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Message to Students

Thank you for joining us on this adventure into the beautiful and complicated world of social problems.
We challenge you to bring an open mind and a curious heart to this exploration.

This book is powerful. We explore the social problems that you and other students may face by inte-
grating powerful theories, current data, and compelling stories from People of Color, women and non-
binary people, poor people, queer folx, people of different abilities, immigrants, and many others who
experience injustice.

This book is beautiful. We use photos, art, music, charts, graphs, infographics, and videos in addition
to words to tell the truth about inequality, injustice, and interdependent solutions.

This book is transformative. We invite you to explore your own life through the lens of power and
privilege to consider how you benefit from or are harmed by oppressive systems, and how you can take
action to dismantle them. We celebrate the work of educators, researchers, activists, organizers and oth-
ers whose work to end racism, heteropatriarchy, ableism, nativism and other intersectional structures of
oppression inspires us to take action.

As part of our commitment to justice, this book is openly licensed and free of charge. By providing
free, high-quality, equity-minded, anti-racist materials, we support making college education both more
accessible and transformative.

We designed this book to engage all of you. The chapters average about an hour and a half of required
reading and video content. Your actual engagement time may differ depending on how fast you read (and
how many jobs you have while you are in school).

You will notice that we have added many links to videos, blogs, papers, and other sources throughout
the book. Unless the text says, “Please read” or “Take a moment to watch,” those resources are there for
you to learn more if you want to. You may find them helpful as you work on your assignments or if you
are just plain curious to learn more.

This text pairs with the course Sociology 206: Social Problems. You will find assignments and discus-

sion questions that help you understand these readings more deeply.
Now click the button in the lower right corner labeled “Next —” to turn the page!
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How to Navigate This Book Online

Table of Contents

Every page of this book has a button labeled CONTENTS. In most browsers, this button will be in the
upper left corner. You can click anywhere on that button to show the book’s table of contents. Clicking
the button again hides the table of contents.

In the table of contents, you can click on a chapter title to navigate to the beginning of that chapter.

You can also click on the “+” in the table of contents to see the chapter’s sections and navigate directly
to that place in the book.

Turning a Page

If you're reading on a larger screen, look at the bottom of the page. There is a button in the lower right
corner labeled “Next —” that you can click to move forward, and another button in the lower left corner
labeled “« Previous” that you can click to move backward.

Reading on Smaller Screens
On smaller screens, like phones and tablets, the CONTENTS are at the top of the page. Look for the Pre-
vious and Next buttons at either the top or bottom of the page.

Listening to Your Textbook

Here are a few options for text-to-speech:

+ Read Aloud is a free Google Chrome extension that allows students to hear web content read out
loud. Try this out with your book open in a Chrome browser. This app is open source and will not
charge a subscription fee or service fee at any time.

« NVDA is a free screen reader software for PCs.

+ VoiceOver is a built-in screen reading feature on Mac products.

Licenses and Attributions

How to Navigate this Book Online by Open Oregon Educational Resources is licensed under CC BY
4.0.
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https://download.cnet.com/NVDA-Screen-Reader/3000-33660_4-77572407.html
https://support.apple.com/guide/voiceover/turn-voiceover-on-or-off-vo2682/mac
http://openoregon.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/




How to Read This Book Offline

Download This Textbook

This textbook is available in multiple formats to make it easy for students to access and read. All down-
loads are free. Look for the “Download this book” drop-down menu on the book’s home page to select

the file type you want.

Format Used for How-to

Print Read a hard copy of this book Order a print copy

PDF Printing on paper Print this textbook yourself

(print)

PDF Reading on a phone or computer in a PDF | Read and taking notes in a PDF reader

(web) reader

EPUB Reading on Kindle, Nook, iBooks, and Learn About Sending Documents to Your Kindle

other e-readers Library

NOOK Reading App for Windows - Importing PDF
or ePub files
Creating an ePub Document to Read in iBooks

Order a Print Copy

You can order a print edition of this textbook at this link: xxxxxxx. The cost is

(including shipping) for a perfect-bound [black-and-white/color] book. The authors and the publisher
receive no financial benefit from print sales.

[Because of the length of the book, the print copy had to be split into two volumes. Your instructor may
have created a custom print copy that only includes the chapters assigned in your course, which might fit
into one volume. If you want to print just the chapters your instructor assigns, see “Print This Textbook
Yourself” below.]

This book links to a number of external websites. For those using a print copy of this resource, the link
text is underlined, and the web address is inside of pointy brackets next to the underlined text so that you
can visit the link if you want to.

Print This Textbook Yourself

You can print out any number of pages of this textbook yourself. You can also print out the entire book
if you want to (though it may be more cost-effective to order a print copy if you need the whole book
printed).
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https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=G5WYD9SAF7PGXRNA
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=G5WYD9SAF7PGXRNA
https://help.barnesandnoble.com/hc/en-us/articles/5598405156891-NOOK-Reading-App-for-Windows-Importing-PDF-or-ePub-files
https://help.barnesandnoble.com/hc/en-us/articles/5598405156891-NOOK-Reading-App-for-Windows-Importing-PDF-or-ePub-files
https://help.apple.com/pages/mac/4.3/help/English.lproj/pgs/slfe86d289.html

You might have access to these options for accessing a printer:

+ Personal printer

+ Printers at your college or university. Often the library has printers that students can use. At some
institutions, students get a set number of free pages printed per term.

« Print shop at your college or university

+  Off-campus copy shop

Copy shops and print vendors are permitted under the copyright license to charge you to print a copy.

Read and Take Notes in a PDF Reader

If you prefer to make notes directly on an e-textbook (like highlights and comments), you may need to use
a PDF reader beyond what is offered in your web browser. Readers like Adobe Acrobat or Foxit Reader
will allow you to place comments in PDFs.

If the links inside your PDF do not work, you are using the print PDF instead of the web PDF. Use the
print PDF to print the book, and the web PDF to read in a PDF reader.

Licenses and Attributions

“How to Read this Book Offline” by Open Oregon Educational Resources was adapted from Down-
loads and resources for students by Matthew DeCarlo, Cory Cummings, and Kate Agnelli, Graduate
research methods in social work, licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.
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http://openoregon.org/
https://pressbooks.rampages.us/msw-research/front-matter/downloads/#front-matter-382-section-1
https://pressbooks.rampages.us/msw-research/front-matter/downloads/#front-matter-382-section-1
https://pressbooks.rampages.us/msw-research
https://pressbooks.rampages.us/msw-research
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

About this Book

Accessibility Statement

This book was created in good faith to ensure that it will meet accessibility standards wherever possible,
and to highlight areas where we know there is work to do. It is our hope that by being transparent in
this way, we can begin the process of making sure accessibility is top of mind for all authors, adopters,
students and contributors of all kinds on open textbook projects.

If you encounter an accessibility issue, please let your instructor know right away.

Equity Lens

The Open Oregon Educational Resources Targeted Pathways Project seeks to dismantle structures of
power and oppression entrenched in barriers to course material access. We provide tools and resources
to make diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) primary considerations when faculty choose, adapt, and
create course materials. In promoting DEI, our project is committed to:

1. Ensuring diversity of representation within our team and the materials we distribute

2. Publishing materials that use accessible, clear language for our target audience

3. Sharing course materials that directly address and interrogate systems of oppression, equipping stu-
dents and educators with the knowledge to do the same

Designing and piloting openly licensed, intersectional, and antiracist course materials is one starting
point among many when addressing inequities in higher education. Our project invites students and edu-
cators to engage with us in this work, and we value spaces where learning communities can grow and
engage together.

We welcome being held accountable to this statement and will respond to feedback submitted via our

contact page.

Course Learning Outcomes

Educators, students, and future employers all benefit when course-level learning outcomes guide our
shared work. When course-level learning outcomes are public, institutions demonstrate a commitment
to equitable student success through the potential for increased collaboration and inclusive course
design. This project analyzed learning outcomes across the state of Oregon to identify themes and com-
monalities. Authors used this analysis as a basis for developing course outcomes that could match the
curriculum of multiple institutions in Oregon while still considering their local needs and context.

For the course SOC206: Social Problems and the related textbook Inequality and Interdependence:
Social Problems and Social Justice, the course learning outcomes are:

1. Describe the ways in which social problems are defined and constructed.
2. Analyze the causes and consequences of social problems using a sociological perspective.
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Differentiate between individual and structural explanations of social problems.

Explain the relationship between race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and other social loca-
tions, and the unequal distribution of wealth, power, and privilege.

Critically evaluate strategies for responding to interdependent social problems using individual
agency and collective action to expand social justice.

Demonstrate respect for diversity, critical thinking, and collaborative problem-solving skills
through active classroom, college, or community engagement.



