, and questions, respectively).

So, to reiterate: all arguments are composed of premises and conclusions, which are both types of
statements. The premises of the argument provide a reason for thinking that the conclusion is true. And
arguments typically involve more than one premise. A standard way of capturing the structure of an
argument is by numbering the premises and conclusion. For example, recall Sally’s argument against

abortion:

Abortion is morally wrong because it is wrong to take the life of an innocent human

being, and a fetus is an innocent human being.
We could capture the structure of that argument like this:
1. It is morally wrong to take the life of an innocent human being
2. A fetus is an innocent human being

3. Therefore, abortion is morally wrong
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By convention, the last numbered statement (also denoted by the “therefore”) is the conclusion and the
earlier numbered statements are the premises. This is what we will call standard argument form. We
can now give a more precise definition of an argument. An argument is a set of statements, some of
which (the premises) attempt to provide a reason for thinking that some other statement (the conclusion)
is true. Although arguments are typically given in order to convince or persuade someone of the
conclusion, the argument itself is independent of one’s attempt to use it to convince or persuade. For
example, I have just given you this argument not in an attempt to convince you that abortion is morally
wrong, but as an illustration of what an argument is. Later on in this chapter and in this book we will learn
some techniques of evaluating arguments, but for now the goal is to learn to identify an argument,
including its premises and conclusion(s). It is important to be able to identify arguments and understand
their structure, whether or not you agree with the conclusion of the argument. In the next section I will

provide some techniques for being able to identify arguments.

Exercise 1: Which of the following sentences are statements and which are not?
1. No one understands me but you.
2. Alligators are on average larger than crocodiles.
3. Is an alligator a reptile or a mammal?
4. An alligator is either a reptile or a mammal.
5. Don’t let any reptiles into the house.
6. You may kill any reptile you see in the house.
7. East Africans are not the best distance runners.
8. Obama is not a Democrat.
9. Some humans have wings.
10. Some things with wings cannot fly.
11. Was Obama born in Kenya or Hawaii?
12. Oh no! A grizzly bear!
13. Meet me in St. Louis.
14. We met in St. Louis yesterday.

15. I do not want to meet a grizzly bear in the wild.
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4.2 Identifying arguments

The best way to identify whether an argument is present is to ask whether there is a statement that
someone is trying to establish as true by basing it on some other statement. If so, then there is an
argument present. If not, then there isn’t. Another thing that can help in identifying arguments is knowing
certain keywords or phrases that are premise indicators or conclusion indicators. For example, recall

Sally’s abortion argument:

Abortion is morally wrong because it is wrong to take the life of an innocent human being, and

a fetus is an innocent human being.

The word “because” here is a premise indicator. That is, “because” indicates that what follows is a reason

for thinking that abortion is morally wrong. Here is another example:

I know that the student plagiarized since I found the exact same sentences on a website and the

website was published more than a year before the student wrote the paper.

In this example, the word “since” is a premise indicator because what follows it is a statement that is
clearly intended to be a reason for thinking that the student plagiarized (i.e., a premise). Notice that in
these two cases, the premise indicators “because” and “since” are interchangeable: I could have used
“because” in place of “since” or “since” in the place of “because” and the meaning of the sentences would
have been the same. In addition to premise indicators, there are also conclusion indicators. Conclusion

indicators mark that what follows is the conclusion of an argument. For example,

Bob-the-arsonist has been dead for a year, so Bob-the-arsonist didn’t set the fire at the East

Lansing Starbucks last week.

In this example, the word “so” is a conclusion indicator because what follows it is a statement that
someone is trying to establish as true (i.e., a conclusion). Here is another example of a conclusion

indicator:
A poll administered by Gallup (a respected polling company) showed candidate x to be
substantially behind candidate y with only a week left before the vote, therefore candidate y will

probably not win the election.

In this example, the word “therefore” is a conclusion indicator because what follows it is a statement that

someone is trying to establish as true (i.e., a conclusion). As before, in both of these cases the conclusion
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indicators “so” and “therefore” are interchangeable: I could have used “so” in place of “therefore” or

“therefore” in the place of “so” and the meaning of the sentences would have been the same.

Table 1 contains a list of some common premise and conclusion indicators:

Premise indicators Conclusion indicators
since therefore

because )

for hence

as thus

given that implies that

seeing that consequently

for the reason that it follows that

is shown by the fact that We may conclude that

Although these words and phrases can be used to identify the premises and conclusions of arguments,
they are not failsafe methods of doing so. Just because a sentence contains them does not mean that you
are dealing with an argument. This can easily be shown by examples like these:

I have been running competitively since 1999.

I am so happy to have finally finished that class.

Although “since” can function as a premise indicator and although “so” can function as a conclusion
indicator, neither one is doing so here. This shows that you can’t simply mindlessly use occurrences of
these words in sentences to show that there is an argument being made. Rather, we have to rely on our
understanding of the English sentence in order to determine whether an argument is being made or not.
Thus, the best way to determine whether an argument is present is by asking the question: Is there a
statement that someone is trying to establish as true or explain why it is true by basing it on some other
statement? If so, then there is an argument present. If not, then there isn’t. Notice that if we apply this
method to the above examples, we will see that there is no argument present because there is no
statement that someone is trying to establish as true by basing it on some other statement. For example,
the sentence “I have been running competitively since 1999” just contains one statement, not two. But
arguments always require at least two separate statements—one premise and one conclusion, so it cannot

possibly be an argument.
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Another way of explaining why these occurrences of “so” and “since” do not indicate that an argument is
present is by noting that both premise indicators and conclusion indicators are, grammatically,
conjunctions. A grammatical conjunction is a word that connects two separate statements. So, if a word or
term is truly being used as a premise or conclusion indicator, it must connect two separate statements.
Thus, if “since” were really functioning as a premise indicator in the above example then what followed it
would be a statement. But “1999” is not a statement at all. Likewise, in the second example “so” is not
being used as a conclusion indicator because it is not conjoining two separate statements. Rather, it is
being used to modify the extent of “happy.” In contrast, if I were to say “Tom was sleeping, so he couldn’t
have answered the phone,” then “so” is being used as a conclusion indicator. In this case, there are clearly
two separate statements (“Tom was sleeping” and “Tom couldn’t have answered the phone”) and one is

being used as the basis for thinking that the other is true.

If there is any doubt about whether a word is truly a premise/conclusion indicator or not, you can use the
substitution test. Simply substitute another word or phrase from the list of premise indicators or
conclusion indicators and see if the resulting sentence still makes sense. If it does, then you are probably
dealing with an argument. If it doesn’t, then you probably aren’t. For example, we can substitute “it

follows that” for “so” in the Bob-the-arsonist example:

Bob-the-arsonist has been dead for a year, it follows that Bob-the-arsonist didn't set the fire at the East

Lansing Starbucks last week.

However, we cannot substitute “because” for “so” in the so-happy-I-finished-that-class example:

I am because happy to have finally finished that class.

Obviously, in the latter case the substitution of one conclusion indicator for another makes the sentence
meaningless, which means that the “so” that occurred originally wasn’t functioning as a conclusion

indicator.

Exercise 2: Which of the following are arguments? If it is an argument, identify the conclusion of the
argument.

1. The woman in the hat is not a witch since witches have long noses and she doesn’t have a long nose.
2. I have been wrangling cattle since before you were old enough to tie your own shoes.

3. Albert is angry with me so he probably won’t be willing to help me wash the dishes.

4. First I washed the dishes and then I dried them.

5. If the road wasn’t icy, the car wouldn’t have slid off the turn.

6. Albert isn’t a fireman and he isn’t a fisherman either.
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7. Are you seeing that rhinoceros over there? It is huge!

8. The fact that obesity has become a problem in the U.S. is shown by the fact that obesity rates have risen
significantly over the past four decades.

9. Bob showed me a graph with the rising obesity rates and I was very surprised to see how much they’'ve
risen.

10.Albert isn’t a fireman because Albert is a Greyhound, which is a kind of dog, and dogs can’t be firemen.
11.Charlie and Violet are dogs and since dogs don’t sweat, it is obvious that Charlie and Violet don’t sweat.
12.The reason I forgot to lock the door is that I was distracted by the clown riding a unicycle down our
street while singing Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Simple Man.”

13.What Bob told you is not the real reason that he missed his plane to Denver.

14.Samsung stole some of Apple’s patents for their smartphones, so Apple stole some of Samsung’s
patents back in retaliation.

15.No one who has ever gotten frostbite while climbing K2 has survived to tell about it, therefore no one

ever will.

4.3 Arguments vs. explanations

So far I have defined arguments in terms of premises and conclusions, where the premises are supposed
to provide a reason (support, evidence) for accepting the conclusion. Many times the goal of giving an
argument is simply to establish that the conclusion is true. For example, when I am trying to convince
someone that obesity rates are rising in the U.S. I may cite evidence such as studies from the Center for
Disease Control (CDC) and the National Institute of Health (NIH). The studies I cite would function as

premises for the conclusion that obesity rates are rising. For example:

We know that obesity is on the rise in the U.S. because multiple studies carried out by the CDC

and NIH have consistently shown a rise in obesity over the last four decades.

We could put this simple argument into standard form like this:
1. Multiple studies by the CDC and NIH have consistently shown a rise in obesity over the last
four decades.

2. Therefore, obesity is on the rise in the U.S.

The standard form argument clearly distinguishes the premise from the conclusion and shows how the
conclusion is supposed to be supported by the evidence offered in the premise. Again, the goal of this
simple argument would be to convince someone that the conclusion is true. However, sometimes we

already know that a statement or claim is true and we are trying to establish why it is true rather than that
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it is true. An argument that attempts to show why its conclusion is true is an explanation. Contrast the

previous example with the following;:

The reason that the rate of obesity is on the rise in the U.S. is that the foods we most often consume over
the past four decades have increasingly contained high levels of sugar and low levels of dietary fiber. Since
eating foods high in sugar and low in fiber triggers the insulin system to start storing those calories as fat,
it follows that people who consume foods high in sugar and low in fiber will tend to store more of the

calories consumed as fat.

This passage gives an explanation for why obesity is on the rise in the U.S. Unlike the earlier example,
here it is taken for granted that obesity is on the rise in the U.S. That is the claim whose truth we are
trying to explain. We can put the obesity explanation into standard form just like any other argument. In
order to do this, I will make some paraphrases of the premises and conclusion of the argument (for more

on how to do this, see section below).

1. Over the past four decades, Americans have increasingly consumed foods high in sugar and low
in fiber.

2. Consuming foods high in sugar and low in fat triggers the insulin system to start storing those
calories as fat.

3. When people store more calories as fat, they tend to become obese.

4. Therefore, the rate of obesity is on the rise in the U.S.

Notice that in this explanation the premises (1-3) attempt to give a reason for why the conclusion is true,
rather than a reason for thinking that the conclusion is true. That is, in an explanation we assume that
what we are trying to explain (i.e., the conclusion) is true. In this case, the premises are supposed to show
why we should expect or predict that the conclusion is true. Explanations often give us an understanding
of why the conclusion is true. We can think of explanations as a type of argument, we just have to
distinguish two different types of argument: those that attempt to establish that their conclusion is true

(arguments), and those that attempt to establish why their conclusion is true (explanations).

Exercise 3: Which of the following is an explanation and which is an argument? Identify the main
conclusion of each argument or explanation. (Remember if the premise(s) seems to be establishing that
the conclusion is true, it is an argument, but if the premise(s) seems to be establishing why the conclusion

is true, it is an explanation.)
1. Wanda rode the bus today because her car was in the shop.

2. Since Wanda doesn’t have enough money in her bank account, she has not yet picked up her

car from the shop.
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3. Either Bob or Henry rode the bus to work today. But it wasn’t Henry because I saw him riding
his bike to work. Therefore, it was Bob.

4. It can’t be snowing right now since it only snows when it is 32 degrees or below and right now it
is 40 degrees.

5. The reason some people with schizophrenia hear voices in their head is that the cognitive
mechanism that monitors their own self-talk is malfunctioning and they attribute their own
self-talk to some external source.

6. Fracking should be allowed because, although it does involve some environmental risk, it
reduces our dependence on foreign oil and there is much greater harm to the environment due to
foreign oil drilling than there is due to fracking.

7. Wanda could not have ridden the bus today because today is a citywide holiday and the bus
service is not operating.

8. The Tigers lost their star pitcher due to injury over the weekend, therefore the Tigers will not
win their game against the Pirates.

9. No one living in Pompeii could have escaped before the lava from Mt. Vesuvius hit. The reason
is simple: the lava was flowing too fast and there was nowhere to go to escape it in time.

