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Introduction

Social problems — those conditions, events,
or behaviors that occur locally, nationally,
or globally and cause or threaten to cause
harm to all or some segment of the popula-
tion — tend to be regarded as enduring and
entrenched. Two thousand years ago, Jesus
told his followers that the poor will always
be among them, indicating to some readers
of the New Testament that poverty would a
persistent phenomenon (Mark 14:7). In The
Rules of Sociological Method, first published
in 1895, Emile Durkheim noted that crime
was not only universal but also unavoid-
able (Durkheim 1938, 67-72). In 1932, Sig-
mund Freud, in partial response to Albert
Einstein’s query about the inevitability of
war, maintained that humans are instinctu-
ally inclined toward aggression and destruc-
tion (Einstein 1968, 198). At first blush,
these exemplifications seem to suggest that
some of the towering minds in history
have regarded social problems — poverty,
crime, war — as intractable. And yet, these
three personages were neither pessimistic
nor complacent about such adverse circum-
stances. Indeed, in the very next phrase,
Jesus invited his disciples to help the poor.

Durkheim, a few pages later, noted that
the behaviors of criminals can have trans-
formative benefits for society. And Freud,
for his part, proposed the establishment of
an international judicial court with unques-
tioned centralized authority to resolve
conflicts before they escalate into armed
violence.

This is all well and good, but the fact is
that poverty, crime, and war, to say noth-
ing of racism, sexism, unemployment, drug
abuse, and numerous other social prob-
lems, continue to be pervasive in many
societies — a circumstance that seems to
naturally, and perhaps exasperatedly, evoke
Tolstoy’s imperative inquiry, “What then
must we do?” Clearly, action must be taken
to address and rectify social catastrophe,
injustice and oppression demand reform,
and societal ills cry out for alleviation. But
it is also important that sociologists and stu-
dents of sociology understand social prob-
lems: their histories and trajectories, their
causes and consequences, their incidence
and prevalence.

The Cambridge Handbook of Social Prob-
lems provides analyses of a large variety

xi
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xii INTRODUCTION

of social problems. The sixty chapters
that compose this two-volume work were
prepared by distinguished (and soon-to-
become-distinguished) scholars — primarily
from the United States, but also from sev-
eral other countries — all of them experts in
the topics on which they have written.

This is a handbook, implying that it is to
be used as a basic reference — in this case,
as a reference to the broad, amorphous,
and unwieldy field commonly known as the
sociology of social problems. But it is also
intended as a compendium that provides an
inventory of today’s most pressing trouble-
some issues. Of course, not every such issue
could be included, and the reader will be
certain to note the absence of this or that
social problem. But every effort has been
made to make every chapter included in the
collection to be as comprehensive and cur-
rent as possible.

The first volume of the handbook is orga-
nized into four parts. Part I consists of chap-
ters having to do with “General Concerns
and Orientations in the Study of Social
Problems.” Part II focuses on “Historical and
Theoretical Issues in the Study of Social
Problems,” and Part III considers specific
social problems, namely, those having to

do with “Problems of Discrimination and
Inequality,” including sexualities and homo-
phobia, housing market discrimination, and
hunger and food insecurity. Part IV looks at
social “Problems of Institutions,” including
media, family, education, and work.

The second volume consists of three
parts. The chapters here continue an anal-
ysis of specific social problems, in this case
in relation to “Problems Related to Health,
Safety, and Security,” the subject of Part I,
and “Problems Related to Crime and Vio-
lence,” the subject of Part II. The volume
ends with the chapters in Part III that dis-
cuss “Problems of Global Impact.”

The object of The Cambridge Handbook
of Social Problems is to inform, guide, and
inspire academics and activists, practition-
ers, and students in better understanding
their social world — in all its troublesome
variety.
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