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Our chapter title might be understood in

two ways. First, it could be interpreted

as predicting the societal conditions soci-
ologists — or people generally in society —
will consider social problems in the future:
we might describe a dystopian future in
which all manner of problematic chick-
ens come home to roost — an overpop-
ulated, polluted world sweltering under
rising temperatures, and so on. In com-
parison, we will follow a second interpre-
tation of the chapter title: our focus will
be on how. social problems theory, and

the sociological study of social problems,

should evolve in order to be a sound basis
upon which to study social problems in the
future.

When we speak of social problems
theory, e mean something specific. Soci-
ologists 'in particular, citizens in general,
evaluate many specific conditions as “social
problems,” and sociologists often choose
to study those conditions. For example,
many people consider income inequality
to be a social problem, and there is a
large sociological literature examining the
nature of income inequality, its causes
and consequences, how various measures
of income inequality show that there has
been more or less income inequality at

different historical moments, and so on.

Such work might be published in the jour-
nal, Social Problems, and be cited in text-
books for social problems classes. How-
ever, our chapter is not concerned with
such research because it does not show
how it is that income inequality (or any
other particular condition) is evaluated as
a social problem, and therefore does not
frame the topic within any theory of social
problems.

~ Although sociologists have been speak-
ing of “social problems” since the late
nineteenth century, the concept of “social
problem” has not been important to soci-
ological analyses (Schwartz 1997).(2That is,
researchers have conducted countless stud-
ies of conditions evaluated as social prob-

lems, but the term has been applied to such
a wide range of conditions — in our current

~era we hear about the social problems of

racism, terrorism, unemployment and obe-

sity — that it is difficult to imagine what
the various phenomena called social prob-
lems have in common. This is why Malcolm
Spector and John Kitsuse (1977) famously
began Constructing Social Problems with the
declaration: “There is no adequate defini-
tion of social problems within sociology, and
there is not and never has been a sociology
of social problems”,

This was not a new criticism because
there had been complaints about the utility

of the social problems concept for decades

(Case 1924; Fuller and Myers 1941; Blumer
1971)...The work of Spector and Kitsuse
stands”out, however, because they offered

more than a comprehensive critique of the

ways sociologists had failed to take the

notion of social problems seriously: they
also offered a detailed proposal for develop-

ing a theory of social problems. Their focus

was on social construction and they argued
that the only thing all of the diverse con-
ditions described as “social problems” had
in common was the subjective definition.
What all diverse conditions shared was a
common evaluation, an evaluation that the
condition was a “social problem.” Hence,
Spector and Kitsuse (1977, 75) offered a defi-
nition of the concept of social problem: “we
define social problems as the activities of
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individuals or groups making assertions of
grievances and claims with respect to some
putative conditions.” This definition shifted
attention away from the diverse conditions
labeled social problems and onto the pro-
cesses by which people defined some condi-
tions — and only some conditions — as social
problems.

This perspective has led to hundreds of
studies of different aspects of the social pro-
cesses whereby some conditions are iden-
tified as addressed as “social problems.”
)T hrough the years, constructionism has
evolved as the first coherent, elaborated the-

ory of social problems, the first approach

that tries to understand the definitional pro-

cesses that all social problems have in com-
mon. In order to support our argument that
the future of social problems theory most
likely will continue to revolve around social
constructionism, we will begin by discussing
differences between theories attending to
troublesome conditions in the environment
and constructionist theories centering on
subjective definitions. We will continue
with describing two primary variations in
constructionist frameworks and the the-
oretical issues raised by each of these.
We then will identify a series of theo-
retical problems that require attention to
move constructionist perspectives into the

— It is most common for sociologists to

examine the characteristics of particular
conditions evaluated as “social problems.”
Theories focusing attention on conditions
often are called “objectivist” because they
begin with assuming a reality (an objective
nature) of troublesome conditions. There
are multiple variants of objectivist con-
ceptualizations of social problems: theories
associated with structural functionalism,
social disorganization, and value conflict
were dominant when Spector and Kit-

suse were writing, while conflict, critical
(including versions of Marxism and fem-
inism), and postmodern theories are cur
rently dominant. While very different from
one another, these theories are similar
in that each approaches social-problems-
as-conditions in the social environment
and each contains a vision of what con-
ditions are morally preferred and which
are morally intolerable. Such frameworks
lead to empirical questions with seemingly
objective (measureable) answers: Who or
what is causing this condition? Who is
harmed? What harm is created? How can
the condition be eliminated and the harm
ended?

In contrast, constructionist approaches
bracket (ignoré,b)put to the side) objective
conditions and conceptualize moral intol-
erability as a subjective evaluation, rather
than as a characteristic of a condition. Most
clearly, constructionists do not argue that
there is something wrong with studying

social conditions that are designated social

- problems; this is an appropriate and impor-

tant focus for sociologists’ energies. How-
ever, constructionists do argue that the only
way to understand what all the phenom-
ena called social problems have in common
is to focus on the underlying definitional
processes that lead some conditions —
and only some conditions — to be eval-
uated and responded to as “social prob-

lems.”
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