10.The reason people’s allergies worsen when they move to Cincinnati is that the pollen count in

Cincinnati is higher than almost anywhere else in the surrounding area.

4.4 More complex argument structures

So far we have seen that an argument consists of a premise (typically more than one) and a conclusion.
However, very often arguments and explanations have a more complex structure than just a few premises

that directly support the conclusion. For example, consider the following argument:

No one living in Pompeii could have survived the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. The reason is simple: the lava
was flowing too fast and there was nowhere to go to escape it in time. Therefore, this account of the
eruption, which claims to have been written by an eyewitness living in Pompeii, was not actually written

by an eyewitness.

The main conclusion of this argument—the statement that depends on other statements as evidence
but doesn’t itself provide any evidence for any other statement—is:

A. This account of the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius was not actually written by an eyewitness.

However, the argument’s structure is more complex than simply having a couple of premises that provide
evidence directly for the conclusion. Rather, some statement provides evidence directly for the main
conclusion, but that statement itself is supported by another statement. To determine the structure of an
argument, we must determine which statements support which. We can use our premise and conclusion

indicators to help with this. For example, the passage contains the phrase, “the reason is...” which is a
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premise indicator, and it also contains the conclusion indicator, “therefore.” That conclusion indicator
helps us to identify the main conclusion, but the more important thing to see is that statement A does not
itself provide evidence or support for any of the other statements in the argument, which is the clearest
reason why statement A is the main conclusion of the argument. The next question we must answer is:

which statement most directly supports A? What most directly supports A is:
B. No one living in Pompeii could have survived the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius.
However, there is also a reason offered in support of B. That reason is that:

C. The lava from Mt. Vesuvius was flowing too fast and there was nowhere for someone living in Pompeii

to go in order to escape it in time.

So the main conclusion (A) is directly supported by B, and B is supported by C. Since B acts as a premise
for the main conclusion but is also itself the conclusion of further premises, we refer to B as an
intermediate conclusion. The important thing to recognize here is that one and the same statement can
act as both a premise and a conclusion. Statement B is a premise that supports the main conclusion (A),
but it is also itself a conclusion that follows from C. Here is how we would put this complex argument into

standard form (using numbers this time, as we always do when putting an argument into standard form):

1. The lava from Mt. Vesuvius was flowing too fast and there was nowhere for someone living in Pompeii
to go in order to escape it in time.

2. Therefore, no one living in Pompeii could have survived the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. (from 1)

3. Therefore, this account of the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius was not actually written by an eyewitness. (from
2) Notice that at the end of statement 2 I have written in parentheses “from 1” (and likewise at the end of
statement 3 I have written “from 2”). This is a shorthand way of saying: “this statement follows from
statement 1.” We will use this convention as a way of keeping track of the structure of the argument. It

may also help to think about the structure of an argument spatially, as figure 1 shows:

®

L

@ Intermediate conclusion

L

@ Main conclusiaon
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The main argument here (from 2 to 3) contains a subargument, in this case the argument from 1 to 2. In
general, the main argument is simply the argument whose premises directly support the main conclusion,
whereas a subargument is an argument that provides indirect support for the main conclusion by
supporting one of the premises of the main argument. You can always add further subarguments to the

overall structure of an argument by providing evidence that supports one of the unsupported premises.

Another type of structure that arguments can have is when two or more premises provide direct but
independent support for the conclusion. Here is an example of an argument with that structure: I know
that Wanda rode her bike to work today because when she arrived at work she had her right pant leg
rolled up (which cyclists do in order to keep their pants legs from getting caught in the chain). Moreover,

our coworker, Bob, who works in accounting, saw her riding towards work at 7:45 am.

The conclusion of this argument is “Wanda rode her bike to work today” and there are two premises that
provide independent support for it: the fact that Wanda had her pant leg cuffed and the fact that Bob saw
her riding her bike. Here is the argument in standard form:

1. Wanda arrived at work with her right pant leg rolled up.

2. Cyclists often roll up their right pant leg.

3. Bob saw Wanda riding her bike towards work at 7:45.

4. Therefore, Wanda rode her bike to work today. (from 1-2, 3 independently)

Again, notice that next to statement 4 of the argument I have written the premises from which that
conclusion follows. In this case, in order to avoid any ambiguity, I have noted that the support for the
conclusion comes independently from statements 1 and 2, on the one hand, and from statement 3, on the
other hand. It is important to point out that an argument or subargument can be supported by one or
more premises. We see this in the present argument since the conclusion (4) is supported jointly by 1 and

2, and singly by 3. As before, we can represent the structure of this argument spatially, as figure 2 shows:

/
@ Main concluskon
There are endless different argument structures that can be generated from these few simple patterns. At

this point, it is important to understand that arguments can have these different structures and that some

arguments will be longer and more complex than others. Determining the structure of very complex
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arguments is a skill that takes some time to master. Even so, it may help to remember that any argument

structure ultimately traces back to some combination of these.

Exercise 4: Write the following arguments in standard form and show how the argument is structured

using a diagram like the ones I have used in this section.

1. There is nothing wrong with prostitution because there is nothing wrong with consensual sexual and
economic interactions between adults. Moreover, since there’s no difference between a man who goes on a
blind date with a woman, buys her dinner and then has sex with her and a man who simply pays a woman

for sex, that is another reason for why there is nothing wrong with prostitution.

2. Prostitution is wrong because it involves women who have typically been sexually abused as children.
We know that most of these women have been abused from multiple surveys done with women who have

worked in prostitution and that show a high percentage of self-reported sexual abuse as children.

3. There was someone in this cabin recently because there was warm water in the tea kettle and because
there was wood still smoldering in the fireplace. But the person couldn’t have been Tim because Tim has

been with me the whole time. Therefore, there must be someone else in these woods.

4. It is possible to be blind and yet run in the Olympic Games since Marla Runyan did it at the 2000
Sydney Olympics.

5. The train was late because it had to take a longer, alternate route since the bridge was out.

6. Israel is not safe if Iran gets nuclear missiles since Iran has threatened multiple times to destroy Israel
and if Iran had nuclear missiles it would be able to carry out this threat. Moreover, since Iran has been
developing enriched uranium, they have the key component needed for nuclear weapons—every other

part of the process of building a nuclear weapon is simple compared to that. Therefore, Israel is not safe.

7. Since all professional hockey players are missing front teeth and Martin is a professional hockey player,
it follows that Martin is missing front teeth. And since almost all professional athletes who are missing
their front teeth have false teeth, it follows that Martin probably has false teeth.

8. Anyone who eats the crab rangoon at China Food restaurant will probably have stomach troubles
afterward. It has happened to me every time, which is why it will probably happen to other people as well.
Since Bob ate the crab rangoon at China Food restaurant, he will probably have stomach troubles

afterward.
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9. Albert and Caroline like to go for runs in the afternoon in Hyde Park. Since Albert never runs alone, we
know that any time Albert is running, Caroline is running too. But since Albert looks like he has just run

(since he is panting hard), it follows that Caroline must have ran too.

10.Just because Jeremy’s prints were on the gun that killed Tim and the gun was registered to Jeremy, it
doesn’t follow that Jeremy killed Tim since Jeremy’s prints would certainly be on his own gun and

someone else could have stolen Jeremy’s gun and used it to kill Tim.

4.5 Using your own paraphrases of premises and
conclusions to reconstruct arguments in standard form

Although sometimes we can just lift the premises and conclusion verbatim from the argument, we cannot
always do this. Paraphrases of premises or conclusions are sometimes needed in order to make the
standard form argument as clear as possible. A paraphrase is the use of different words to capture the
same idea in a clearer way. There will always be multiple ways of paraphrasing premises and conclusions
and this means that there will never be just one way of putting an argument into standard form. In order
to paraphrase well, you will have to rely on your understanding of English to come up with what you think
is the best way of capturing the essence of the argument. Again, typically there is no single right way to do
this, although there are certainly better and worse ways of doing it. For example, consider the following
argument:

Just because Jeremy’s prints were on the gun that killed Tim and the gun was registered to
Jeremy, it doesn't follow that Jeremy killed Tim since Jeremy’s prints would certainly be on his own gun

and someone else could have stolen Jeremy’s gun and used it to kill Tim

What is the conclusion of this argument? (Think about it before reading on.) Here is one way of
paraphrasing the conclusion:
The fact that Jeremy’s prints were on the gun that killed Tim and the gun was registered to

Jeremy doesn’t mean that Jeremy killed Tim.

This statement seems to capture the essence of the main conclusion in the above argument. The premises
of the argument would be:
1. Jeremy’s prints would be expected to be on a gun that was registered to him

2. Someone could have stolen Jeremy’s gun and then used it to kill Tim

Notice that while I have paraphrased the first premise, I have left the second premise almost exactly as it
appeared in the original paragraph. As I've said, paraphrases are needed in order to try to make the
standard form argument as clear as possible and this is what I've tried to do in capturing premise 1 as well

as the conclusion of this argument. So here is the reconstructed argument in standard form:
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1. Jeremy’s prints would be expected to be on a gun that was registered to him
2. Someone could have stolen Jeremy’s gun and then used it to kill Tim
3. Therefore, the fact that Jeremy’s prints were on the gun that killed Tim and the gun was registered to

Jeremy doesn’t mean that Jeremy killed Tim. (from 1-2)

However, as I have just noted, there is more than one way of paraphrasing the premises and conclusion of
the argument. To illustrate this, I will give a second way that one could accurately capture this argument

in standard form. Here is another way of expressing the conclusion:

We do not know that Jeremy killed Tim.

That is clearly what the above argument is trying to ultimately establish and it is a much simpler (in some
ways) conclusion than my first way of paraphrasing the conclusion. However, it also takes more liberties
in interpreting the argument than my original paraphrase. For example, in the original argument there is
no occurrence of the word “know.” That is something that I am introducing in my own paraphrase. That is
a totally legitimate thing to do, as long as introducing new terminology helps us to clearly express the
essence of the premise or conclusion that we’re trying to paraphrase.1 Since my second paraphrase of the
conclusion differs from my first paraphrase, you can expect that my premises will differ also. So how shall
I paraphrase the premises that support this conclusion? Here is another way of paraphrasing the premises

and putting the argument into standard form:

1. Tim was killed by a gun that was registered to Jeremy and had Jeremy’s prints on it.
2. It is possible that Jeremy’s gun was stolen from him.
3. If Jeremy’s gun was stolen from him, then Jeremy could not have killed Tim.

4. Therefore, we do not know that Jeremy killed Tim. (from 1-3)

Notice that this standard form argument has more premises than my first reconstruction of the standard
form argument (which consisted of only three statements). I have taken quite a few liberties in
interpreting and paraphrasing this argument, but what I have tried to do is to get down to the most
essential logic of the original argument. The paraphrases of the premises I have used are quite different
from the wording that occurs in the original paragraph. I have introduced phrases such as “it is possible
that” as well as conditional statements (if...then statements), such as premise 3. Nonetheless, this
reconstruction seems to get at the essence of the logic of the original argument. As long as your
paraphrases help you to do that, they are good paraphrases. Being able to reconstruct arguments like this
takes many years of practice in order to do it well, and much of the material that we will learn later in the
text will help you to better understand how to capture an argument in standard form, but for now it is

important to recognize that there is never only one way of correctly capturing the standard form of an
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argument. And the reason for this is that there are multiple, equally good, ways of paraphrasing the

premises and conclusion of an argument.

[*How do we know that a paraphrase is accurate? Unfortunately, there is no simple way to answer this question.
The only answer is that you must rely on your mastery and understanding of English in order to determine for
yourself whether the paraphrase is a good one or not. This is one of those kinds of skills that is difficult to teach,

apart from just improving one’s mastery of the English language.]