Dedication

To Val — Magically, your love steadies the ground beneath my feet so I can walk with balance. Love always

4

To my family, those there at the beginning, and my chosen family — Your care lifts me from despair,

and your love lights my way.
To mystic and scholar, Mirabai Star, and scientist and storyteller, Robin Wall Kimmerer — By your
example, you show me how to weave truth and beauty.
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CHAPTER

What Is a Social
Problem?

1.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Explain a current social issue using the five characteristics of a social problem.

2. Describe the process by which social problems are created.

3. Explain why the interdependent nature of social problems requires both individual agency
and collective action to create social justice.

Chapter Overview this textbook and class has been a
profound lesson in teaching, writing,
With gratitude to my friends and and working for social justice. Your
colleagues at the Open Oregon generosity with your time and talents
Educational Resources Project. Writing enriches all of us. —Kim Puttman

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://youtu.be/1FDwbs_ITeQ

Figure 1.1 This 4-minute video promotes the Social Problems class at Oregon Coast Community College. Although your class and col-
lege are different, the issues raised about recovering from the Echo Mountain Fire apply to many of the social problems we will exam-
ine in this class. Transcript.
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Our human lives are full of both joy and sorrow.
We struggle with passing a class, standing up to a
bully, staying healthy, losing a job, ending a mar-
riage or saying goodbye to a dying friend. We also
savor the joys of life. We celebrate the new job,
getting an excellent grade, the connection of fam-
ily and friends, and the beauty of the glorious sun-
set over the beach. These deeply personal
experiences are also connected to a wider world of
family, community, country, and planet.

This chapter opens with a video about the Echo
Mountain Fire in figure 1.1. In September 2020,
a wildfire roared through the town of Otis, Ore-
gon, and the surrounding forest. The fire devas-
tated this tiny town on the edge of the wild Pacific
Ocean. Many families evacuated with just the
pajamas they were sleeping in. Other families were
able to save a box or two, maybe their pets, but
nothing else. Over the next few days, horses and
cows were moved outside the fire range and then
moved again as the fire spread. Residents of Otis

FOCUSING QUESTIONS

and Lincoln City were caught waiting—waiting
for news, waiting for safety, waiting for food, and
waiting for the fire to be contained.

The Echo Mountain fire was a disaster. Approx-
imately 2,500 acres of forests and wildlands were
destroyed, with over 1,241 structures burned.
Over 300 families lost their homes, and countless
others suffered damage from smoke inhalation for
weeks after the fire. All of us who lived through
the fire, including me, whether we lost our homes
or not, now understand how our lives can change
in a moment.

I encourage you to learn more about the Echo
Mountain Fire (figure 1.1). As you watch this short
4-minute video, please consider how recovery
from this fire becomes a rich ground for under-
standing social problems. This deep understand-
ing can set the stage for learning about social
problems in our world. We'll learn more about the
Echo Mountain Fire in Chapter 14.

In this book, we explore social problems, complex social issues that must be solved collec-
tively. To lay a foundation for this work, Chapter 1 focuses on answering three core questions:

1. What is a social problem?

2. How are social problems created and resolved?
3. Why does the interdependent nature of social problems require both individual agency and

collective action to support social justice?

We answer these questions section by section. In Defining A Social Problem, we examine the

characteristics of a social problem. In Constructing a Social Problem, we define, apply, and

critique the social problem process, a model sociologists use to understand social problems

more precisely. In Social Problems and Social Justice, we explore the transformative possi-

bilities of taking action, whether individually or with others. Then, at the end of the chapter,
you'll have the chance to check your understanding.

Let's dive in!
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Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 1.1. “Soc 206 Promo Video” by Oregon

Coast Community College is licensed under the
Standard YouTube License.

1.2 Defining a Social Problem

Kimberly Puttman

Figure 1.2 Sociologist Dr. Anna Leon-Guerrero. Her definition of
a social problem includes both our social and our physical
world. Why might this matter?

When you think about the current issues facing
our society and our planet, you might name war,
addiction, climate change, houselessness, or the
global pandemic as social problems. You would
be mostly right. However, sociologists need to be
more specific than that. Because they are trying
to explain what social problems are or how to fix
them, they need a much more precise definition.
Sociology professor and author Anna Leon-Guer-

rero (figure 1.2) defines a social problem as “a
social condition or pattern of behavior that has

negative consequences for individuals, our social
world, or our physical world” (2016:4).

More concretely, it is not just that one person
gets sick from COVID-19. The social problem is
that our healthcare systems are overwhelmed with
sick patients. People are experiencing different
rates of exposure to COVID-19. Their health out-
comes differ because of their race, class, and gen-
der. Because social problems affect people across
the social and physical worlds, the solutions to
social problems must be collectively created. It is
not enough for one person to get well, although
that may really matter to you. Instead, we must act
collectively, as groups, governments, or systems,
to identify and implement solutions. Our health is
personal, but getting well depends on all of us.

To talk effectively about social problems, we
must understand their characteristics. In this text,
we will explore five important dimensions of a
social problem You may encounter some new
terms in this list. We'll define them in the related
section:

1. A social problem goes beyond the experience
of an individual.

2. A social problem results from a conflict in val-
ues.

3. A social problem arises when groups of people
experience inequality.
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4. A social problem is socially constructed but
real in its consequences.

5. A social problem must be addressed interde-
pendently, using both individual agency and
collective action.

In the following section, we examine each of these
five characteristics. Where these characteristics
exist, social problems follow. Each component
provides an additional layer of explanation about
why any human problem is a social problem.

Beyond Individual Experience

Individuals have problems. Social problems,
though, go beyond the experience of one individ-
ual. They are experienced by groups, nations, or
people around the world. An individual experi-
ences job loss, but the wider social problem may
be rising unemployment rates. An individual may
experience a divorce, but the wider social problem
may be changing expectations around marriage
and long-term partnerships. Solving a social prob-
lem is a collective task, outside of the capability of
one individual or group.

Figure 1.3 Sociologist C. Wright Mills, pictured on the left, wrote
about the Sociological Imagination.

In his book The Sociological Imagination, Amer-
ican sociologist C. Wright Mills helps us under-
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stand the difference between individual problems
and social problems and connects the two con-
cepts (figure 1.3). Mills (1959) uses the term per-
sonal troubles to describe troubles that happen both
within and to an individual. He contrasts these
personal troubles with social problems, which he
calls public issues. Public issues transcend the expe-
rience of one individual, impacting groups of peo-
ple over time.

To illustrate, a recent college graduate may be
several hundred thousand dollars in debt because
of student loans. They may have trouble paying for
living expenses because of this debt. This would
be a personal trouble. If we look for larger social
patterns, however, we see that as of 2021 about
1 in 8 Americans have student loan debt, owing
about 1.6 trillion dollars (Federal Reserve Bank of
New York 2021). The volume of this debt and the
harm that is being caused stretch far beyond the
experience of a few individuals. Student loan debt
becomes a public issue.

In addition to differentiating personal troubles
and public issues, Mills also connects them using
the sociological imagination, a quality of mind
that connects individual experience and wider
social forces. He writes, “The sociological imagi-
nation enables us to grasp history and biography
and the relations between the two within society.
This is its task and its promise” (Mills 1959:6).

In other words when we use our own socio-
logical imaginations, we start with our own lives,
our biography. We connect with the experience of
other people and their history. We consider how
our own past actions and the historical actions of
others may have contributed to our current real-
ity. We use our sociological imaginations to con-
sider what the outcomes of our actions or of social
policies might be. When you use your sociological
imagination, complicated social problems begin to
make sense.
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Figure 1.4 A society consists of more than individual people, just like a forest consists of more than just individual trees: The forest

around Cougar Hot Springs, Oregon, has more than just individual trees. Tokyo, Japan, has more than individual people.

Building on Mills’s concepts, current sociolo-
gists highlight the complex relationships of the
social world. In the 2019 Society for the Study
of Social Problems Presidential Address, president
Nancy Mezey explores the topic of climate change
as a social problem. Understanding and solving
climate change requires a deep understanding of
the relationship between people and systems. She
emphasizes that “society is not just a collection
of unrelated individuals, but rather a collection of
people who live in relationship with each other”
(Mezey 2020:606). To make this point, she uses the
work of sociologist Allan Johnson. In his book The
Forest and the Trees, Johnson compares the physical
world to our social world:

1.2 Defining a Social Problem
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In one sense, a forest is simply a collection
of individual trees, but it is more than that.
It is also a collection of trees that exist in
particular relation to one another, and you
cannot tell what that relation is by look-
ing at the individual trees. Take a thousand
trees and scatter them across the Great
Plains of North America and all you have
is a thousand trees. But take those same
trees and put them close together, and
now you have a forest.

