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SOCI  201

SOCIAL PROBLEMS
Professor Kurt reymers, Ph.D.  (“Dr. K”)

Spring 2017

A. Return to Sociology
1. What is sociology? The science of society. 

The art of  testing the reality of social structures that provide  the 
network of significant others in relation to the self. 

2. What are social structures? Institutions, roles, and norms.
Institutions are the purposeful organization of people to satisfy   
social and personal needs. Examples are Family, Religion, Economy,  
Education, Politics (FREEP). In these contacts we internalize norms  
and externalize roles.

3. What three theories can explain the structure of society? 

i. Structural Functionalism (natural order)

ii. Social Conflict (power)

iii. Symbolic Interaction (negotiated meaning)

Introduction

A.3. Sociological Perspectives
Who developed sociology into a science?

i. Emile Durkheim (France, 1858-1917) 
Durkheim made sociology into a science by studying social facts 

and forces. Made famous for his studies of anomie and suicide, 
religion, and the division of labor in society. 

Theory:  “Structural Functionalism” 
Science-Type:  Logical Empiricism

 Structural-Functional Theory
(Durkheim and followers) Focus: Natural Order
● Social structure: any relatively stable 
pattern  of social behavior. 
Metaphor: If society is an organism, its 
structures are the organs.

● Social function: how structure keeps society 
operating well; (dysfunction = social problem)

Example: the social structure of education 
provides knowledge for people to gain skills 
and get jobs.  Also, one educational function 
is to develop skills of social integration in 
individuals.

Education
(brains)

Religion
(heart)

Economy
(circulation)

Government
(muscle)

Family
(skeleton)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emile_Durkheim
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A.3. Sociological Perspectives
Who developed sociology into a science?

ii. Karl Marx (Germany, 1818-1883)

recognized the great inequalities in the 
new industrial society (the haves and 
have-nots). For Marx, economic
institutions are the basis of society.

(Theory Connection:  “Social-Conflict” 
Science-Type:  Historical Materialism)

 Social-Conflict Theory 
(Marx and followers) Focus: Class Power
Society is an arena for group conflict which 
generates inequality, but also creates change.

Inequalities of this kind include rich v. poor, men v. 
women, racial conflicts, religious conflicts, etc. But 
they always involve large categories, or classes, of 
people.

A.3. Sociological Perspectives
Who developed sociology into a science? 

iii. Max Weber, (Germany, 1864-1920) is known 

for his groundbreaking research on religion and 

capitalism, the social classes, and bureaucracy.
(Theory Connection: “Symbolic-Interactionist” 

Science-Type:  Interpretative/Pragmatic)

 Symbolic-Interaction Theory
(Weber and followers)  Focus: Social Meaning

Society is a product of everyday interactions 
of individuals, or “micro-level interaction” (vs. 
the “macro-level” big picture perspective of 
the previous theories).

How people interpret social life and norms is 
equally as important as the intentions of the 
norm’s creators.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl_marx
http://wp.production.patheos.com/blogs/exploringourmatrix/files/2014/11/rabbit-god-duck-god.png
http://wp.production.patheos.com/blogs/exploringourmatrix/files/2014/11/rabbit-god-duck-god.png
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Weber
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/duck-or-rabbit-the-100-year-old-optical-illusion-that-tells-you-how-creative-you-are-a6873106.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/duck-or-rabbit-the-100-year-old-optical-illusion-that-tells-you-how-creative-you-are-a6873106.html
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B. Defining Social Problems
1. Where do they come from? What makes a problem “social”? 

- Write down two examples of troubles that  
stem from social structure (the “system”).  Are people  
destined to experience problems that are social?

2. What is the difference between objective and subjective social 
problems? 

- Write down what you believe to be the difference. 

3. Where do we draw the line between personal blame and 
blaming society for our problems? 

- Write down what you think differentiates personal troubles  
from social problems. Are fate and free will compatible?

Introduction

“Taking the role of the other” occurs when the Self 
appropriates (or “takes”, “makes its own”) the IDEAS of 
significant others.

Others become significant through our participation in
institutions.

4. Central Sociological Concepts 

Self  Society
4.i. Self emerges through taking the role 

of the other (George Herbert Mead, 1907,  Mind, 

Self, and Society)

Introduction

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KETTtiprINU
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Central Sociological Concepts

4.ii. Social Institutions

Social interaction takes place in the context of 
social institutions.  

Social institutions are the purposeful organization of 
individuals into social groups and categories.

The universal social institutions are: 
Family 

Religion  Education 
Economy Politics 
the five institutions (“FREEP”)

We fit into social institutions as individuals when we play the 
roles defined by institutional norms.

Central Sociological Concepts

4.iii. Social Norms

People interact according to social norms.  
Norms are shared IDEALS for behavior.

A norm is a prescription for collective action, an agreed upon 
way of behaving; a social consensus.

IDEA = THOUGHT

Norms occur in the “conscience collective” of society 
(Source: Emile Durkheim, early French sociologist).

Human social groups experience a “consciousness of kind” when 
sharing norms.  (Source: Franklin Giddings, early American sociologist).

Question: 
- Describe some basic social norms.
- How are norms subject to “political correctness”?

By our nature, we imitate and we learn from our 
institutional interactions. We model our action on 
others, and consequently fill certain
Social ROLES, or expected social behaviors ACTUALLY 
performed by individuals.

BEHAVIOR = ACTION

The concept borrows from the field of theater, “acting” on the 
“stage of life,” so to speak.

Questions: 
- What role are you “playing” now?
- What other roles have you “played” in your life?
- Need roles be played consciously?

Central Sociological Concepts

4.iv. Social Roles
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i. Normlessness is a lack of consensus on how to 

act within social institutions; it is a dissociation (break) of 
the social bonds.

What integrates a person socially is their Project. Mass 
dissociation (social isolation, not physical isolation, but the 
two may coincide) results in social problems.

5. Norms and Normlessness    

ii. Normlessness comes from institutional 
dysfunction, which occurs when a social 
organization (the institution) that is supposed 
to bring together significant others does not 
sufficiently develop those interactions into 
meaningful social roles and self-concept.

5. Norms and Normlessness

iii. Without a sense of Meaning (“life 
project”), the self sinks into 
“ANOMIE” (the French word for 
“normlessness”). 

Normlessness is the feeling that there’s no social role 
and no purpose to what one does in life.  It is the both 
the cause and the effect of the problems in social 
institutions.

5. Norms and Normlessness
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iv. Anomie (projectlessness) on the part 
of the individual and institutional 
dysfunctionality on the part of the 
social structure combine to create 
social problems.

5. Normlessness (Anomie) 
& Institutional Dysfunction

v. The “good society” is that society 
which minimizes both anomie and 
institutional dysfunctionality. Freedom 
and opportunity should be maximized 
and personal choice mixed with open 
social prospects for realizing choices 
defines the “good society.”

5. The Good Society