4.6 Validity

So far we have discussed what arguments are and how to determine their structure, including how to
reconstruct arguments in standard form. But we have not yet discussed what makes an argument good or
bad. The central concept that you will learn in logic is the concept of validity. Validity relates to how well
the premises support the conclusion, and it is the golden standard that every argument should aim for. A
valid argument is an argument whose conclusion cannot possibly be false, assuming that the premises are
true. Another way of putting this is as a conditional statement: A valid argument is an argument in which
if the premises are true, the conclusion must be true. Here is an example of a valid argument:

1. Violet is a dog

2. Therefore, Violet is a mammal (from 1)

You might wonder whether it is true that Violet is a dog (maybe she’s a lizard or a buffalo—we have no
way of knowing from the information given). But, for the purposes of validity, it doesn’t matter whether
premise 1 is actually true or false. All that matters for validity is whether the conclusion follows from the
premise. And we can see that the conclusion, Violet is a mammal, does seem to follow from the premise,
Violet is a dog. That is, given the truth of the premise, the conclusion has to be true. This argument is
clearly valid since if we assume that “Violet is a dog” is true, then, since all dogs are mammals, it follows
that “Violet is a mammal” must also be true. As we've just seen, whether or not an argument is valid has
nothing to do with whether the premises of the argument are actually true or not. We can illustrate this
with another example, where the premises are clearly false:

1. Everyone born in France can speak French

2. Barack Obama was born in France

3. Therefore, Barack Obama can speak French (from 1-2)

This is a valid argument. Why? Because when we assume the truth of the premises (everyone born in
France can speak French, Barack Obama was born in France) the conclusion (Barack Obama can speak
French) must be true. Notice that this is so even though none of these statements is actually true. Not
everyone born in France can speak French (think about people who were born there but then moved

somewhere else where they didn’t speak French and never learned it) and Obama was not born in France,
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but it is also false that Obama can speak French. So we have a valid argument even though neither the
premises nor the conclusion is actually true. That may sound strange, but if you understand the concept of
validity, it is not strange at all. Remember: validity describes the relationship between the premises and
conclusion, and it means that the premises imply the conclusion, whether or not that conclusion is true.
In order to better understand the concept of validity, let’s look at an example of an invalid argument:

1. George was President of the United States

2. Therefore, George was elected President of the United States (from 1)

This argument is invalid because it is possible for the premise to be true and yet the conclusion false.
Here is a counterexample to the argument. Gerald Ford was President of the United States but he was
never elected president, since Ford Replaced Richard Nixon when Nixon resigned in the wake of the
Watergate scandal.2 So it doesn’t follow that just because someone is President of the United States that
they were elected President of the United States. In other words, it is possible for the premise of the
argument to be true and yet the conclusion false. And this means that the argument is invalid. If an
argument is invalid it will always be possible to construct a counterexample to show that it is invalid (as I
have done with the Gerald Ford scenario). A counterexample is simply a description of a scenario in
which the premises of the argument are all true while the conclusion of the argument is false. If you can

construct a counterexample to an argument, the argument is invalid.

In order to determine whether an argument is valid or invalid we can use what I'll call the informal test
of validity. To apply the informal test of validity ask yourself whether you can imagine a world in which
all the premises are true and yet the conclusion is false. If you can imagine such a world, then the
argument is invalid. If you cannot imagine such a world, then the argument is valid. Notice: it is possible
to imagine a world where the premises are true even if the premises aren’t, as a matter of actual fact, true.
This is why it doesn’t matter for validity whether the premises (or conclusion) of the argument are actually
true. It will help to better understand the concept of validity by applying the informal test of validity to
some sample arguments.
[* As it happens, Ford wasn’t elected Vice President either since he was confirmed by the Senate, under
the twenty fifth amendment, after Spiro Agnew resigned. So Ford wasn’t ever elected by the Electoral
College—as either Vice President or President.]

1. Joan jumped out of an airplane without a parachute

2. Therefore, Joan fell to her death (from 1)

To apply the informal test of validity we have to ask whether it is possible to imagine a scenario in which
the premise is true and yet the conclusion is false (if so, the argument is invalid). So, can we imagine a
world in which someone jumped out of an airplane without a parachute and yet did not fall to her death?
(Think about it carefully before reading on.) As we will see, applying the informal test of validity takes

some creativity, but it seems clearly possible that Joan could jump out of an airplane without a parachute
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and not die—she could be perfectly fine, in fact. All we have to imagine is that the airplane was not
operating and in fact was on the ground when Joan jumped out of it. If that were the case, it would be a)
true that Joan jumped out of an airplane without a parachute and yet b) false that Joan fell to her death.
Thus, since it is possible to imagine a scenario in which the premise is true and yet the conclusion is false,
the argument is invalid. Let’s slightly change the argument, this time making it clear that the plane is
flying:

1. Joan jumped out of an airplane traveling 300 mph at a height of 10,000 ft without a parachute

2. Joan fell to her death (from 1)

Is this argument valid? You might think so since you might think that anyone who did such a thing would
surely die. But is it possible to not die in the scenario described by the premise? If you think about it,
you’ll realize that there are lots of ways someone could survive. For example, maybe someone else who
was wearing a parachute jumped out of the plane after them, caught them and attached the parachute-less
person to them, and then pulled the ripcord and they both landed on the ground safe and sound. Or
maybe Joan was performing a stunt and landed in a giant net that had been set up for that purpose. Or
maybe she was just one of those people who, although they did fall to the ground, happened to survive (it
has happened before). All of these scenarios are consistent with the information in the first premise being
true and also consistent with the conclusion being false. Thus, again, any of these counterexamples show
that this argument is invalid. Notice that it is also possible that the scenario described in the premises
ends with Joan falling to her death. But that doesn’t matter because all we want to know is whether it is
possible that she doesn’t. And if it is possible, what we have shown is that the conclusion does not logically
follow from the premise alone. That is, the conclusion doesn’t have to be true, even if we grant that the

premise is. And that means that the argument is not valid (i.e., it is invalid).

Let’s switch examples and consider a different argument.
1. A person can be President of the United States only if they were born in the United States.
2. Obama is President of the United States.
3. Kenya is not in the United States.

4. Therefore, Obama was not born in Kenya (from 1-3)

In order to apply the informal test of validity, we have to ask whether we can imagine a scenario in which
the premises are both true and yet the conclusion is false. So, we have to imagine a scenario in which
premises 1, 2, and 3 are true and yet the conclusion (“Obama was not born in Kenya”) is false. Can you
imagine such a scenario? You cannot. The reason is that if you are imagining that it is a) true that a person
can be President of the United States only if they were born in the United States, b) true that Obama is
president and c) true that Kenya is not in the U.S., then it must be true that Obama was not born in
Kenya. Thus we know that on the assumption of the truth of the premises, the conclusion must be true.

And that means the argument is valid. In this example, however, premises 1, 2, and 3 are not only

178



assumed to be true but are actually true. However, as we have already seen, the validity of an argument
does not depend on its premises actually being true. Here is another example of a valid argument to
illustrate that point.

1. A person can be President of the United States only if they were born in Kenya

2. Obama is President of the United States

3. Therefore, Obama was born in Kenya (from 1-2)

Clearly, the first premise of this argument is false. But if we were to imagine a scenario in which it is true
and in which premise 2 is also true, then the conclusion (“Obama was born in Kenya”) must be true. And
this means that the argument is valid. We cannot imagine a scenario in which the premises of the
argument are true and yet the conclusion is false. The important point to recognize here—a point I've been
trying to reiterate throughout this section—is that the validity of the argument does not depend on
whether or not the premises (or conclusion) are actually true. Rather, validity depends only on the logical
relationship between the premises and the conclusion. The actual truth of the premises is, of course,
important to the quality of the argument, since if the premises of the argument are false, then the
argument doesn’t provide any reason for accepting the conclusion. In the next section we will address this

topic.

Exercise 5: Determine whether or not the following arguments are valid by using the informal test of
validity. If the argument is invalid, provide a counterexample.

1. Katie is a human being. Therefore, Katie is smarter than a chimpanzee.

2. Bob is a fireman. Therefore, Bob has put out fires.

3. Gerald is a mathematics professor. Therefore, Gerald knows how to teach mathematics.

4. Monica is a French teacher. Therefore, Monica knows how to teach French.

5. Bob is taller than Susan. Susan is taller than Frankie. Therefore, Bob is taller than Frankie.

6. Craig loves Linda. Linda loves Monique. Therefore, Craig loves Monique.

7. Orel Hershizer is a Christian. Therefore, Orel Hershizer communicates with God.

8. All Muslims pray to Allah. Muhammad is a Muslim. Therefore, Muhammad prays to Allah.

9. Some protozoa are predators. No protozoa are animals. Therefore, some predators are not animals.
10.Charlie only barks when he hears a burglar outside. Charlie is barking. Therefore, there must be a

burglar outside.

4.7 Soundness

A good argument is not only valid, but also sound. Soundness is defined in terms of validity, so since we
have already defined validity, we can now rely on it to define soundness. A sound argument is a valid
argument that has all true premises. That means that the conclusion of a sound argument will always be
true. Why? Because if an argument is valid, the premises transmit truth to the conclusion on the

assumption of the truth of the premises. But if the premises are actually true, as they are in a sound
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argument, then since all sound arguments are valid, we know that the conclusion of a sound argument is
true. Compare the last two Obama examples from the previous section. While the first argument was
sound, the second argument was not sound, although it was valid. The relationship between soundness
and validity is easy to specify: all sound arguments are valid arguments, but not all valid arguments are

sound arguments.

Although soundness is what any argument should aim for, we will not be talking much about soundness in
this book. The reason for this is that the only difference between a valid argument and a sound argument
is that a sound argument has all true premises. But how do we determine whether the premises of an
argument are actually true? Well, there are lots of ways to do that, including using Google to look up an
answer, studying the relevant subjects in school, consulting experts on the relevant topics, and so on. But
none of these activities have anything to do with logic, per se. The relevant disciplines to consult if you
want to know whether a particular statement is true is almost never logic! For example, logic has nothing
to say regarding whether or not protozoa are animals or whether there are predators that aren’t in the
animal kingdom. In order to learn whether those statements are true, we’d have to consult biology, not
logic. Since this is a logic textbook, however, it is best to leave the question of what is empirically true or
false to the relevant disciplines that study those topics. And that is why the issue of soundness, while

crucial for any good argument, is outside the purview of logic.

4.8 Deductive vs. Inductive arguments

The concepts of validity and soundness that we have introduced apply only to the class of what are called
“deductive arguments”. A deductive argument is an argument whose conclusion is supposed to follow
from its premises with absolute certainty, thus leaving no possibility that the conclusion doesn’t follow
from the premises. For a deductive argument to fail to do this is for it to fail as a deductive argument. In
contrast, an inductive argument is an argument whose conclusion is supposed to follow from its premises
with a high level of probability, which means that although it is possible that the conclusion doesn’t follow
from its premises, it is unlikely that this is the case. Here is an example of an inductive argument:

Tweets is a healthy, normally functioning bird and since most healthy, normally functioning

birds fly, Tweets probably flies.

Notice that the conclusion, Tweets probably flies, contains the word “probably.” This is a clear indicator
that the argument is supposed to be inductive, not deductive. Here is the argument in standard form:

1. Tweets is a healthy, normally functioning bird

2. Most healthy, normally functioning birds fly

3. Therefore, Tweets probably flies

Given the information provided by the premises, the conclusion does seem to be well supported. That is,

the premises do give us a strong reason for accepting the conclusion. This is true even though we can
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imagine a scenario in which the premises are true and yet the conclusion is false. For example, suppose
that we added the following premise:

Tweets is 6 ft tall and can run 30 mph.

Were we to add that premise, the conclusion would no longer be supported by the premises, since any bird
that is 6 ft tall and can run 30 mph, is not a kind of bird that can fly. That information leads us to believe
that Tweets is an ostrich or emu, which are not kinds of birds that can fly. As this example shows,
inductive arguments are defeasible arguments since by adding further information or premises to the
argument, we can overturn (defeat) the verdict that the conclusion is well-supported by the premises.
Inductive arguments whose premises give us a strong, even if defeasible, reason for accepting the
conclusion are called, unsurprisingly, strong inductive arguments. In contrast, an inductive argument that

does not provide a strong reason for accepting the conclusion are called weak inductive arguments.

Whereas strong inductive arguments are defeasible, valid deductive arguments aren’t. Suppose that
instead of saying that most birds fly, premise 2 said that all birds fly.

1. Tweets is a healthy, normally functioning bird.

2. All healthy, normally functioning birds can fly.

3. Therefore, Tweets can fly.

This is a valid argument and since it is a valid argument, there are no further premises that we could add
that could overturn the argument’s validity. (True, premise 2 is false, but as we’ve seen that is irrelevant to
determining whether an argument is valid.) Even if we were to add the premise that Tweets is 6 ft tall and
can run 30 mph, it doesn’t overturn the validity of the argument. As soon as we use the universal
generalization, “all healthy, normally functioning birds can fly,” then when we assume that premise is
true and add that Tweets is a healthy, normally functioning bird, it has to follow from those premises that
Tweets can fly. This is true even if we add that Tweets is 6 ft tall because then what we have to imagine (in
applying our informal test of validity) is a world in which all birds, including those that are 6 ft tall and

can run 30 mph, can fly.