The same individual trees in one case
constitute a forest and in another are just
a lot of trees. The “empty space” that sep-
arates individual trees from one another is
not a characteristic of any one tree or the
characteristics of all the individual trees
somehow added together. It is something
more than that, and it is crucial to under-
stand the relationships among trees that
make a forest what it is. Paying attention to
that “something more”—whether it is a family
or a society or the entire world — and how
people are related to it lies at the heart of what
it means to practice sociology. (Johnson
2014:11-12, emphasis added)

Using this comparison, Mezey reminds us that
human society is made up of interdependent indi-
viduals, groups, institutions, and systems, similar
to the living ecosystem of the forest. This similar-
ity is illustrated in figure 1.4. The reach of a social
problem can also be planet-wide. As the response
to COVID-19 demonstrates, migrations between
countries, vaccination policies for any nation, and
the responses of health systems in local areas can
all impact whether any individual is likely to get
COVID-19 or to recover from it. A social problem,
then, is one that involves a wider scope of groups,
institutions, nations, or global populations.
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A Conflict in Values

Social problems can also be defined as issues
where social values are in conflict. A value is an
ideal or principle that determines what is correct,
desirable, or morally proper. A society may share
common values. For example, a society may value
universal education, the ideal that all children
should learn to read and write or, at minimum, be
in school until they are 18. A different society may
value practical experience, focusing on teaching
children skills related to farming, hunting, or rais-
ing children. When core values are shared, there is
no basis for conflict.

Social problems may begin to arise if people
cannot agree on values. For example, some groups
may value business growth and expansion. They
oppose restrictions on pollution or emissions
because following these regulations would cost
money. In contrast, other groups might value sus-
taining the environment. They support regula-
tions that limit industrial pollution, even when
they cost more money. This conflict in values pro-
vides a rich soil from which a social problem may
grow.

Inequality

A social problem can arise if there is a conflict
between a widely shared value and a society’s suc-
cess in meeting expectations around that value.
For example, people need sufficient water, food,
and shelter to sustain life. To work well, a society
values human life and creates infrastructure so
that all members have water, food, and shelter.
However, even at this most basic level, people
experience significant inequality in their access to
these resources.



Globally and in Every Region, The Prevelance of Food
Insecurity Is Higher Among Women than Men
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Figure 1.5 In this chart, we see that women experience more food insecurity than men, in every region of the world. In Africa, more
than half of all people experience hunger. This rate of food insecurity has also increased around the world between 2015 and 2020.
How do you think COVID-19 might have impacted world hunger? Image description.

For example, the United Nations reports that
one in three people worldwide do not have access
to adequate food. That number is rising (FAO et
al. 2021). As we can see in the chart in figure 1.5,
women are more likely than men to experience
hunger in all regions of the world. The related
report also notes that 22 percent of all children

worldwide are stunted because they do not have
enough to eat (FAO et al. 2021).

In a local example, the Oregon Food Bank
explicitly defines hunger as a social problem. They
write, “Hunger isn’t just an individual experience;
it's a symptom of barriers to employment, hous-
ing, health care and more—and a result of unfair
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systems that continue to keep these barriers in
place” (Oregon Food Bank 2021). In exploring
who is hungry in Oregon, they note that commu-
nities of color experience greater housing insta-
bility and therefore greater food insecurity than
White families (Oregon Food Bank 2019).
Unequal access and unequal outcomes are both

common in our world and fundamental to social
problems.

A Social Construction with Real
Consequences

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://youtu.be/Kg4MThX]Jpnc

Figure 1.6 This 11-minute video, Social Construction [Streaming Video], explores what it means to jointly create our social reality.

What else do you see that is socially constructed? Transcript.

Sociologists delight in statistics, those numbers
that measure rates, patterns, and trends. You
might think that a social problem exists when
things get measurably worse—unemployment
rises, food prices increase, deaths from AIDS sky-
rocket, or gender-related hate crimes explode.
Changes in the numbers, or objective measures, pro-
vide only part of the story. Sometimes these
changes go unnoticed in the wider society. The
changes don’t result in conflict or action. Other
times one community takes action, but another
community with similar statistics does not.

To explain this difference, we turn to the fun-
damental sociological concept of social construc-
shared
understandings that are jointly accepted by large

tion. Social constructions are
numbers of people in a society or social group.
This concept asserts that while material objects
and biological processes exist, it is the meaning
that we give to them that creates our shared social
reality. The video in figure 1.6 provides more
examples of this concept.

Peter

Austrian-born American sociologist

Berger and American-Austrian  sociologist
Thomas Luckmann introduced the term social
construction in 1966. They wrote a book called
The Social Construction of Reality. In it, they argued
that society is created by humans and human

interaction. These interactions are often habits.
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They use the term habitualization to describe how
“any action that is repeated frequently becomes
cast into a pattern, which can then be ... per-
formed again in the future in the same manner
and with the same economical effort” (Berger and
Luckmann 1966). Not only do we construct our
own society, but we also accept it as it is because
others have created it before us. Society is, in fact,
habit.

For example, a school building exists as a school
and not as a generic building because you and oth-
ers agree that it is a school. If your school is older
than you are, it was created by the agreement of
others before you. By employing the convention
of naming a building as a school, the institution,
while socially constructed, is made real and
assigned specific expectations as to how it will be
used.

Another way of looking at the social construc-
tion of reality is through an idea developed by
White American sociologists Dorothy Thomas
and William Thomas. The Thomas theorem states,
“If [people] define situations as real, they are real in
their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas 1928).
In other words, people’s behavior can be deter-
mined by their subjective construction of reality
rather than by objective reality. Let’s look at two
examples.
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Figure 1.7 What do you think the person in the photo, gesturing
“Thumbs up,” is trying to say? Depending on his country, he may
be saying great, one, or five. Even our hand gestures are socially
constructed.

Sociologists who study how we interact recog-
nize that language and body language reflect our
values. If you have learned a foreign language, you
know that every word does not translate easily.
The same is true for gestures. What does the ges-
ture in figure 1.7 mean? While Americans might
recognize a thumbs-up as meaning great, in Ger-
many it would mean one, and in Japan, it would
mean five. Thus, our construction of reality is
influenced by our symbolic interactions.

Another example of the social construction of
language is at work in this book. You might have
noticed that we capitalize the words Black and
White when we discuss race. We follow the work
of Black historian Ibram X. Kendi, who writes:
“Very simply, I capitalize both Black and White
(and Brown for that matter) to distinguish
between the races from the colors” (2019). The
National Association for Black Journalists recom-
mends this usage as well.

On the other hand, one of the textbook review-
ers pointed out that writing “white” with a low-
ercase “w” is preferred by some people who work
to end racism. Robin DiAngelo explains the con-
flict this way: “On one hand, capitalizing “Black”
but not “white” interrupts the historical elevation
of white above black. On the other hand, not cap-
italizing “white” minimizes its power as a racial
category and reinforces white as the default”
(DiAngelo 2021:xviii). White is as much a racial
category as Black. So which do we choose?

In this book, we have chosen to follow Kendi’s
advice. Every time we read “Black” or “White,” our
brains might pause for a moment to remember
that race is a socially constructed category with
real social consequences. When we are conscious
of social construction at work in language, we
choose our words mindfully.

Already we see that not all social constructions
are universally shared. Sometimes, our ideas about
what is real or true in society are in conflict.
Sometimes, those ideas change. Even when we
agree that a social problem exists, we may not
agree on what it is. In the next section, we look at
how a social construction can change.
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Unpacking Oppression, Advocating for Social Justice: The Social
Construction of Rape

Figure 1.8 In this picture of social protest, the protester is holding a sign, “Whatever we wear, wherever we go, Yes means Yes and No
means No.” Over time, our ideas about bodily autonomy, consent, and gender-based violence are changing.

In this class, we address sensitive social problems. Many of us are survivors of sexual
violence, natural disasters, houselessness, and other painful experiences. If you need to skip
this material for any reason, please do so. If it raises strong emotions, please talk to your
instructor or reach out to your college mental health services. You are not alone.

We can see that the social problem of rape is socially constructed because our ideas change
over time. Initially, European courts and lawyers defined rape as a crime of property. This view
of women's bodies is profoundly disturbing to us today but was common in
seventeenth-century English law. Legally, women were considered the property of their fathers
or their husbands. Therefore, rape was legally understood as decreasing the value of their
property. Taking this model further, married women could not be raped by their husbands
because consent was implied as part of the marriage contract.

When feminists in the 1970s challenged this legal definition, laws related to rape began to
change. Rape, which included marital rape, became defined as a crime of violence and social
control against an individual person (Rose 1977). In a more recent study, researchers examined
how rape was defined in a college community between 1955 and 1990 (Abu-Odeh, Khan, and
Nathanson 2020). Early descriptions of rape in school and community newspapers painted the
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picture that White women students were safe on campus. If they ventured beyond campus to
predominantly Black neighborhoods, they risked being raped. Although this assumption was
wrong, people believed that rape was a crime committed by a Black or Brown man who was a
stranger rather than by a White man who the survivor already knew. This story relied on the
false racial myth that Black men were dangerous. In addition, from this perspective, the police
were responsible for keeping White women safe (Abu-Odeh, Khan, and Nathanson 2020).

With the work of feminist activists, the concept of rape and the response to rape changed. In
the 1970s and 1980s, women's centers and health professionals defined rape as an act of
sexual violence that supported the power of men and an issue that threatened women'’s
health. The person who experienced rape began to be called a survivor rather than a victim.
Men who raped or committed other kinds of sexual harassment could be identified as part of
the campus community rather than being defined as strangers. Changes in the social
construction of rape allowed for more effective community responses in preventing rape,
prosecuting rape, and supporting the healing of rape survivors (Abu-Odeh, Khan, and
Nathanson 2020).

1.2 Defining a Social Problem
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Figure 1.9 Black activist Tarana Burke is the founder of the #MeToo Movement. How has #MeToo changed your willingness to talk

about sexual violence or to take action?

Feminist activists continue this work. Black activist Tarana Burke founded the #MeToo
movement in 2006 so survivors of sexual violence could tell their stories. These stories
highlight how common sexual violence is for women, nonbinary people, and men. It expands
our conversation about rape to a wider discussion around the causes and consequences of
sexual violence. If you would like to learn more about #MeToo from Burke herself (figure 1.9),
please watch this TED Talk, “Me Too Is a Movement, Not a Moment [Streaming Video].”
Actor Alyssa Milano drew attention to this movement when she tweeted #MeToo in 2017. You
might want to explore the #MeToo Twitter thread. This movement has resulted in some
changes in the law (Beitsch 2018) and in stronger prosecution of perpetrators of sexual
violence in some cases (Carlsen et al. 2018).

In this constructionist view, the definition of rape, the actors in the crime, and the
responsibility for fixing the problem changed over time, with significant consequences for the
people involved. Even concepts like consent, a freely given agreement to do something
(Planned Parenthood 2015), are taught and learned (see figure 1.8). We will see the usefulness
of the social construction of a social problem as we explore each social problem raised in this
book.

It's your turn to unpack oppression and advocate for social justice:

Instructions

The concept of consent is often applied to sexual activity because sexual assault is partially
defined by lack of consent. However, teaching consent is an important way to disrupt rape cul-
ture. Even young children can begin to learn about consent and bodily autonomy. How might
teaching consent be a way to advocate for justice?

Please watch one of these three videos:

« Grade One Teacher Welcomes Students With Special Greeting [Streaming Video]
+ A Cup of Tea and Consent [Streaming Video] (some adult language)
«  How Do You Know if Someone Wants to Have Sex with You? [Streaming Video]

As you watch, consider the social construction of consent.
Activity
Consider these questions:

+ How do these videos change your thinking about consent?

« How might consent apply in your classroom or community?
+ How does teaching and using consent create social justice by disrupting rape culture?

1.2 Defining a Social Problem
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Interdependent Solutions of
Individual Agency and Collective
Action

All life is interrelated. We are all caught in
an inescapable network of mutuality, tied
into a single garment of destiny. Whatever
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. We
are made to live together because of the

interrelated structure of reality. This is the
way our universe is structured, this is its
interrelated quality. We aren't going to have
peace on earth until we recognize this basic
fact of the interrelated structure of all
reality.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., activist,
sociologist, and minister

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jeyIAH3bUI

Figure 1.10 Video: Martin Luther King Jr. A Christmas Speech: Martin Luther King Jr. asserts that we are all interrelated, another word
for interdependence, in his 1967 Christmas Speech. While watching the whole speech is optional, you may want to view minutes
7:10-8:47 to listen to this concept. A transcript is available for this optional video [Website].

Our diversity can be a source of innovative solu-
tions to social problems. At the same time, the
ways in which we are different divide us. We see
bullying, hate crimes, war, gender-based violence,
and other patterns of treating each other differ-
ently based on our group membership. At the
same time, many of us go to school, raise families,
live in neighborhoods, and die of old age. How is it
that we can maintain our sense of community?
We begin to answer this question by reminding
ourselves that the sociological imagination helps
us to see wider social forces at play in our indi-
vidual lives. Interdependence is the concept that
people rely on each other to survive and thrive
(Schwalbe 2018). Martin Luther King Jr. asserts
that we are all interrelated, another word for
interdependence, in his 1967 Christmas Speech
in figure 1.10. Please watch at least minutes
7:10-8:47 to learn more about this concept from
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. himself.
Interdependence is everywhere, but specific
examples of social, economic, and physical inter-
dependence may help us see it more clearly. With
social interdependence, we rely on other people to
cooperate to support our life. We give the same
cooperation to others in turn. Sociologists some-
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times call this kind of social interdependence
social integration (Berkman et al. 2000).

For example, when you consider your own life,
you might notice how many people helped you
become the person you are. When you were a
baby, you needed an adult to feed, clothe, and keep
you warm. Maybe you were lucky, and someone
read you bedtime stories. As we widen this pic-
ture, we see that your caregivers relied on store
owners, doctors, farmers, truckers, business peo-
ple, and friends to support the work of caring for
you. You may not have had a happy childhood,
yet you lived long enough to read these words.
This book was brought to you by authors, editors,
artists, videographers, designers, musicians,
librarians, and other students like you. These rela-
tionships demonstrate our social interdepen-
dence.

In addition to social interdependence, we expe-
rience economic interdependence. As we shop for
groceries this week, we see empty shelves and ris-
ing food prices. COVID-19 is disrupting the global
supply chain. Some farmers in Mexico and South
America can’t get their food across the U.S. border
(Lopez-Ridaura et al. 2021). U.S. car manufactur-

ers can't get electronic chips manufactured in
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China. Even when people in Vietnam sew T-shirts
or factory workers in Korea build TVs, the ships
that carry these products from one country to
another wait for dock workers to unload them.
Our experiences with COVID-19 underline the
truth of our economic interdependence.

We express this economic interdependence in
relationships that describe the power of workers
and the power of business owners. Power is the
ability of an actor to sway the actions of another
actor or actors, even against resistance (Fox Piven
2008). In 2017, Francis Fox Piven, the president
of the American Sociological Association, defined
interdependent power, arguing that while wealth
and privilege create power, workers, tenants, and
voters also have the power of participation. We see
interdependent power today in the Great Resig-
nation, with people deciding to resign from their
jobs rather than return to work. We see it in
restaurants reducing hours or closing down
because they can’t find workers to wait tables and
bus dishes. We see this in frontline workers
becoming even more critical in providing basic
services to a quarantined public. We live in a glob-
ally interdependent economy.

Finally, and maybe foundationally, we are phys-
ically interdependent. I remember being on a boat
in a glacial lake in Alaska. The tour guide, a biolo-
gist, was asking the people on the tour about how
many oceans there were in the world. All of us
were desperately trying to remember fifth-grade
geography, and counting the various oceans we
remembered. Atlantic, Pacific, Indian . . . wait did
the Arctic and Antarctic count as oceans? Maybe
five? Maybe six? Maybe seven? At each answer, the
biologist shook her head, “No.” We were stumped.

Figure 1.11 The Pacific Ocean at Lincoln City, Oregon, or maybe
just one view of our planet's one ocean. How do you see social,
economic or physical interdependence in your own life?

She revealed that scientists who study the ocean
now say that we have just one ocean (even though
the ocean in figure 1.11 happens to be the Pacific
Ocean, a few blocks from my house). It contains
all the ocean water across our entire planet. Debris
from a tsunami in Japan washed up on beaches
from the tip of Alaska to the Baja peninsula and
Hawaii. Rivers contribute up to 80 percent of the
plastics pollution found in the ocean. We see that
the COVID-19 virus travels with people around
the world as infections move from place to place.
As we cross the globe on our feet, bikes, camels,
trains, cars, and airplanes, our diseases travel with
us. We are physically interdependent.

Figure 1.12 When do we comply with the social norms of
mask-wearing and elbow-bumping?

Each of these ways of considering our interde-
pendence matters when studying social problems
and creating change. Because our actions affect
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one another, any social problem or solution rip-
ples through our social world. For example, social
scientists are examining mask-wearing during
COVID-19.

Behavioral economics researcher Dr. Vera te
Velde from the University of Queensland explores
mask-wearing behavior around the world. She
wanted to find out what would make wearing a
mask a social norm. Social norms are the rules or
expectations that determine and regulate appro-
priate behavior within a culture, group, or society.