Although inductive arguments are an important class of argument that are commonly used every day in
many contexts, logic texts tend not to spend as much time with them since we have no agreed upon
standard of evaluating them. In contrast, there is an agreed upon standard of evaluation of deductive
arguments. We have already seen what that is; it is the concept of validity. In chapter 2 we will learn some
precise, formal methods of evaluating deductive arguments. There are no such agreed upon formal
methods of evaluation for inductive arguments. This is an area of ongoing research in philosophy. In

chapter 3 we will revisit inductive arguments and consider some ways to evaluate inductive arguments.
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4.9 Arguments with missing premises

Quite often, an argument will not explicitly state a premise that we can see is needed in order for the
argument to be valid. In such a case, we can supply the premise(s) needed in order so make the argument
valid. Making missing premises explicit is a central part of reconstructing arguments in standard form.
We have already dealt in part with this in the section on paraphrasing, but now that we have introduced
the concept of validity, we have a useful tool for knowing when to supply missing premises in our
reconstruction of an argument. In some cases, the missing premise will be fairly obvious, as in the

following:

Gary is a convicted sex-offender, so Gary is not allowed to work with children.

The premise and conclusion of this argument are straightforward:
1. Gary is a convicted sex-offender

2. Therefore, Gary is not allowed to work with children (from 1)

However, as stated, the argument is invalid. (Before reading on, see if you can provide a counterexample
for this argument. That is, come up with an imaginary scenario in which the premise is true and yet the
conclusion is false.) Here is just one counterexample (there could be many): Gary is a convicted
sex-offender but the country in which he lives does not restrict convicted sex-offenders from working with
children. I don’t know whether there are any such countries, although I suspect there are (and it doesn’t
matter for the purpose of validity whether there are or aren’t). In any case, it seems clear that this
argument is relying upon a premise that isn’t explicitly stated. We can and should state that premise
explicitly in our reconstruction of the standard form argument. But what is the argument’s missing
premise? The obvious one is that no sexoffenders are allowed to work with children, but we could also use
a weaker statement like this one:

Where Gary lives, no convicted sex-offenders are allowed to work with children.

It should be obvious why this is a “weaker” statement. It is weaker because it is not so universal in scope,
which means that it is easier for the statement to be made true. By relativizing the statement that
sex-offenders are not allowed to work with children to the place where Gary lives, we leave open the
possibility that other places in the world don’t have this same restriction. So even if there are other places
in the world where convicted sex-offenders are allowed to work with children, our statements could still
be true since in this place (the place where Gary lives) they aren’t. (For more on strong and weak
statements, see section 1.10). So here is the argument in standard form:

1. Gary is a convicted sex-offender.

2. Where Gary lives, no convicted sex-offenders are allowed to work with children.

3. Therefore, Gary is not allowed to work with children. (from 1-2)
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This argument is now valid: there is no way for the conclusion to be false, assuming the truth of the
premises. This was a fairly simple example where the missing premise needed to make the argument valid
was relatively easy to see. As we can see from this example, a missing premise is a premise that the
argument needs in order to be as strong as possible. Typically, this means supplying the statement(s) that
are needed to make the argument valid. But in addition to making the argument valid, we want to make
the argument plausible. This is called “the principle of charity.” The principle of charity states that when
reconstructing an argument, you should try to make that argument (whether inductive or deductive) as
strong as possible. When it comes to supplying missing premises, this means supplying the most plausible
premises needed in order to make the argument either valid (for deductive arguments) or inductively

strong (for inductive arguments).

Although in the last example figuring out the missing premise was relatively easy to do, it is not always so
easy. Here is an argument whose missing premises are not as easy to determine:
Since children who are raised by gay couples often have psychological and emotional problems,

the state should discourage gay couples from raising children.

The conclusion of this argument, that the state should not allow gay marriage, is apparently supported by
a single premise, which should be recognizable from the occurrence of the premise indicator, “since.”
Thus, our initial reconstruction of the standard form argument looks like this:

1. Children who are raised by gay couples often have psychological and emotional problems.

2. Therefore, the state should discourage gay couples from raising children.

However, as it stands, this argument is invalid because it depends on certain missing premises. The
conclusion of this argument is a normative statement— a statement about whether something ought to
be true, relative to some standard of evaluation. Normative statements can be contrasted with
descriptive statements, which are simply factual claims about what is true. For example, “Russia does
not allow gay couples to raise children” is a descriptive statement. That is, it is simply a claim about what
is in fact the case in Russia today. In contrast, “Russia should not allow gay couples to raise children” is a
normative statement since it is not a claim about what is true, but what ought to be true, relative to some
standard of evaluation (for example, a moral or legal standard). An important idea within philosophy,
which is often traced back to the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776), is that statements about
what ought to be the case (i.e., normative statements) can never be derived from statements about what is
the case (i.e., descriptive statements). This is known within philosophy as the is-ought gap. The problem
with the above argument is that it attempts to infer a normative statement from a purely descriptive
statement, violating the is-ought gap. We can see the problem by constructing a counterexample. Suppose
that in society x it is true that children raised by gay couples have psychological problems. However,
suppose that in that society people do not accept that the state should do what it can to decrease harm to

children. In this case, the conclusion, that the state should discourage gay couples from raising children,
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does not follow. Thus, we can see that the argument depends on a missing or assumed premise that is not
explicitly stated. That missing premise must be a normative statement, in order that we can infer the
conclusion, which is also a normative statement. There is an important general lesson here: Many times
an argument with a normative conclusion will depend on a normative premise which is not explicitly

stated. The missing normative premise of this particular argument seems to be something like this:

The state should always do what it can to decrease harm to children.

Notice that this is a normative statement, which is indicated by the use of the word “should.” There are
many other words that can be used to capture normative statements such as: good, bad, and ought. Thus,
we can reconstruct the argument, filling in the missing normative premise like this:

1. Children who are raised by gay couples often have psychological and emotional problems.

2. The state should always do what it can to decrease harm to children.

3. Therefore, the state should discourage gay couples from raising children. (from 1-2)

However, although the argument is now in better shape, it is still invalid because it is still possible for the
premises to be true and yet the conclusion false. In order to show this, we just have to imagine a scenario
in which both the premises are true and yet the conclusion is false. Here is one counterexample to the
argument (there are many). Suppose that while it is true that children of gay couples often have
psychological and emotional problems, the rate of psychological problems in children raised by gay
couples is actually lower than in children raised by heterosexual couples. In this case, even if it were true
that the state should always do what it can to decrease harm to children, it does not follow that the state
should discourage gay couples from raising children. In fact, in the scenario I've described, just the

opposite would seem to follow: the state should discourage heterosexual couples from raising children.

But even if we suppose that the rate of psychological problems in children of gay couples is higher than in
children of heterosexual couples, the conclusion still doesn’t seem to follow. For example, it could be that
the reason that children of gay couples have higher rates of psychological problems is that in a society that
is not yet accepting of gay couples, children of gay couples will face more teasing, bullying and general
lack of acceptance than children of heterosexual couples. If this were true, then the harm to these children
isn’t so much due to the fact that their parents are gay as it is to the fact that their community does not
accept them. In that case, the state should not necessarily discourage gay couples from raising children.
Here is an analogy: At one point in our country’s history (if not still today) it is plausible that the children
of black Americans suffered more psychologically and emotionally than the children of white Americans.
But for the government to discourage black Americans from raising children would have been unjust,
since it is likely that if there was a higher incidence of psychological and emotional problems in black
Americans, then it was due to unjust and unequal conditions, not to the black parents, per se. So, to return

to our example, the state should only discourage gay couples from raising children if they know that the
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higher incidence of psychological problems in children of gay couples isn’t the result of any kind of

injustice, but is due to the simple fact that the parents are gay.

Thus, one way of making the argument (at least closer to) valid would be to add the following two missing
premises:
A. The rate of psychological problems in children of gay couples is higher than in children of
heterosexual couples.
B. The higher incidence of psychological problems in children of gay couples is not due to any

kind of injustice in society, but to the fact that the parents are gay.

So the reconstructed standard form argument would look like this:
1. Children who are raised by gay couples often have psychological and emotional problems.
2. The rate of psychological problems in children of gay couples is higher than in children of
heterosexual couples.
3. The higher incidence of psychological problems in children of gay couples is not due to any
kind of injustice in society, but to the fact that the parents are gay.
4. The state should always do what it can to decrease harm to children.

5. Therefore, the state should discourage gay couples from raising children. (from 1-4)

In this argument, premises 2-4 are the missing or assumed premises. Their addition makes the argument
much stronger, but making them explicit enables us to clearly see what assumptions the argument relies
on in order for the argument to be valid. This is useful since we can now clearly see which premises of the
argument we may challenge as false. Arguably, premise 4 is false, since the state shouldn’t always do what
it can to decrease harm to children. Rather, it should only do so as long as such an action didn’t violate

other rights that the state has to protect or create larger harms elsewhere.

The important lesson from this example is that supplying the missing premises of an argument is not
always a simple matter. In the example above, I have used the principle of charity to supply missing
premises. Mastering this skill is truly an art (rather than a science) since there is never just one correct

way of doing it (cf. section 1.5) and because it requires a lot of skilled practice.

Exercise 6: Supply the missing premise or premises needed in order to make the following arguments
valid. Try to make the premises as plausible as possible while making the argument valid (which is to
apply the principle of charity).

1. Ed rides horses. Therefore, Ed is a cowboy.
2. Tom was driving over the speed limit. Therefore, Tom was doing something wrong.

3. If it is raining then the ground is wet. Therefore, the ground must be wet.
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4. All elves drink Guinness, which is why Olaf drinks Guinness.

5. Mark didn’t invite me to homecoming. Instead, he invited his friend Alexia. So he must like Alexia more

than me.

6. The watch must be broken because every time I have looked at it, the hands have been in the same
place.

7. Olaf drank too much Guinness and fell out of his second story apartment window. Therefore, drinking

too much Guinness caused Olaf to injure himself.
8. Mark jumped into the air. Therefore, Mark landed back on the ground.

9. In 2009 in the United States, the net worth of the median white household was $113,149 a year,
whereas the net worth of the median black household was $5,677. Therefore, as of 2009, the United States

was still a racist nation.
10.The temperature of the water is 212 degrees Fahrenheit. Therefore, the water is boiling.

11.Capital punishment sometimes takes innocent lives, such as the lives of individuals who were later

found to be not guilty. Therefore, we should not allow capital punishment.

12.Allowing immigrants to migrate to the U.S. will take working class jobs away from working class folks.

Therefore, we should not allow immigrants to migrate to the U.S.

13.Prostitution is a fair economic exchange between two consenting adults. Therefore, prostitution should

be allowed.

14.Colleges are more interested in making money off of their football athletes than in educating them.

Therefore, college football ought to be banned.
15.Edward received an F in college Algebra. Therefore, Edward should have studied more.

Assuring, guarding and discounting

As we have seen, arguments often have complex structures including subarguments (recall that a
subargument is an argument for one of the premises of the main argument). But in practice people do not
always give further reasons or arguments in support of every statement they make. Sometimes they use
certain rhetorical devices to cut the argument short, or to hint at a further argument without actually
stating it. There are three common strategies for doing this:
Assuring: informing someone that there are further reasons although one is not giving them
now

Guarding: weakening one’s claims so that it is harder to show that the claims are false
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Discounting: anticipating objections that might be raised to one’s claim or argument as a way of

dismissing those objections.*

We will discuss these in order, starting with assuring. Why would we want to assure our audience?
Presumably when we make a claim that isn’t obvious and that the audience may not be inclined to believe.
For example, if T am trying to convince you that the United States is one of the leading producers of CO2
emissions, then I might cite certain authorities such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) as saying so. This is one way of assuring our audience: by citing authorities. There are many ways
to cite authorities, some examples of which are these:

Dentists agree that...

Recent studies have shown...

It has been established that...

Another way of assuring is to comment on the strength of one’s own convictions. The rhetorical effect is
that by commenting on how sure you are that something is true, you imply, without saying, that there
must be very strong reasons for what you believe—assuming that the audience believes you are a
reasonable person, of course. Here are some ways of commenting on the strength of one’s beliefs:

[*This characterization and discussion draws heavily on chapter 3, pp. 48-53 of SinnottArmstrong and

Fogelin’s Understanding Arguments, 9th edition (Cengage Learning).]

Over the years, I have become convinced that...

I would bet a million dollars that...

Yet another way of assuring one’s audience is to make an audience member feel that it would be stupid,
odd, or strange to deny the claim one is making. One common way to do this is by implying that every
sensible person would agree with the claim. Here are some examples:

Everyone with any sense agrees that...

Of course, no one will deny that...

There is no question that...

No one with any sense would deny that...

Another common way of doing this is by implying that no sensible person would agree with a claim that
we are trying to establish as false:

It is no longer held that...

No intelligent person would ever maintain that...

You would have to live under a rock to think that...
Assurances are not necessarily illegitimate, since the person may be right and may in fact have good

arguments to back up the claims, but the assurances are not themselves arguments and a critical thinker

will always regard them as somewhat suspect. This is especially so when the claim isn’t obviously true.
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Next, we will turn to guarding. Guarding involves weakening a claim so that it is easier to make that claim
true. Here is a simple contrast that will make the point. Consider the following claims:

A. All U.S. Presidents were monogamous

B. Almost all U.S. Presidents were monogamous

C. Most U.S. Presidents were monogamous

D. Many U.S. Presidents were monogamous

E. Some U.S. Presidents were monogamous
The weakest of these claims is E, whereas the strongest is A and each claim descending from A-E is
increasingly weaker. It doesn’t take very much for E to be true: there just has to be at least one U.S.
President who was monogamous. In contrast, A is much less likely than E to be true because it requires
every U.S. President to have been monogamous. One way of thinking about this is that any time A is true,
it is also true that B-E is true, but B-E could be true without A being true. That is what it means for a claim
to be stronger or weaker. A weak claim is more likely to be true whereas a strong claim is less likely to be
true. E is much more likely to be true than A. Likewise, D is somewhat more likely to be true than C, and

SO on.

So, guarding involves taking a stronger claim and making it weaker so there is less room to object to the
claim. We can also guard a claim by introducing a probability clause such as, “it is possible that...” and “it
is arguable that...” or by reducing our level of commitment to the claim, such as moving from “I know that
x” to “I believe that x.” One common use of guarding is in reconstructing arguments with missing
premises using the principle of charity (section 1.9). For example, if an argument is that “Tom works for
Merrill Lynch, so Tom has a college degree,” the most charitable reconstruction of this argument would
fill in the missing premise with “most people who work for Merrill Lynch have college degrees” rather
than “everyone who works for Merrill Lynch has a college degree.” Here we have created a more charitable
(plausible) premise by weakening the claim from “all” to “most,” which as we have seen is a kind of

guarding.

Finally, we will consider discounting. Discounting involves acknowledging an objection to the claim or
argument that one is making, while dismissing that same objection. The rhetorical force of discounting is
to make it seem as though the argument has taken account of the objections—especially the ones that
might be salient in a person’s mind. The simplest and most common way of discounting is by using the “A

but B” locution. Contrast the following two claims:

A. The worker was inefficient, but honest.

B. The worker was honest, but inefficient.
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Although each statement asserts the same facts, A seems to be recommending the worker, whereas B
doesn’t. We can imagine A continuing: “And so the manager decided to keep her on the team.” We can
imagine B continuing: “Which is why the manager decided to let her go.” This is what we can call the “A
but B” locution. The “A but B” locution is a form of discounting that introduces what will be dismissed or
overridden first and then follows it by what is supposed to be the more important consideration. By
introducing the claim to be dismissed, we are discounting that claim. There are many other words that can
be used as discounting words instead of using “but.” Table 2 below gives a partial list of words and

phrases that commonly function as discounting terms.

although even if but nevertheless
though while however nonetheless
even though whereas yet still

Exercise 7: Which rhetorical techniques (assuring, guarding, discounting) are being using in the
following passages?

1. Although drilling for oil in Alaska will disrupt some wildlife, it is better than having to depend on
foreign oil, which has the tendency to draw us into foreign conflicts that we would otherwise not be
involved in.

2. Let there be no doubt: the entity that carried out this attack is a known terrorist organization, whose
attacks have a characteristic style—a style that is seen in this attack today.

3. Privatizing the water utilities in Detroit was an unprecedented move that has garnered a lot of criticism.
Nonetheless, it is helping Detroit to recover from bankruptcy.

4. Most pediatricians agree that the single most important factor in childhood obesity is eating sugary,
processed foods, which have become all too common in our day and age.

5. Although not every case of AIDS is caused by HIV, it is arguable that most are.

6. Abraham Lincoln was probably our greatest president since he helped keep together a nation on the
brink of splintering into two.

7. No one with any sense would support Obamacare.

8. Even if universal healthcare is expensive, it is still the just thing to do.

9. While our country has made significant strides in overcoming explicit racist policies, the wide disparity
of wealth, prestige and influence that characterize white and black Americans shows that we are still
implicitly a racist country.

10.Recent studies have shown that there is no direct link between vaccines and autism.
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4.10 Evaluative language

Yet another rhetorical technique that is commonly encountered in argumentation is the use of evaluative
language to influence one’s audience to accept the conclusion one is arguing for. Evaluative language can
be contrasted with descriptive language. Whereas descriptive language simply describes a state of
affairs, without passing judgment (positive or negative) on that state of affairs, evaluative language is
used to pass some sort of judgment, positive or negative, on something. Contrast the following two
statements:

Bob is tall.

Bob is good.

“Tall” is a descriptive term since being tall is, in itself, neither a good nor bad thing. Rather, it is a purely
descriptive term that does not pass any sort of judgment, positive or negative, on the fact that Bob is
tall. In contrast, “good” is a purely evaluative term, which means that the only thing the word does is
make an evaluation (in this case, a positive evaluation) and doesn’t carry any descriptive content. “Good,”
“bad,” “right,” and “wrong” are examples of purely evaluative terms. The interesting kinds of terms are
those that are both descriptive and evaluative. For example:

Bob is nosy

“Nosy” is a negatively evaluative term since to call someone nosy is to make a negative evaluation of
them—or at least of that aspect of them. But it also implies a descriptive content, such as that Bob is
curious about other people’s affairs. We could re-describe Bob’s nosiness using purely descriptive
language:

Bob is very curious about other people’s affairs.

Notice that while the phrase “very curious about other people’s affairs” does capture the descriptive sense
of “nosy,” it doesn’t capture the evaluative sense of nosy, since it doesn’t carry with it the negative

connotation that “nosy” does.

Evaluative language is rife in our society, perhaps especially so in political discourse. This isn’t surprising
since by using evaluative language to describe certain persons, actions, or events we can influence how
people understand and interpret the world. If you can get a person to think of someone or some state of
affairs in terms of a positively or negatively evaluative term, chances are you will be able to influence their
evaluation of that person or state of affairs. That is one of the rhetorical uses of evaluative language.
Compare, for example,

Bob is a rebel.

Bob is a freedom fighter.
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Whereas “rebel” tends to be a negatively evaluative term, “freedom fighter,” at least for many Americans,
tends to be a positively evaluative term. Both words, however, have the same descriptive content, namely,
that Bob is someone who has risen in armed resistance to an existing government. The difference is that
whereas “rebel” makes a negative evaluation, “freedom fighter” makes a positive evaluation. Table 3 below

gives a small sampling of some evaluative terms.

beautiful dangerous wasteful sneaky cute
murder prudent courageous timid nosy
sloppy sloppy capable insane curt

English contains an interesting mechanism for turning positively evaluative terms into negative evaluative
ones. All you have to do is put the word “too” before a positively evaluative terms and it will all of a sudden
take on a negative connotation. Compare the following:

John is honest.

John is too honest.

Whereas “honest” is a positively evaluative term, “too honest” is a negatively evaluative term. When
someone describes John as “too honest,” we can easily imagine that person going on to describe how
John’s honesty is actually a liability or negative trait. Not so when he is simply described as honest. Since
the word “too” indicates an excess, and to say that something is an excess is to make a criticism, we can

see why the word “too” changes the valence of an evaluation from positive to negative.

Evaluative language provides a good illustration of the difference between logic, which is concerned with
the analysis and evaluation of arguments, and rhetoric, which is concerned with persuasion more
generally. There are many ways that humans can be caused to believe things besides through rational
argumentation. In fact, sometimes these other persuasive techniques are much more effective. (Consider
advertising techniques in the 1950s, which more often tried to use arguments and evidence to convince
consumers to buy products, compared to advertising today, which rarely uses argument and evidence.) In
any case, evaluative language—especially the use of hybrid terms that have both descriptive and evaluative
aspects—can lead people to subtly accept a claim without ever arguing for it. As an analogy for how this
could work in conversation, consider the concept of what philosophers* have called “presupposition.” If is
say something like

Even Jane could pass
I have asserted that Jane could pass the course. But I have also presupposed that Jane is not a very good

student (or not very smart) by using the word “even.” If I were to say “nuh-uh,” this would naturally be

taken as rejecting the claim that Jane could pass (i.e., I would be saying that she couldn’t pass). And if I
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were to agree, I would naturally be taken as agreeing that she could pass. But notice that there isn’t any
simple yes/no way to disagree with the presupposition that Jane isn’t a smart/good student. Since
presuppositions are more difficult to challenge, they can end up influencing what people in the
conversation are taking for granted and in this way presupposition can influence what people accept as
true without any argument or evidence. Of course, a person could explicitly challenge the implicit
presupposition that Jane isn’t smart or a good student, but that takes extra effort and many times people
don’t realize that a presupposition has just slipped into a conversation.

[*For example, see David Lewis’s “Scorekeeping in a Language Game” (1979).]

I suggest that hybrid evaluative/descriptive terms can work as a kind of presupposition. If I describe
someone as an “insurgent,” for example, I am saying something both descriptive—person who has risen in
armed resistance against an existing government—and negatively evaluative since the connotation of the
term “insurgent” (as compared to “freedom fighter”) has come to be that of someone doing something bad
or negative. In using the term “insurgent” no one has explicitly claimed that the individual/group in
question is bad, but because the term has (for us) a negative connotation it can lead us to be more
receptive to accepting (implicitly) claims such as that the person/group is bad or is doing something
bad/harmful.

Thus, like assuring and discounting (section 1.10), evaluative language is a rhetorical technique. As such,
it is more concerned with non-rational persuasion than it is with giving reasons. Non-rational persuasion
is ubiquitous in our society today, not the least of which because advertising is ubiquitous and advertising
today almost always uses non-rational persuasion. Think of the last time you saw some commercial
evidence for why you should buy their product (i.e., never) and you will realize how pervasive this kind of
rhetoric is. Philosophy has a complicated relationship with rhetoric—a relationship that stretches back to
Ancient Greece. Socrates disliked those, such as the Sophists, who promised to teach people how to
effectively persuade someone of something, regardless of whether that thing was true. Although some
people might claim that there is no essential difference between giving reasons for accepting a conclusion
and trying to persuade by any means, most philosophers, including the author of this text, think
otherwise. If we define rhetoric as the art of persuasion, then although argumentation is a kind of rhetoric
(since it is a way of persuading), not all rhetoric is argumentation. The essential difference, as already
hinted at, is that argumentation attempts to persuade by giving reasons whereas rhetoric attempts to
persuade by any means, including non-rational means. If I tell you over and over again (in creative and
subliminal ways) to drink Beer x because Beer x is the best beer, then I may very well make you think that
Beer x is the best beer, but I have not thereby given you a reason to accept that Beer x is the best beer.
Thinking of it rationally, the mere fact that I've told you lots of times that Beer x is the best beer gives you

no good reason for believing that Beer x is in fact the best beer.
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The rhetorical devices surveyed in the last two sections may be effective ways of persuading people, but
they are not the same thing as offering an argument. And if we attempt to see them as arguments, they
turn out to be pretty poor arguments. One of the many things that psychologists study is how we are
persuaded to believe or do things. As an empirical science, psychology attempts to describe and explain
the way things are, in this case, the processes that lead us to believe or act as we do. Logic, in contrast, is
not an empirical science. Logic is not trying to tell us how we do think, but what good thinking is and,
thus, how we ought think. The study of logic is the study of the nature of arguments and, importantly, of
what distinguishes a good argument from a bad one. “Good” and “bad” are what philosophers call
normative concepts because they involve standards of evaluation. 5 Since logic concerns what makes
something a good argument, logic is sometimes referred to as a normative science. They key standard of
evaluation of arguments that we have seen so far is that of validity. In chapter 2 we will consider some
more precise, formal methods of understanding validity. Other “normative sciences” include ethics (the
study of what a good life is and how we ought to live) and epistemology (the study of what we have good

reason to believe).

4.11 Analyzing a real-life argument

In this section I will analyze a real-life argument—an excerpt from President Obama’s September 10, 2013
speech on Syria. I will use the concepts and techniques that have been introduced in this chapter to
analyze and evaluate Obama’s argument. It is important to realize that regardless of one’s views— whether
one agrees with Obama or not—one can still analyze the structure of the argument and even evaluate it by
applying the informal test of validity to the reconstructed argument in standard form. I will present the
excerpt of Obama’s speech and then set to work analyzing the argument it contains. In addition to
creating the excerpt, the only addition I have made to the speech is numbering each paragraph with

Roman numerals for ease of referring to specific places in my analysis of the argument.