Dr. te Velde finds that when people trust each
other and their government, they are much more
likely to wear masks. Trust and shared agreement
around social norms encourage consistent behav-
ior. In other words, when we notice our interde-
pendence and trust that others will follow social
norms, we are more likely to follow them too. If
you want to learn more about Dr. te Velde’s
research, watch “The Importance of Social

Norms” (episode 8) [Streaming Video].
Michael Schwalbe, in The
Sociologically Examined Life, calls this mindfulness

Sociologist

of interdependence. When we are aware, or mind-
ful, of how our actions impact others, we are
noticing our interdependence. We then often act
for the good of all. In a more explicit analysis of
racism, Black author and activist Heather McGhee
argues that we collectively benefit when we orga-
nize for social justice across race, class, and gender
divides. This solidarity dividend is reflected in the
gains that come when people work together across
their differences to accomplish what we can’t do
individually (McGhee 2021) and improve every-
one’s lives.
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Figure 1.13 Fight for $15. As you look at these pictures
representing Fight for $15, who do you see represented?
Multiracial coalitions leverage interdependence to build social
justice.

The organization Fight for $15 (figure 1.13) is
working to increase the minimum wage to at least
$15.00 an hour. They deliberately name racism
as a cause of division and multiracial unity as a
source of power. One organizer says:

We've got to build a multiracial move-
ment, a different kind of social justice
movement for the [twenty-first] century.
And we’ve got to talk about it, multiracial
organization and how to build the move-
ment, you know. (Fight for $15 activist
Terrance, quoted in McGhee 2021:132)

These organizing tactics that emphasize our inter-
dependence are working. As of May 2023, we've
seen new increases to the minimum wage in eight
states. In 2019, a bill passed in the US House of
Representatives to raise the minimum wage to
$15.00 across the country. It didn’t pass the Sen-
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ate, but even the partial win is progress (Fight for
$152023).

The interdependent nature of social problems
also requires interdependent solutions. For this,
we look at individual agency and collective action.
The discipline of sociology always asks why? But
the sociologists who study social problems are
particularly committed to taking action. They try
to understand why a problem occurs to inform
policy decisions, create community coalitions, or
support healthy families. In the best cases, they
seek to know their own biases and work to reme-
diate them, so their research is used to create
change. This challenge is explicitly stated by SSSP
President Nancy Mezey:

The theme for the 2019 SSSP [Society for
the Study of Social Problems] meeting is a
call to sociologists and social scientists in
general to draw deeply and widely on soci-
ological roots to illuminate the social in
all social problems with an eye to solving
those problems.... I am calling on you, the
reader, through this presidential address
to focus on what is perhaps the largest
social problem: climate change. Indeed,
because we have been focusing on individ-
ual rather than social solutions regarding
climate change—we are now facing grave
and imminent danger. (Mezey 2020:606)

Mezey tells us that studying problems is not
enough. We must focus on the most critical social
problem of climate change to support all of us in
taking action.

Addressing social problems requires individuals
to act. Individual agency is the capacity of an
individual to actively and independently choose to
create change. In other words, any individual can
choose to vote, protest, parent well, or be authen-
tic about who they are in the world. Your choice
may be limited by your race, class, or gender,
among other identities, but each act of positive

individual agency matters to you and your com-
munity.

Collective action refers to the actions taken by
a collection or group of people acting based on
a collective decision (Sekiwu and Okan 2022).
These kinds of actions people take are creative
responses to local issues. We typically think of col-
lective action as a protest march or a social move-
ment. Collective action can also be setting up the
Salmon River Grange as the distribution center
for food, clothes, and pizza for survivors of the
Echo Mountain Fire. It could also be reinvigorat-
ing an Indigenous language or connecting busi-
nesses and nonprofits so you can provide digital
literacy skills training. People, communities, and
organizations imagine the future they want to see
and take organized action to make it happen.

To confront the social problems of our world,
we need a both/and approach to their resolution.
We act with individual agency to create a life that
is healthy and nurturing, and we act collectively
to address interdependent issues. We act to create
social justice, full and equal participation of all
groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet
their needs (Bell et al. 2007:1). You will have
opportunities to more deeply understand oppres-
sion and engage in social justice throughout this
book, in features like the Unpacking Oppression,

Advocating for Justice activity earlier in this

chapter.
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1.3 Constructing a Social Problem

Kimberly Puttman

Sociologists argue that social problems are socially
constructed. In order to explain why some issues
become relevant to particular communities, soci-
ologists propose a process, or sequence of steps,
that an issue undergoes before it becomes a social
problem. These steps may include requests for
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action and subsequent responses. Sociologist Joel
Best proposes a useful six-step process.
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The Social Problems Process

In order to explain why social problems arise,
sociologists look for patterns across many social
problems. As early as 1940, Richard Fuller and
Richard Myers proposed a model for social prob-
lem creation, action, and resolution. They called
the model a natural history of a social problem. It may
seem odd at first to hear social problems described
in terms of natural history.

More simply, Fuller and Myers are asking us to
be excellent observers, looking at the social world
the way a biologist would study nature. A biologist
would observe, gather evidence, and explain pat-
terns she sees. Sociologists who study social prob-
lems also observe and organize details into steps
or models. They use those models to explain social
phenomena or predict what might happen next. In

this book, we describe this approach as the social
problems process.

Recently, sociologist Joel Best proposed a more
detailed framework for the social problems
process (figure 1.14). In it, he includes steps for
identifying and examining what a social problem
is. He considers modern technology by describing
how social media can rally people to a cause or
promote government programs. He also expands
our understanding of how the government takes
action with social problems and helps us think
about what happens next. This model is helpful
because it allows us to explore what is common
in social problems, and perhaps more importantly,
what is effective in trying to solve them. The fol-
lowing sections walk through the model step by
step.
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Best’s Model of Claimsmaking

Figure 1.14 Best's model of claimsmaking contains the six steps of the Social Problems Process. How might you explain social
problems based on this model? Image description.
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Step One: Claimsmaking

In this step, people and groups identify an issue
and try to convince others to take it seriously. In
this step, the problem is called a claim, or “an
argument that a particular troubling condition
needs to be addressed” (Best 2020:15). In this
stage, people disagree about whether a problem
exists. They disagree on who should take action. In
Best’s classic example, civil rights activists claimed
that racial segregation in public spaces, employ-

ment, housing, voting and other aspects of social
life was unacceptable. Predominantly Black
activists held sit-ins, boycotts, marches, and
demonstrations to assert their claim. The people
conducting these actions are claimsmakers, the
“people who seek to convince others that there is a
troubling condition about which something needs

to be done” (Best 2020:15).

Step Two: Media Coverage
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Figure 1.15 Civil Rights March on Washington, D.C. Black and White leaders protested together in some cases. Image description.

In the second step, claimsmakers work to find
other people and groups who agree with them on
the causes, impacts, and desired outcomes of the
particular issue at hand. Civil rights activists, as
pictured in figure 1.15, used newspapers, radio,
and television to build an audience sympathetic to
the needed civil rights changes. Dr. King and other
speakers used their gifts for impassioned speak-
ing to encourage media coverage and gain wide
agreement about how and why civil rights laws
should change. Media coverage also includes using
social media, like the #MeToo movement men-
tioned earlier in this chapter.

Step Three: Public Reaction

In this step, individuals, groups, and organizations
begin to align to a particular explanation of the
problem and request a change in policy or law.
Often, at this step, it is the power of social move-
ments that creates the changes in policy or law.
For example, the marches for civil rights in the
United States led to Congress passing the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of
1965.
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Step Four: Policy Making

In the policy making step, governments create
new laws. These laws force institutions to create
new policies to address social problems. Response
to the social problem requires institutions with
power to take action to make change. With civil
rights, race-based segregation became illegal at
the federal level.

Step Five: Social Problems Work

Once a new policy is put into place, institutions
must act to implement the change. For the civil
rights movement, this work included integrating
schools, which we will talk about more in Chapter
5. It included registering Black and Brown people
to vote. It included ending the legal segregation
of public spaces, even though de facto segregation
still exists today.

Step Six: Policy Outcomes

In this step, claimsmakers examine the outcomes
of the policies and actions taken to respond to the
social problem. Often, the outcome of this step is
making the claim stronger and requesting more
action. The civil rights movement became a train-
ing ground for other protests. People who learned
to organize, march, and lead non-violent resis-
tance in the civil rights movement used these skills
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to advocate for women’s rights, ending the war
in Vietnam, and beginning to expand recognition
of the LGBTQIA+ community. We continue the
cycle of social problem creation and resolution,
moving toward a new—and potentially transfor-
mative—normal.

Sociologists Fuller, Meyers, and Best contribute
amodel that we can use to understand and explain
why social problems get our attention and how we
take action. Other sociologists criticize this model.
We'll explore some of these criticisms in Chapter
3 and Chapter 4, but for now we have a powerful
place to start.

Licenses and Attributions for
Constructing a Social Problem
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“Constructing a Social Problem” by Kimberly
Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 1.14. “Best’s Model of Claimsmaking”
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1.4 Social Problems and Social Justice

Kimberly Puttman

As we conclude this chapter, you may be feeling
curious and excited to know more. You may be
feeling depressed, angry, or despairing because the
weight of even the few social problems we have
begun to explore is enormous. We've explored the
differences in hunger worldwide. We’ve examined
how our understanding of sexual assault is socially
constructed. We've analyzed a model in order to
understand how social problems work. And we're
only on Chapter 1.