I. My fellow Americans, tonight I want to talk to you about Syria, why it matters and where we go from
here. Over the past two years, what began as a series of peaceful protests against the repressive regime of
Bashar al-Assad has turned into a brutal civil war. Over a hundred thousand people have been killed.
Millions have fled the country. In that time, America has worked with allies to provide humanitarian

support, to help the moderate opposition and to shape a political settlement.
[*We encountered normative concepts when discussing normative statements in earlier sections]

IL. But I have resisted calls for military action because we cannot resolve someone else's civil war through

force, particularly after a decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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III. The situation profoundly changed, though, on Aug. 21st, when Assad's government gassed to death
over a thousand people, including hundreds of children. The images from this massacre are sickening,
men, women, children lying in rows, killed by poison gas, others foaming at the mouth, gasping for
breath, a father clutching his dead children, imploring them to get up and walk. On that terrible night, the
world saw in gruesome detail the terrible nature of chemical weapons and why the overwhelming majority

of humanity has declared them off limits, a crime against humanity and a violation of the laws of war.

IV. This was not always the case. In World War I, American GIs were among the many thousands killed
by deadly gas in the trenches of Europe. In World War II, the Nazis used gas to inflict the horror of the
Holocaust. Because these weapons can kill on a mass scale, with no distinction between soldier and infant,
the civilized world has spent a century working to ban them. And in 1997, the United States Senate
overwhelmingly approved an international agreement prohibiting the use of chemical weapons, now

joined by 189 governments that represent 98 percent of humanity.

V. On Aug. 21st, these basic rules were violated, along with our sense of common humanity.

VI. No one disputes that chemical weapons were used in Syria. The world saw thousands of videos,
cellphone pictures and social media accounts from the attack. And humanitarian organizations told

stories of hospitals packed with people who had symptoms of poison gas.

VII. Moreover, we know the Assad regime was responsible. In the days leading up to Aug. 21st, we know
that Assad's chemical weapons personnel prepared for an attack near an area where they mix sarin gas.
They distributed gas masks to their troops. Then they fired rockets from a regime-controlled area into 11

neighborhoods that the regime has been trying to wipe clear of opposition forces.

VIII. Shortly after those rockets landed, the gas spread, and hospitals filled with the dying and the
wounded. We know senior figures in Assad's military machine reviewed the results of the attack. And the
regime increased their shelling of the same neighborhoods in the days that followed. We've also studied

samples of blood and hair from people at the site that tested positive for sarin.

IX. When dictators commit atrocities, they depend upon the world to look the other way until those

horrifying pictures fade from memory. But these things happened. The facts cannot be denied.
X. The question now is what the United States of America and the international community is prepared to

do about it, because what happened to those people, to those children, is not only a violation of

international law, it's also a danger to our security.
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XI. Let me explain why. If we fail to act, the Assad regime will see no reason to stop using chemical

weapons.

XII. As the ban against these weapons erodes, other tyrants will have no reason to think twice about
acquiring poison gas and using them. Over time our troops would again face the prospect of chemical
warfare on the battlefield, and it could be easier for terrorist organizations to obtain these weapons and to

use them to attack civilians.

XIII. If fighting spills beyond Syria's borders, these weapons could threaten allies like Turkey, Jordan and

Israel.

XIV. And a failure to stand against the use of chemical weapons would weaken prohibitions against other
weapons of mass destruction and embolden Assad's ally, Iran, which must decide whether to ignore
international law by building a nuclear weapon or to take a more peaceful path.

XV. This is not a world we should accept. This is what's at stake. And that is why, after careful
deliberation, I determined that it is in the national security interests of the United States to respond to the
Assad regime's use of chemical weapons through a targeted military strike. The purpose of this strike
would be to deter Assad from using chemical weapons, to degrade his regime's ability to use them and to

make clear to the world that we will not tolerate their use. That's my judgment as commander in chief.

The first question to ask yourself is: What is the main point or conclusion of this speech? What conclusion
is Obama trying to argue for? This is no simple question and in fact requires a good level of reading
comprehension in order to answer it correctly. One of the things to look for is conclusion or premise
indicators (section 1.2). There are numerous conclusion indicators in the speech, which is why you cannot
simply mindlessly look for them and then assume the first one you find is the conclusion. Rather, you
must rely on your comprehension of the speech to truly find the main conclusion. If you carefully read the
speech, it is clear that Obama is trying to convince the American public of the necessity of taking military
action against the Assad regime in Syria. So the conclusion is going to have to have something to do with

that. One clear statement of what looks like a main conclusion comes in paragraph 15 where Obama says:

And that is why, after careful deliberation, I determined that it is in the national security interests
of the United States to respond to the Assad regime's use of chemical weapons through a targeted

military strike.

The phrase, “that is why,” is a conclusion indicator which introduces the main conclusion. Here is my
paraphrase of that conclusion:
Main conclusion: It is in the national security interests of the United States to respond to Assad’s use of

chemical weapons with military force.
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Before Obama argues for this main conclusion, however, he gives an argument for the claim that Assad
did use chemical weapons on his own civilians. This is what is happening in paragraphs 1-9 of the speech.

The reasons he gives for how we know that Assad used chemical weapons include:

« images of the destruction of women and children (paragraph VI)

« humanitarian organizations’ stories of hospitals full of civilians suffering from symptoms of exposure to
chemical weapons (paragraph VI)

» knowledge that Assad’s chemical weapons experts were at a site where sarin gas is mixed just a few days
before the attack (paragraph VII)

« the fact that Assad distributed gas masks to his troops (paragraph VII)

» the fact that Assad’s forces fired rockets into neighborhoods where there were opposition forces
(paragraph VII)

« senior military officers in Assad’s regime reviewed results of the attack (paragraph VIII)

« the fact that sarin was found in blood and hair samples from people at the site of the attack (paragraph
VIII)

These premises do indeed provide support for the conclusion that Assad used chemical weapons on
civilians, but it is probably best to see this argument as a strong inductive argument, rather than a
deductive argument. The evidence strongly supports, but does not compel, the conclusion that Assad was
responsible. For example, even if all these facts were true, it could be that some other entity was trying to
set Assad up. Thus, this first subargument should be taken as a strong inductive argument (assuming the
premises are true, of course), since the truth of the premises would increase the probability that the

conclusion is true, but not make the conclusion absolutely certain.

Although Obama does give an argument for the claim that Assad carried out chemical weapon attacks on
civilians, that is simply an assumption of the main argument. Moreover, although the conclusion of the

main argument is the one I have indicated above, I think there is another, intermediate conclusion that

Obama argues for more directly and that is that if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons,
then our own national security will be put at risk. We can clearly see this conclusion stated in paragraph
10. Moreover, the very next phrase in paragraph 11 is a premise indicator, “let me explain why.” Obama
goes on to offer reasons for why failing to respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons would be a danger

to our national security. Thus, the conclusion Obama argues more directly for is:

Intermediate conclusion: A failure to respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons is a threat to our

national security.
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So, if that is the conclusion that Obama argues for most directly, what are the premises that support it?
Obama gives several in paragraphs 11-14:
A. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, then Assad’s regime will continue
using them with impunity. (paragraph 11)
B. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, this will effectively erode the ban on
them. (implicit in paragraph 12)
C. If the ban on chemical weapons erodes, then other tyrants will be more likely to attain and use
them. (paragraph 12)
D. If other tyrants attain and use chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more likely to face
chemical weapons on the battlefield (paragraph 12)
E. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons and if fighting spills beyond Syrian
borders, our allies could face these chemical weapons. (paragraph 13)
F. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, it will weaken prohibitions on other
weapons of mass destruction. (paragraph 14)
G. If prohibitions on other weapons of mass destruction are weakened, this will embolden Assad’s

ally, Iran, to develop a nuclear program. (paragraph 14)

I have tried to make explicit each step of the reasoning, much of which Obama makes explicit himself
(e.g., premises A-D). The main threats to national security that failing to respond to Assad would
engender, according to Obama, are that U.S. troops and U.S. allies could be put in danger of facing
chemical weapons and that Iran would be emboldened to develop a nuclear program. There is a missing
premise that is being relied upon for these premises to validly imply the conclusion. Here is a hint as to
what that missing premise is: Are all of these things truly a threat to national security? For example, how
is Iran having a nuclear program a threat to our national security? It seems there must be an implicit
premise—not yet stated—that is to the effect that all of these things are threats to national security. Here is

one way of construing that missing premise:

Missing premise 1: An increased likelihood of U.S. troops or allies facing chemical weapons on the
battlefield or Iran becoming emboldened to develop a nuclear program are all threats to U.S. national

security interests.

We can also make explicit within the standard form argument other intermediate conclusions that follow
from the stated premises. Although we don’t have to do this, it can be a helpful thing to do when an
argument contains multiple premises. For example, we could explicitly state the conclusion that follows

from the four conditional statements that are the first four premises:

1. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, then Assad’s regime will continue using

them with impunity.
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2. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, this will effectively erode the ban on

them.

3. If the ban on chemical weapons erodes, then other tyrants will be more likely to attain and use

them.

4. If other tyrants attain and use chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more likely to face

chemical weapons on the battlefield.

5. Therefore, if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more

likely to face chemical weapons on the battlefield. (from 1-4)

Premise 5 is an intermediate conclusion that makes explicit what follows from premises 1-4 (which I have
represented using parentheses after that intermediate conclusion). We can do the same thing with the
inference that follows from premises, 1, 7, and 8 (i.e., line 9). If we add in our missing premises then we
have a reconstructed argument for what I earlier called the “intermediate conclusion” (i.e., the one that

Obama most directly argues for):

1. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, then Assad’s regime will continue using them

with impunity.
2. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, this will effectively erode the ban on them.
3. If the ban on chemical weapons erodes, then other tyrants will be more likely to attain and use them.

4. If other tyrants attain and use chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more likely to face chemical

weapons on the battlefield.

5. Therefore, if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more likely to

face chemical weapons on the battlefield. (from 1-4)

6. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons and if fighting spills beyond Syrian borders, our

allies could face these chemical weapons.

7. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, it will weaken prohibitions on other weapons

of mass destruction.

8. If prohibitions on other weapons of mass destruction are weakened, this will embolden Assad’s ally,

Iran, to develop a nuclear program.

9. Therefore, if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, this will embolden Assad’s ally, Iran,

to develop a nuclear program. (from 1, 7-8)
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10. An increased likelihood of U.S. troops or allies facing chemical weapons on the battlefield or Iran

becoming emboldened to develop a nuclear program are threats to U.S. national security interests.

11.Therefore, a failure to respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons is a threat to our national security.

(from 5, 6, 9, 10)

As always, in this standard form argument I've listed in parentheses after the relevant statements which
those statements follow from. The only thing now missing is how we get from this intermediate
conclusion to what I earlier called the main conclusion. The main conclusion (i.e., that it is in national
security interests to respond to Assad with military force) might be thought to follow directly. But it
doesn’t. It seems that Obama is relying on yet another unstated assumption. Consider: even if it is true
that we should respond to a threat to our national security, it doesn’t follow that we should respond with
military force. For example, maybe we could respond with certain kinds of economic sanctions that would
force the country to submit to our will. Furthermore, maybe there are some security threats such that
responding to them with military force would only create further, and worse, security threats. Presumably
we wouldn’t want our response to a security threat to create even bigger security threats. For these
reasons, we can see that Obama’s argument, if it is to be valid, also relies on missing premises such as
these:

Missing premise 2: The only way that the United States can adequately respond to the security threat
that Assad poses is by military force.

Missing premise 3: It is in the national security interests of the United States to respond adequately to

any national security threat.

These are big assumptions and they may very well turn out to be mistaken. Nevertheless, it is important to
see that the main conclusion Obama argues for depends on these missing premises—premises that he
never explicitly states in his argument. So here is the final, reconstructed argument in standard form. I
have italicized each missing premise or intermediate conclusion that I have added but that wasn’t

explicitly stated in Obama’s argument.

1. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, then Assad’s regime will continue using

them with impunity.

2. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, this will effectively erode the ban on

them.

3. If the ban on chemical weapons erodes, then other tyrants will be more likely to attain and use

them.

4. If other tyrants attain and use chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more likely to face

chemical weapons on the battlefield.
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5. Therefore, if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, U.S. troops will be more

likely to face chemical weapons on the battlefield. (from 1-4)

6. If we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons and if fighting spills beyond Syrian

borders, our allies could face these chemical weapons.

7. If Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons with impunity, it will weaken prohibitions on other

weapons of mass destruction.

8. If prohibitions on other weapons of mass destruction are weakened, this will embolden Assad’s

ally, Iran, to develop a nuclear program.

9. Therefore, if we don’t respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons, this will embolden Assad’s

ally, Iran, to develop a nuclear program. (from 1, 7-8)

10. An increased likelihood of U.S. troops or allies facing chemical weapons on the battlefield or
Iran becoming emboldened to develop a nuclear program are threats to U.S. national security

interests.

11.Therefore, a failure to respond to Assad’s use of chemical weapons is a threat to our national

security. (from 5, 6, 9, 10)

12. The only way that the United States can adequately respond to the security threat that Assad

poses is by military force.

13. It is in the national security interests of the United States to respond adequately to any

national security threat.

14. Therefore, it is in the national security interests of the United States to respond to Assad’s use

of chemical weapons with military force. (from 11-13)
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In addition to showing the structure of the argument by use of parentheses which show which statements

follow from which, we can also diagram the arguments spatially as we did in section 1.4 like this:

OO® OO

N\

®®OO

DICLC,

l
@

This is just another way of representing what I have already represented in the standard form argument,
using parentheses to describe the structure. As is perhaps even clearer in the spatial representation of the
argument’s structure, this argument is complex in that it has numerous subarguments. So while statement
11 is a premise of the main argument for the main conclusion (statement 14), statement 11 is also itself a
conclusion of a sub argument whose premises are statements 5, 6, 9, and 10. And although statement 9 is
a premise in that argument, it itself is a conclusion of yet another sub argument whose premises are
statements 1, 7 and 8. Almost any interesting argument will be complex in this way, with further sub

arguments in support of the premises of the main argument.

This chapter has provided you the tools to be able to reconstruct arguments like these. As we have seen,
there is much to consider in reconstructing a complex argument. As with any skill, a true mastery of it
requires lots of practice. In many ways, this is a skill that is more like an art than a science. The next

chapter will introduce you to some basic formal logic, which is perhaps more like a science than an art.
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End of Chapter Discussions

1.

"How can you identify and reconstruct the structure of arguments effectively, recognizing
their essential components such as premises, conclusions and underlying assumptions?
Provide an example of a sociological argument and dissect its structure. How does
understanding argument structure contribute to your ability to engage in informed discourse
about social issues?"

"In the context of developing critical analysis skills, how do you assess the soundness and
validity of reasoning in arguments? Discuss the importance of examining evidence and using
logical thinking to evaluate argument strength. Additionally, how can the recognition of
potential biases and logical fallacies enhance your ability to critically analyze sociological
arguments and contribute to a more informed understanding of complex social issues?"
"Apply the skills of argument analysis to real-world sociological debates and discussions.
Choose a specific sociological topic or issue and dissect the arguments presented on both
sides. How does applying these techniques enable you to better understand and engage with
complex social issues? Can you provide an example of a (historic or contemporary)
sociological debate where argument analysis played a crucial role in forming a well-informed

perspective?"
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Chapter 5: Gender
Inequality Work & the
Economy

Chapter Learning Outcomes

1. Analyze Gender Dynamics and Social Influences: Develop an understanding of the concepts of
sex and gender, and the social construction of gender roles. Examine how biological, cultural,
and social factors, including socialization through peers, schools, mass media and religion,
contribute to gender differences. Explore the impact of feminism and sexism on societal norms
and gender perceptions.

2. Examine Inequality and Discrimination in Work and Society: Understand the manifestations of
gender inequality in various spheres, particularly in the family, workplace and economy. This
includes analyzing the gender wage gap, sexual harassment, and the unique challenges faced by
women of color. Discuss the historical growth of feminism and its role in highlighting and
addressing these issues.

3. Explore Economic Structures and Workplace Dynamics: Investigate how economic systems like
capitalism and policies impact gender inequality within the U.S. labor force, including the
effects of job loss, wage disparities, and the role of labor unions. Examine broader economic
issues such as economic inequality, tax policy, tax evasion, and crime in the workplace and

their intersection with gender dynamics.

The following text is remixed under the CC- BYLlcense Social Problems: Continuity and Change v. 1.0 | Chapter 4 & 12
Understanding Social Problems | OER | published by Saylor Academy | 2012 | CC BY NC SA i
2012 & Work and the Economy Saylor Academy 2012
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Gender Inequality

Social Problems in the News

“$3.2M Awarded in Harassment Suit against Ex-Judge,” the headline said. A federal jury in Houston,
Texas, awarded $3.2 million to three women, all county employees, who had accused a former judge of
sexual harassment. Their suit said the judge had “hugged, groped, kissed and fondled them and had
emailed them sexually explicit photographs,” according to a news report, and that county officials had
ignored the judge’s behavior despite their knowledge of it. The judge had resigned his position three years
earlier after pleading no contest to several charges of misdemeanor assault related to his physical contact
with several women. His only criminal penalty was to pay a fine of less than $3,000.

After the verdict was announced, the plaintiffs’ attorney said, “I am very proud of this verdict, and hope it
sends a message to all public officials that they are not above the law and should think twice before
abusing power.” One of the plaintiffs recalled what it was like to have been harassed by the judge: “I felt
alone, I felt small, I felt like he was the most powerful man in Brazoria County. I felt like there was
nothing I could do. I felt scared.” At the same time, she was encouraged by the jury’s verdict and the fact
that other women had come forward to speak out about the judge’s behavior: “You don’t have to go

through it alone. You can stand up for yourself.”

Sources: Cisneros, 2011; Tolson, 2011Cisneros, C. (2011, July 15). $3.2M settlement awarded in sexual harassment

case. KTRK-TV. Retrieved from http://abclocal.go.com/ktrk/story?section=news/local&id=8253455; Tolson, M.

(2011, July 15). $3.2M awarded in harassment suit against ex-judge. Houston Chronicle. Retrieved from

Thanks to the contemporary women’s rights movement that began in the late 1960s, much has changed
for women and men in American society during the past half-century. Still, as this news story about sexual
harassment reminds us, much more still needs to be done. Despite tremendous advancements for women
since the 1960s, gender inequality persists and manifests itself in many ways. This chapter examines the
major forms of gender inequality and the reasons for its existence, and it outlines various steps our society
should take to help ensure equality between the sexes. Our discussion begins with a critical look at the

concepts of sex and gender.
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5.1 Understanding Sex and Gender

SECTION LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define sex, gender, femininity, and masculinity.
2. Critically assess the evidence on biology, culture and socialization, and gender.

3. Discuss agents of gender socialization.

Although the terms sex and gender are sometimes used interchangeably and do complement each other,

they nonetheless refer to different aspects of what it means to be a woman or man in any society.

Sex refers to the anatomical and other biological differences between females and males that are
determined at the moment of conception and develop in the womb and throughout childhood and
adolescence. Females, of course, have two X chromosomes, while males have one X chromosome and one
Y chromosome. From this basic genetic difference spring other biological differences. The first to appear
are the genitals that boys and girls develop in the womb and that the doctor (or midwife) and parents look
for when a baby is born (assuming the baby’s sex is not already known from ultrasound or other
techniques) so that the momentous announcement, “It’s a boy!” or “It’s a girl!” can be made. The genitalia
are called primary sex characteristics, while the other differences that develop during puberty are
called secondary sex characteristics and stem from hormonal differences between the two sexes.
Boys generally acquire deeper voices, more body hair, and more muscles from their flowing testosterone.
Girls develop breasts and wider hips and begin menstruating as nature prepares them for possible
pregnancy and childbirth. For better or worse, these basic biological differences between the sexes affect

many people’s perceptions of what it means to be female or male, as we next discuss.

5.2 Gender as a Social Construction

If sex is a biological concept, then gender is a social concept. It refers to the social and cultural
differences a society assigns to people based on their (biological) sex. A related concept, gender roles,
refers to a society’s expectations of people’s behavior and attitudes based on whether they are females or
males. Understood in this way, gender, like race as discussed in Chapter 3 "Racial and Ethnic Inequality”,
is a social construction. How we think and behave as females and males is not etched in stone by our
biology but rather is a result of how society expects us to think and behave based on what sex we are. As
we grow up, we learn these expectations as we develop our gender identity, or our beliefs about

ourselves as females or males.
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These expectations are called femininity and masculinity. Femininity refers to the cultural expectations
we have of girls and women, while masculinity refers to the expectations we have of boys and men. A

familiar nursery rhyme nicely summarizes these two sets of traits:

What are little boys made of?

Snips and snails,

And puppy dog tails,

That’s what little boys are made of.

What are little girls made of?

Sugar and spice,

And everything nice,

That’s what little girls are made of.

As this rhyme suggests, our traditional notions of femininity and masculinity indicate that we think
females and males are fundamentally different from each other. In effect, we think of them as two sides of
the same coin of being human. What we traditionally mean by femininity is captured in the adjectives,
both positive and negative, we traditionally ascribe to women: gentle, sensitive, nurturing, delicate,
graceful, cooperative, decorative, dependent, emotional, passive, and weak. Thus when we say that a girl
or woman is very feminine, we have some combination of these traits in mind: she is soft, dainty, pretty,
and even a bit flighty. What we traditionally mean by masculinity is captured in the adjectives, again both
positive and negative, our society traditionally ascribes to men: strong, assertive, brave, active,
independent, intelligent, competitive, insensitive, unemotional, and aggressive. When we say that a boy or
man is very masculine, we have some combination of these traits in mind: he is tough, strong, and

assertive.

These traits might sound like stereotypes of females and males in today’s society, and to some extent they
are, but differences between women and men in attitudes and behavior do in fact exist (Aulette & Wittner,
2011).Aulette, J. R., & Wittner, J. (2011). Gendered worlds (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University
Press. For example, women cry more often than men do. Men are more physically violent than women.
Women take care of children more than men do. Women smile more often than men. Men curse and spit
more often than women. When women talk with each other, they are more likely to talk about their

personal lives than men are when they talk with each other. The two sexes even differ when they hold a
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cigarette (not that anyone should smoke!). When a woman holds a cigarette, she usually has the palm of
her cigarette-holding hand facing upward; when a man holds a cigarette, he usually has his palm facing

downward.

5.3 The Development of Gender Differences

What accounts for differences in female and male behavior and attitudes? Do the biological differences
between the sexes account for these other differences? Or do these latter differences stem, as most
sociologists think, from cultural expectations and from differences in the ways in which the sexes are
socialized? These are critical questions, for they ask whether the differences between boys and girls and
women and men stem more from biology or from society. If we think behavioral and other differences
between the sexes are due primarily to their respective biological makeups, we imply that these
differences are inevitable or nearly so and that any attempt to change them goes against biology and will
likely fail.

For example, consider the obvious biological fact that women bear and nurse children and men do not.
Couple this with the common view that women are also more gentle and nurturing than men, and we end
up with a “biological recipe” for women to be the primary caretakers of children. Many people think this
means women are therefore much better suited than men to take care of children once they are born, and
that the family might be harmed if mothers work outside the home or if fathers are the primary
caretakers. Figure 4.1 "Belief That Women Should Stay at Home" shows that more than one-third of the
public agrees that “it is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and
the woman takes care of the home and family.” To the extent this belief exists, women may not want to
work outside the home or, if they choose to do so, they then face difficulties from employers, family, and
friends. Conversely, men may not even think about wanting to stay at home and may themselves face
difficulties from employees, family, and friends if they want to do so. A belief in a strong biological basis
for differences between women and men implies, then, that there is little we can or should do to change

these differences. It implies that “anatomy is destiny,” and destiny is, of course, by definition inevitable.
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Figure 4.1 Belief That Women Should Stay at Home

Agreement or disagreement with the statement that “it is much better for everyone involved if the man is the
achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family.”

Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved from
. o 5 '

This implication makes it essential to understand the extent to which gender differences do, in fact, stem
from biological differences between the sexes or, instead, stem from cultural and social influences. If
biology is paramount, then gender differences are perhaps inevitable and the status quo will remain. If
culture and social influences matter much more than biology, then gender differences can change and the
status quo may give way. With this backdrop in mind, let’s turn to the biological evidence for behavioral

and other differences between the sexes and then examine the evidence for their social and cultural roots.
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5.4 Biology and Gender

Several biological explanations for gender roles exist, and we discuss two of the most important ones here.
One explanation is from the field of evolutionary psychology (Buss, 2012)Buss, D. (2012). Evolutionary
psychology: The new science of the mind (4th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson. and argues an

evolutionary basis for traditional gender roles.