Social problems sociologists don’t stop with the
problem, though. They do their research to dis-
cover solutions and use them in the world. They
are committed to addressing the suffering of peo-
ple who experience these problems. They look for
solutions at all levels using both individual
agency and collective action. You may be won-
dering which approach is more effective.

To confront the social problems of our world,
we need a both/and approach to their resolution.
We act with individual agency to create a life that
is healthy and nurturing, and we act collectively
to address complex issues. Among many scholar/
activists, two women embody the power of this
approach.

The following biographies
researcher/activists embodying study and action.

introduce two

With scholar-activists leading the way, we will
explore the causes and consequences of social
problems locally, nationally, and internationally.
Each chapter in this book will explore reasons for
hope—those leaders, ordinary people, and com-
munity groups actively engaged in creating a more
just, equitable, and resilient world.

Activist Scholars: Jane Addams and
Angela Davis

The good we secure for ourselves is
precarious and uncertain... until it is
secured for all of us and incorporated
into our common life.

- Jane Addams, community activist,
scholar, and Nobel Prize winner

Figure 1.16 Jane Addams, White activist, scholar, and Nobel
Prize winner. How might the time period she was born into and
her social location have influenced her activism?

Jane Addams (figure 1.16) was a wealthy White
woman who combined community building,
research, and activism. During her lifetime, the
U.S. was grappling with industrialization, urban-
ization, immigration, World War [, and the Great
Depression. Addams responded to these chal-
lenges with action.
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Addams created and lived at Hull House, a
Chicago community center for immigrants in the
late 1800s. Hull House was a center for kinder-
garten and daycare for children, where teachers
taught adults and children to read and speak Eng-
lish. Community members could get help in find-
ing jobs and learning about union activities. In
creating Hull House, Jane Addams used both indi-
vidual agency and collective action.

In addition to being a community activist,
Addams was a scholar and a researcher. She stud-
ied the causes of the social problems she saw. Even
though she was not allowed to attend a regular
university because she was a woman, she worked
with the male sociologists at the University of
Chicago School of Sociology to understand the
deep roots of poverty, hunger, and violence in her
Chicago neighborhood.

She was also a thought leader in identifying the
causes and consequences of poverty and oppres-
sion. In addition, she created a network of peace
activists and won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931
for her efforts in promoting international peace
(Michals 2017). Her work for social justice
included both community action and scholarly
reflection. If you'd like to learn more about Jane
Addams and her work at Hull House, watch this
video documentary about Jane Addams [Stream-

ing Video], or read this biographical statement
for the Hull House Museum [Website].
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Figure 1.17 Angela Davis, Black activist and scholar. How does
her analysis and her action relate to her social location?

You have to act as if it were possible to
radically transform the world. And you
have to do it all the time.

— Angela Davis

Black activist and scholar Angela Davis (figure
1.17) is another woman who embodies the power
of both/and thinking when combining individual
agency and collective action.

The challenges of her time included the Viet-
nam War. The sociologist C. Wright Mills devel-
idea of the
complex—that military spending related to war

oped the military-industrial
led to profits for wealthy businessmen (Rosen
1973). Also, some women agitated for equality in
work and home as the second wave of feminist
activism was building. As we've discussed earlier
in this chapter, protesters in the civil rights move-
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ment were fighting to end segregation and win
equality in voting, housing, education, and other
social spheres.

In this tumultuous time of social change, Davis
started her career as a scholar but soon became
an activist protesting the unjust treatment of three
Black prisoners in 1970. The combination of
scholarship and activism led her to study the
deeper causes of the expansion of the prison sys-
tem. She coined the term prison-industrial com-
plex, the overlapping interests of government and
industry that use surveillance, policing, and
imprisonment to solve economic, social, and
political problems (Tufts University Prison
Divestment 2023). She saw that Black and Brown
men were disproportionately imprisoned and that
wealthy corporations and governments benefited
from it. Her passionate commitment to radical
social change, supported by careful critical analy-
sis, continues today. She says, “The real criminals
in this society are not all of the people who pop-
ulate the prisons across the state, but those who
have stolen the wealth of the world from the peo-
ple” (Davis quoted by George 2020).

With others, she founded Critical Resistance in
1997, an organization to abolish the prison
industrial complex. She sees this as part of a big-
ger goal of liberation for Black, Indigenous, and
People of Color, and for the liberation of women,
queer, and transgender people. In one New York
Times article, the author writes, “Before the world
knew what intersectionality was, the scholar,
writer, and activist was living it, arguing not just
for Black liberation, but for the rights of women
and queer and transgender people as well” (George
2020). She co-wrote a book called Abolition. Femi-
nism. Now. in which Davis and her co-authors con-
nect racist policing and gender violence. In an
interview related to the book, Davis says,

The feminist mention of abolition is not
simply that we want to attend to women
and nonbinary people who are survivors
of state violence and intimate violence, but
that we want to understand the connec-
tions between violence that is perpetrated
by the police and violence as perpetrated
by someone with whom the survivor
imagined themselves in love. That is the
essence of the feminist dimension of abo-
lition, that it not simply focuses on dis-
crete projects of getting rid of the police
or getting rid of the prison, but that we
understand the economic connections, the
relationship to global capitalism and
struggles in other parts of the world.
(Davis in Meiners et al 2022)

This is a complicated quote, but for now, it is use-
ful to recognize that Davis and her co-authors are
seeing interconnected social problems and inter-
dependent solutions in their fight for social jus-
tice.

both/and
addressing social problems, taking individual

Davis embodies approaches to
action to care for herself and others, and connect-
ing activists in social activism. She advocates for
social justice and liberation. If you would like to
learn more, consider exploring Angela Davis’s

early activism [Streaming Video], read her work

on the prison industrial complex in Masked
Racism: Reflections on the Prison Industrial

Complex [Website], or listen to this speech:
talks
University Carbondale [Streaming Video].

Angela Davis at Southern Illinois
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1.5 Chapter Summary

Kimberly Puttman

Throughout this chapter we've learned that social
problems arise from conflict and inequalities in
our society. We've reviewed a social problems
process to understand more about the steps many
social problems go through to be addressed.
Finally, we looked at the both/and solutions of
individual agency and collective action to create
social justice.

In our subsequent chapters, we do three things.
We build our understanding of how sociologists

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

explore social problems. We look at social prob-
lems related to wealth and health. We wrap things
up by ending where we started—with the Echo
Mountain Fire. By looking at the community
response to this disaster, we can explore the inter-
play between all the social problems happening at
once and the resilient responses of a community
committed to rebuilding.

Learning Objective 1: What is a social problem?

A social problem is a social condition or pattern of behavior that has negative consequences
for individuals, our social world, or our physical world. Most social problems share five charac-
teristics: 1) A social problem goes beyond the experience of an individual. 2) A social problem
results from a conflict in values. 3) A social problem arises when groups of people experience
inequality. 4) A social problem is socially constructed but real in its consequences. 5) A social
problem must be addressed interdependently, using both individual agency and collective

action.

Learning Objective 2: How are social problems created and resolved?
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Sociologists use a five step social problems process to describe how social problems arise and
resolve. These steps are: 1) Claimsmaking: People make claims that there is a social problem,
with certain characteristics, causes, and solutions. 2) Media Coverage: Media reports on
claimsmakers so that news of the claims reaches a broader audience. 3) Public Reaction: Pub-
lic opinion focuses on the social problem identified by the claimsmakers. 4) Policymaking:
Lawmakers and others with the power to set policies to create new ways to address the prob-
lem. 5) Social Problems Work: Agencies implement the new policies, including calls for further
changes.

Learning Objective 3: Why does the interdependent nature of social problems require
both individual agency and collective action to support social justice?

Addressing social problems requires a both/and approach. We need collective action, people
acting in groups to address social problems, because the problems are too interconnected to
be addressed alone. We also need individual agency because individual people must act to
create change in their own way. Each act of positive individual agency matters to that person
and their community. Our effective response to social problems strengthens social justice, cre-
ating a society that meets everyone's needs equitably.

Comprehension Check

KEY TERMS LIST

claim: an argument that a particularly troubling condition needs to be addressed.

claimsmaker: a person who seeks to convince others that there is a troubling condition about
which something needs to be done.

collective action: the actions taken by a collection or group of people, acting based on a col-
lective decision.

consent: freely given agreement to do something. This term is often applied to sexual activity,
but can be used in other situations.

individual agency: the capacity of an individual to actively and independently choose and to
affect change; free will or self-determination.

interdependence: the concept that people rely on each other to survive and thrive.

norm: the rules or expectations that determine and regulate appropriate behavior within a
culture, group, or society
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prison-industrial complex: the overlapping interests of government and industry that use
surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to economic, social and political prob-
lems.

power: the ability of an actor to sway the actions of another actor or actors, even against
resistance.

social construction: shared understandings that are jointly accepted by large numbers of
people in a society or social group.