Scholars advocating this view reason as follows (Thornhill & Gangestad, 2008).Thornhill, R., &
Gangestad, S. W. (2008). The evolutionary biology of human female sexuality. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press. In prehistoric societies, two major social roles existed (1) hunting or gathering food to
relieve hunger, and (2) bearing and nursing children. Because only women could perform the latter role,
they were also the primary caretakers for children for several years after birth. And because women were
frequently pregnant, their roles as mothers confined them to the home. Meanwhile, men were better
suited than women for hunting because they were stronger and quicker than women. In prehistoric
societies, then, biology was indeed destiny: For biological reasons, men in effect worked outside the home

(hunted), while women stayed at home with their children.

Evolutionary reasons also explain why men are more violent than women. In prehistoric times, men who
were more willing to commit violence against and even kill other men would “win out” in the competition
for female mates. They thus were more likely than less violent men to produce offspring, who would then

carry these males’ genetic violent tendencies.

If the human race evolved along these lines, evolutionary psychologists continue, natural selection favored
those societies where men were stronger, braver, and more aggressive and where women were more
fertile and nurturing. Such traits over the millennia became fairly instinctual, meaning that men’s and
women’s biological natures evolved differently. Men became, by nature, more assertive, daring, and
violent than women, and women became, by nature, more gentle, nurturing, and maternal than men. To
the extent this is true, these scholars add, traditional gender roles for women and men make sense from
an evolutionary standpoint, and attempts to change them go against the sexes’ biological natures. This in
turn implies that existing gender inequality must continue because it is rooted in biology. The title of a
book presenting the evolutionary psychology argument summarizes this implication: “Biology at Work:
Rethinking Sexual Equality” (Browne, 2002).Browne, K. (2002). Biology at work: Rethinking sexual

equality. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Critics challenge the evolutionary explanation on several grounds (Begley, 2009; Fine, 2011).Begley, S.
(2009, June 29). Don’t blame the caveman. Newsweek, 52—62; Fine, C. (2011). Delusions of gender: The
real science behind sex differences. New York, NY: W. W. Norton. First, much greater gender variation in
behavior and attitudes existed in prehistoric times than the evolutionary explanation assumes. Second,
even if biological differences did influence gender roles in prehistoric times, these differences are largely

irrelevant in modern societies, in which, for example, physical strength is not necessary for survival.
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Third, human environments throughout the millennia have simply been too diverse to permit the simple,
straightforward biological development that the evolutionary explanation assumes. Fourth, evolutionary
arguments implicitly justify existing gender inequality by implying the need to confine women and men to

their traditional roles.

Recent anthropological evidence also challenges the evolutionary argument that men’s tendency to
commit violence was biologically transmitted. This evidence instead finds that violent men have trouble
finding female mates who would want them and that the female mates they find and the children they
produce are often killed by rivals to the men (Begley, 2009).Begley, S. (2009, June 29). Don’t blame the

caveman. Newsweek, 52—62.

A second biological explanation for traditional gender roles attributes males’ higher levels of aggression to
their higher levels of testosterone (Mazur, 2009).Mazur, A. (2009). Testosterone and violence among
young men. In A. Walsh & K. M. Beaver (Eds.), Biosocial criminology: New directions in theory and
research (pp. 190—204). New York, NY: Routledge. Several studies find that males with higher levels of
testosterone tend to have higher levels of aggression. However, this correlation does not necessarily mean
that their testosterone increased their violence; as has been found in various animal species, it is also
possible that their violence increased their testosterone. Because studies of human males cannot for
ethical and practical reasons manipulate their testosterone levels, the exact meaning of the results from
these testosterone-aggression studies must remain unclear, according to a report by the National
Academy of Sciences (Miczek, Mirsky, Carey, DeBold, & Raine, 1994).Miczek, K. A., Mirsky, A. F., Carey,
G., DeBold, J., & Raine, A. (1994). An overview of biological influences on violent behavior. In J. Albert, J.
Reiss, K. A. Miczek & J. A. Roth (Eds.), Understanding and preventing violence: Biobehavioral
influences (Vol. 2, pp. 1—20). Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Another line of research on the biological basis for sex differences in aggression involves children,
including some as young as ages 1 or 2, in various situations (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little,
2008).Card, N. A,, Stucky, B. D., Sawalani, G. M., & Little, T. D. (2008). Direct and indirect aggression
during childhood and adolescence: A meta-analytic review of gender differences, intercorrelations, and
relations to maladjustment. Child Development, 79(5), 1185—1229. They might be playing with each other,
interacting with adults, or writing down solutions to hypothetical scenarios given to them by a researcher.
In most of these studies, boys are more physically aggressive in thought or deed than girls, even at a very
young age. Other studies are more experimental in nature. In one type of study, a toddler will be playing
with a toy, only to have it removed by an adult. Boys typically tend to look angry and try to grab the toy
back, while girls tend to just sit there and whimper. Because these gender differences in aggression are
found at very young ages, researchers often say they must have some biological basis. However, critics of
this line of research counter that even young children have already been socialized along gender lines
(Begley, 2009; Fine, 2011),Begley, S. (2009, September 14). Pink brain, blue brain: Claims of sex

differences fall apart. Newsweek, 28; Fine, C. (2011). Delusions of gender: The real science behind sex

210



differences. New York, NY: W. W. Norton. a point to which we return later in the chapter. To the extent

this is true, gender differences in children’s aggression may reflect socialization rather than biology.

In sum, biological evidence for gender differences certainly exists, but its interpretation remains very
controversial. It must be weighed against the evidence, to which we next turn, of cultural variations in the
experience of gender and of socialization differences by gender. One thing is clear: To the extent we accept
biological explanations for gender, we imply that existing gender differences and gender inequality must
continue to exist. As sociologist Linda L. Lindsey (2011, p. 52)Lindsey, L. L. (2011). Gender roles: A
sociological perspective (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. notes, “Biological arguments are
consistently drawn upon to justify gender inequality and the continued oppression of women.” In
contrast, cultural and social explanations of gender differences and gender inequality promise some hope

for change. Let’s examine the evidence for these explanations.
5.5 Culture and Gender

Some of the most compelling evidence against a strong biological determination of gender roles comes
from anthropologists, whose work on preindustrial societies demonstrates some striking gender variation
from one culture to another. This variation underscores the impact of culture on how females and males
think and behave.

Extensive evidence of this impact comes from anthropologist George Murdock (1937),Murdock, G. (1937).
Comparative data on the division of labor by sex. Social Forces, 15, 551—553. who created the Standard
Cross-Cultural Sample of almost two hundred preindustrial societies studied by anthropologists. Murdock
found that some tasks in these societies, such as hunting and trapping, are almost always done by men,
while other tasks, such as cooking and fetching water, are almost always done by women. These patterns
provide evidence for the evolutionary argument presented earlier, as they probably stem from the
biological differences between the sexes. Even so, there were at least some societies in which women

hunted and in which men cooked and fetched water.

More importantly, Murdock found much greater gender variation in several of the other tasks he studied,
including planting crops, milking, and generating fires. Men primarily performed these tasks in some
societies, women primarily performed them in other societies, and in still other societies both sexes
performed them equally. Murdock’s findings illustrate how gender roles differ from one culture to another

and imply they are not biologically determined.

Anthropologists continue to investigate cultural differences in gender. Some of their most interesting
findings concern gender and sexuality (Brettell & Sargent, 2009).Brettell, C. B., & Sargent, C. F. (Eds.).
(2009). Gender in cross-cultural perspective (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. Although
all societies distinguish “femaleness” and “maleness,” additional gender categories exist in some societies.

The Native Americans known as the Mohave, for example, recognize four genders: a woman, a woman
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who acts like a man, a man, and a man who acts like a woman. In some societies, a third, intermediary
gender category is recognized. Anthropologists call this category the berdache, who is usually a man who
takes on a woman’s role. This intermediary category combines aspects of both femininity and masculinity
of the society in which it is found and is thus considered an androgynous gender. Although some people
in this category are born as intersexed individuals (formerly known as hermaphrodites), meaning they
have genitalia of both sexes, many are born biologically as one sex or the other but adopt an androgynous

identity.

Anthropologists have found another androgynous gender composed of women warriors in thirty-three
Native American groups in North America. Walter L. Williams (1997)Williams, W. L. (1997). Amazons of
America: Female gender variance. In C. B. Brettell & C. F. Sargent (Eds.), Gender in cross-cultural
perspective (2nd ed., pp. 202—213). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. calls these women “amazons”
and notes that they dress like men and sometimes even marry women. In some tribes girls exhibit such
“masculine” characteristics from childhood, while in others they may be recruited into “amazonhood.” In
the Kaska Indians, for example, a married couple with too many daughters would select one to “be like a
man.” When she was about 5 years of age, her parents would begin to dress her like a boy and have her do

male tasks. Eventually she would grow up to become a hunter.

The androgynous genders found by anthropologists remind us that gender is a social construction and not
just a biological fact. If culture does affect gender roles, socialization is the process through which culture
has this effect. What we experience as girls and boys strongly influences how we develop as women and
men in terms of behavior and attitudes. To illustrate this important dimension of gender, let’s turn to the

evidence on socialization.
5.6 Socialization and Gender

Socialization is the process whereby individuals learn the culture of their society. Several agents of
socialization exist, including the family, peers, schools, the mass media, and religion, and all these
institutions help to socialize people into their gender roles and also help them develop their gender
identity (Andersen & Hysock, 2011).Andersen, M., & Hysock, D. (2011). Thinking about women:
Sociological perspectives on sex and gender (9th ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

5.7 The Family

Socialization into gender roles begins in infancy, as almost from the moment of birth parents begin to
socialize their children as boys or girls without even knowing it (Begley, 2009; Eliot, 2011).Begley, S.
(2009, September 14). Pink brain, blue brain: Claims of sex differences fall apart. Newsweek, 28; Eliot, L.
(2011). Pink brain, blue brain: How small differences grow into troublesome gaps—and what we can do
about it. London, United Kingdom: Oneworld Publications. Parents commonly describe their infant

daughters as pretty, soft, and delicate and their infant sons as strong, active, and alert, even though
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neutral observers find no such gender differences among infants when they do not know the infants’ sex.
From infancy on, parents play with and otherwise interact with their daughters and sons differently. They
play more roughly with their sons—for example, by throwing them up in the air or by gently wrestling
with them—and more quietly with their daughters. When their infant or toddler daughters cry, they
warmly comfort them, but they tend to let their sons cry longer and to comfort them less. They give their
girls dolls to play with and their boys action figures and toy guns. While these gender differences in
socialization are probably smaller now than a generation ago, they certainly continue to exist. Go into a
large toy store and you will see pink aisles of dolls and cooking sets and blue aisles of action figures, toy

guns, and related items.

5.8 Peers

Peer influences also encourage gender socialization. As they reach school age, children begin to play
different games based on their gender. Boys tend to play sports and other competitive team games
governed by inflexible rules and relatively large numbers of roles, while girls tend to play smaller,
cooperative games such as hopscotch and jumping rope with fewer and more flexible rules. Although girls
are much more involved in sports now than a generation ago, these gender differences in their play persist
and continue to reinforce gender roles. For example, boys’ games encourage them to be competitive, while
girls’ games encourage them to become cooperative and trusting. The patterns we see in adult males and
females thus have roots in their play as young children (Lindsey, 2011)Lindsey, L. L. (2011). Gender roles:
A sociological perspective (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. (see Note 4.13 "Children and

Qur Future").
5.9 Children and Our Future

Girls and Boys at Play

The text discusses how the types of games that girls and boys play influence their gender-role
socialization. Let’s take a closer look at two early sociological studies that provided important evidence for
this process.

Janet Lever (1978)Lever, J. (1978). Sex differences in the complexity of children’s play and games.
American Sociological Review, 43, 471—483. studied fifth-grade children in three different communities in
Connecticut. She watched them play and otherwise interact in school and also had the children keep
diaries of their play and games outside school. Lever found that boys’ games were typically more complex
than girls’ games: The boys’ games had a greater number of rules and more specialized roles, and they also
involved more individuals playing. She attributed these differences to socialization by parents, teachers,
and other adults and argued that the complexity of boys’ play and games helped them to be better able
than girls to learn important social skills such as dealing with rules and coordinating actions to achieve

goals.
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A second sociologist, Barrie Thorne (1993),Thorne, B. (1993). Gender play: Girls and boys in school. New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Unive