Sociological Imagination: a quality of mind that connects individual experience and wider
social forces.

social justice: full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to
meet their needs

social problem: a social condition or pattern of behavior that has negative consequences for
individuals, our social world, or our physical world

value: an ideal or principle that determines what is correct, desirable, or morally proper.

DISCUSS AND DO

1. Define a Social Problem: Choose a social problem that interests you. Please describe how it
meets the definition of a social problem as described by Leon-Guerrero, or the five
characteristics of a social problem.

2. Social Problem Process: How would you explain sexual violence or COVID-19 as a social
problem using Best's model in figure 1.14?

3. Social Construction: Do you think social problems are socially constructed or objectively
real? Please support your answer with specific evidence.

4. Individual Agency and Collective Action for Social Justice: Jane Addams and Angela Davis
took very different actions to create social justice. Why do you think their actions are so
different?

Licenses and Attributions for
Conclusion

“Chapter Summary” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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CHAPTER

Who Are We?: Social
Problems in a
Diverse World

2.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:
1. Describe how social identity and social location impact how people experience social

problems.
2. List practices we use to create interdependent community in our classroom and the wider
world.
Chapter Overview truth, calling me out, and imagining new
possibilities with me. May you arrive

With deep appreciation to my students, home safely every day, with your

friends and colleagues who are People children, and their children, and their

of Color. Thank you for speaking your children’s children. —Kim Puttman

57



This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBvQGLmFuaQ

Figure 2.1 In this 12-minute video, Social Identities [Streaming Video], we explore the diversity of our social identities and the rela-

tionship of identity to power and privilege. How do you identify? Transcript.

Each one of us is unique. We like to listen to dif-
ferent music, eat different food, learn in different
ways, and have different creative superpowers.
Pause for a moment, and consider what makes you
a unique person. The problems we experience in
our lives are also unique...or are they? A common
saying in English is, “Nothing is certain but death
and taxes.” All of us are born, and eventually, we
die. At some point, we will likely fall in and out of
love, get sick and get well, enjoy youth, and grow
older. We share this human condition called life.
At the same time, sociologists know that any
person’s life chances depend in part on the groups
they are a member of. How long you live depends
partly on whether you are non-binary, female, or
male. It depends on whether you are Black,
Brown, Indigenous, Latinx, mixed race, or White.
It depends whether you are rich or poor. It
depends on whether you are straight, queer, or
pansexual. It depends on whether you are able-
bodied or not-able-bodied. And the list continues.

FOCUSING QUESTIONS

However, race, gender, class, or physical ability
aren’t in and of themselves social problems.
Instead, the problem is the meaning and value
society attributes to these categories. We have
socially constructed inequality in our society
based on these social locations. Some people have
power and privilege. Others have less. Power and
privilege influence the trajectories of their lives.

These identities and their relationship to power
also help us understand social problems in a more
nuanced way. Traditionally, sociologists have
sometimes explained social problems by using
only one dimension of diversity—just age, or just
race, or just gender. However, these models do not
capture the interdependent nature of society and
related social problems. More powerfully, sociol-
ogists use the concepts of social identity, social
location, and intersectionality to begin to explain
systemic inequalities.

Our questions for this chapter are simple but powerful. We ask:
1. How do social identity and social location impact the experience of a social problem?
2. What practices can we use to create interdependent community in our classroom and the

wider world?

Let's build our vocabulary for justice!
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Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 2.1. “Social Identities Video” by Eliza-
beth Pearce, Kimberly Puttman and Colin Stapp,

Open Oregon Educational Resources, is licensed
under CC BY 4.0.

2.2 Social Identity and Social Location

Kimberly Puttman

As a member of society, you have both a social
identity and a social location. A social identity
conveys who you are to others. A social location
describes your relationship to power and privi-
lege in your society. Both social identity and social
location use multiple dimensions of diversity.

Social Identity

Figure 2.2 White American sociologist Dr. Allan Johnson
explores social identity and social location in his work.

A social identity consists of the combination
of social characteristics, roles, and group member-
ships with which a person identifies. According to
Johnson, shown in figure 2.2, social identity is “the
sum total of who we think we are in relation to
other people and social systems” (2014:178). Our
social identity includes the following attributes:

« Social characteristics: These can be biologically
determined and/or socially constructed and
include sex, gender, race, ethnicity, ability,
age, sexuality, nationality, first language, and
religion, among other characteristics.

+ Roles: These indicate the behaviors and pat-
terns utilized by an individual, such as a par-
ent, partner, sibling, employee, employer, etc.,
which may change over time.

+  Group memberships: These are often related to
social characteristics (e.g., a place of worship)
and roles (e.g., a moms’ group), but could be
more specialized as well, such as being a twin,
a singer in a choir, or part of an emotional
support group.
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Social Identity Wheel

Designed by Elizabeth Pearce & Michaela Willi Hooper,
BY Open Oregon Educational Resources, CC BY 4.0.

Figure 2.3 The Social Identity Wheel includes individual characteristics, social identities, and roles and relationships. How do you

identify? Image description.

The social identity wheel in figure 2.3 includes
some common categories for social identity. The
characteristics in the center of the wheel describe
our individual characteristics. For example, we
may value social justice or believe that building
community is important. Our social identities also
include social categories that describe us. The out-
side of the wheel includes our social roles and
relationships. Each of us determines our social

identity. We determine which of our social char-
acteristics, roles, and group memberships are most
important to our own identities. Other people in
society may identify us differently, however.
Sometimes, how we appear to others doesn’t
match our personal lived experience.

The next sections examine how sociologists
define these social characteristics.
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Dimensions of Diversity

Groups of people can be diverse across many
dimensions. This section defines the dimensions
the sociologists commonly use to make sense out
of social problems: race, ethnicity, gender, age,
class, sexual orientation, and ability/disability.
In other chapters, we will explore different dimen-
sions of identity, including level of education,

national origin or citizenship status, neurodiver-
sity, and many other categories. As we look at spe-
cific social problems, we will use several of these
structural

identity dimensions to examine

inequalities and individual experiences.

Race

Figure 2.4 Race is socially constructed but real in its consequences. In this picture of protest, Black people assert that “Nothing
Matters Until Black Lives Do.” What do you think they mean?

One dimension of diversity we focus on is race,
a socially constructed category with political,
social, and cultural consequences based on incor-
rect distinctions of physical difference. Histori-
cally, race has been defined using observable
physical or biological criteria, such as skin color,
hair color or texture, or facial features. Today, sci-
entists understand that the definition of race
based on these biological characteristics is both
wrong and harmful.

Human racial groups are more alike than differ-
ent. In fact, most genetic variation exists within
racial groups rather than between groups. We see
differences in outcomes such as academic achieve-
ment or life expectancy based on race. However,
these differences in outcomes are due to the
racism embedded in economic, historical, and
social factors (Betancourt and Lopez 1993), not in
biology.
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The concept of race itself is socially constructed.
In the United States, if you have one drop of Black
blood, you are considered Black. In contrast,
Brazil measures five categories of race, mostly
associated with skin color: black, brown, indige-
nous, white, and yellow (Monk 2016:413).

The meanings and definitions of race have also
changed over time and are often driven by policies
and laws. As we discussed in Chapter 1, this social
construction has consequences. Black, Brown,
and Indigenous people experience racism, a mar-
riage of racist policies and racist ideas that pro-
duces and normalizes racial inequities (Kendi
2019). Because race, power, and inequality are
linked, White people can experience racial bias but
not racism. We discuss race in every chapter, but
we explore the social construction of race more
deeply in Chapter 9.

Ethnicity

Figure 2.5 Ethnicity: The U.S. Census only recently asks you if
you are “of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin.” Why do you
think this might be?

Ethnicity refers to a group of people with a
shared cultural background, including language,
location, or religion. Ethnicity is not the same as
nationality, which is a person’s status of belonging
to a specific nation by birth or citizenship. For
example, an individual can be of Japanese ethnic-
ity but British nationality because they were born
in the United Kingdom. Ethnicity is defined by

aspects of subjective culture, such as customs, lan-
guage, and social ties (Resnicow et al. 1999).
While ethnic groups are combined into broad
categories for research or demographic purposes
in the United States, there are many ethnicities
among the ones you may be familiar with.
Mesoamerican refers to people whose families
come from Central or South America. You may
also hear Hispanic, Latino/a or Latinx as common
terms that refer to people of Mexican, Puerto
Rican, Cuban, Spanish, Dominican, or many other
ancestries. Asian Americans have roots in over 20
countries in Asia and India. The six largest Asian
ethnic subgroups in the United States are Chinese,
Asian Indians, Filipinos, Vietnamese, Koreans, and
Japanese. If you want to learn more about the
complexity of ethnicity for Asian Americans,
review this report [Website] from the Pew

Research Center. We'll explore ethnicity more in
Chapter 7.

Figure 2.6 Gender is both socially constructed and real in
consequences. Depending on your gender identity, you may or
may not have access to a public bathroom.

Gender is a social expression of a person’s sex-
ual identity which influences the status, roles, and
norms for their behavior. Gender differs from sex
assigned at birth, a biological designation usually
limited to female or male. We sometimes use the
words gender identity or gender expression to
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clarify that we mean how someone does their gen-
der, not their physical sex.

As a socially constructed concept, gender has
magnified the perceived differences between
females, males, and nonbinary people. The overre-
liance on gender categories has created limitations
in attitudes, roles, and how social institutions are
organized. We can see these limitations when we
think about who can use which bathroom, as illus-
trated in figure 2.6. We see the influence of gender
when we look at what jobs we think are appro-
priate for women, men or nonbinary people. We
notice it when we look at how parenting respon-
sibilities and household chores are divided within
families. Gender influences the distribution of
power and resources, access to opportunities, and
social control, including gender-based violence
(Bond 1999).

Our understanding of gender also moves
beyond the gender binary of female and male.
Gender exists on a continuum. People now iden-
tify as gender-neutral, transgender, nonbinary or
GenderQueer (Kosciw, Palmer, and Kull 2015).
We'll look at this continuum of identity more in
Chapter 7, Unpacking Oppression, Queering

Justice. We'll examine gender and relationships to
power in Chapter 12 Unpacking Oppression,

Embodying Justice.

Figure 2.7 Old women smiling. Being old is often stigmatized,
but it's not all bad. How does your age change your experience
of the social world?

Some people say that age is just a number,
specifically the number of years you've been on
the planet. As you age, you experience develop-
mental changes and transitions that come with
being a child, adolescent, or adult. Sociologists
group people based on their age. Age groups are
made up of individuals regarded by society as
holding a similar position based on their age.
Power dynamics, relationships, physical and psy-
chological health concerns, community participa-
tion, and life satisfaction can all vary for these
different age groups. For example, baby boomers
are retiring. Millennials often value meaningful,
purposeful work over just making money. Gener-
ation Alpha is our newest generation, born after
2010. While it’s too soon to tell how Generation
Alpha will make its mark, they will be shaped by
planetary level social problems.

As each person ages, they experience different
life stages. In the youth-focused culture of the
United States, getting old can be something to be
feared. However, as we look at the smiling faces of
the older women in figure 2.7, we see that some-
times getting old is a good thing. We'll explore the
relationship between aging and social problems
more deeply in Chapter 13.
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Class

Figure 2.8 A houseless person on the streets of New York walks
beneath a sign for TUMI, a store that sells exclusive bags for
travel. He carries several bags full of items. How does this
picture demonstrate the inequality present in social problems?

Some social scientists believe that social class
is the most important factor in determining how
your life will turn out. A class is a group that
shares a common social status based on factors
like wealth, income, education, and occupation.
Sometimes, social scientists will use the word
socioeconomic status (SES) instead of class to
emphasize that the classification includes factors
related to money and cultural or social factors.

We can see the challenge of class in figure 2.8,
in which a person who is houseless is carrying all
of his possessions, near a New York store selling
expensive luggage. Our class affects our available
choices and opportunities. This dimension can
include a person’s income or material wealth, edu-

cational status, and occupational status. It can
include assumptions about where a person
belongs in society and indicate differences in
power, privilege, economic opportunities, and
social capital.

Social class and culture can also shape a person’s
worldview, their understanding of the world. It
can also influence how they feel, act, and fit in. It
can impact the types of schools a child may attend,
a senior’s access to health care, or an adult’s expe-
rience of work. The differences in norms, values,
and practices between lower and upper social
classes also impact well-being and health out-
comes (Cohen 2009; Pearce 2020). We will explore
social class more deeply in Chapter 6.

Sexual Orientation

Figure 2.9 Sociologists now understand that sexual orientation
exists on a continuum. Many identities are possible. How do the
changing labels around sexual orientation reflect the social
construction of a social problem?

Sexual orientation refers to a person’s emo-
tional, romantic, erotic, and spiritual attraction
toward another person (Flanders et al. 2016). Sex-
ual orientation exists on multiple continuums and
crosses all dimensions of diversity (e.g., race, eth-
nicity, social class, ability, religion, etc.).

Sexual orientation is different from gender
identity or gender expression. Over time, research
on gay, lesbian, asexual, and bisexual identities has
extended to other sexual orientations such as pan-
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sexual, polysexual, and fluid. (Kosciw, Palmer, and
Kull 2015). We explore the social construction of
sexual orientation more deeply in Chapter 7.

!' TR T

Ability/Disability

Figure 2.10 Disabled and Here. Physical ability and disability look different for every person. Can you confidently tell when someone is

disabled? Image description.

Please take a moment to really look at the pic-
ture in figure 2.10. All of these people are labeled
as disabled. What do we mean when we use this
label? In a medical model, a disability is a con-
dition of the body or mind that makes it more
difficult for a person to participate fully in every-
day life (CDC 2020). These conditions may be vis-
ible or hidden, temporary or permanent. They can
impact individuals of every age and social group.
The World Health Organization states that about
1 in 6 people worldwide experience a disability
(WHO 2023).

Traditional views of disability follow a medical
model, primarily explaining diagnosis and treat-
ment models from a pathological perspective
(Goodley and Lawthorn 2010). Medical profes-

sionals and researchers see the person with the
disability as “broken.” In this traditional approach,
individuals diagnosed with a disability are often
discussed as objects of study instead of complex
individuals with agency.

A social model of ability views diagnoses from a
social and environmental perspective. In the social
model, the social problem of disability is that
society doesn’t meet the needs of individuals with
different abilities, not that the people are limited.
A social model looks at all the social factors that
might impact a person’s ability to fully participate
in everyday life, not just at a particular impair-
ment.

Defining disability or ability also depends on
culture (Goodley and Lawthorn 2010). Culture
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may impact whether or not certain behaviors are
considered sufficient for inclusion in a diagnosis.
For example, cultural differences in assessing what
is considered “typical” development have
impacted the diagnosis of autism spectrum disor-
ders in different countries. Culture may influence
how people talk about their symptoms (Office of
the Surgeon General, Center for Mental Health
Services, and National Institute for Mental Health
2001). The experience of culture can significantly
impact the lived experience of individuals diag-
nosed with a disability. We look at the social con-
struction of ability and disability in Chapter 5.
These core social identities influence how you

experience the world. They may change over time

or stay the same. There may be other social iden-
tities that matter to you. Now that you have this
basic understanding of the most important
dimensions of social identities, we can explore
why social identity matters in social problems.

Social Location and the Wheel of
Power and Privilege

This Wheel of Power and Privilege shows the rela-
tionship between social identity and social power.
When you examine this wheel, what do you see?
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Wheel of Power and Privilege

MARGINALIZATION

NOILYZITYNIDYYIN

This wheel describes an individual's or group's relationship to power and privilege. Social locations near the

center of the wheel experience more power. Social locations near the edge of the wheel experience more

oppression. Please keep in mind that as we try to describe the relationships between socially constructed

power and identit?{. the categories we use can be imprecise, overlatﬁping, and unstable. Based on the work
i

of Patricia Hill Collins, Kimberlé Crenshaw and Allan Johnson, and
and the Canadian Institutes of Health Research.

[@10] This version designed by Kimberly Puttman, Michaela Willi Hooper, and Lauren Antrosiglio,

e visual images of Sylvia Duckworth

e Open Oregon Educational Resources, is licensed under CC BY 4,0.

Figure 2.11 Wheel of Power and Privilege. Image description.

Describing just one characteristic of a person’s  understanding their complex experiences. For
identity is insufficient to understand them. Sim-  this, we turn to the concepts of social location and
ilarly, understanding any social group requires  intersectionality.
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Social location is defined as the combination
of factors including gender, race, social class, age,
ability, religion, sexual orientation, and geo-
graphic location, in relationship to power and priv-
ilege (Brown et al. 2019). In the circle in figure
2.11, the word power sits at the center of the circle.
People with characteristics near the center of the
circle, such as White, non-disabled, property own-
ers have more power and privilege. As you will
remember from Chapter 1, power is the ability to
sway the actions of another actor or actors, even
against resistance. Privilege is “an advantage that
is unearned, exclusive to a particular group or
social category, and socially conferred by others”
(Johnson 2018:148). People in the center are also
known as people in the dominant group.

Non-dominant, or marginalized groups, are
located at the outside of the wheel. Marginaliza-
tion is a process of social exclusion in which indi-
viduals or groups are pushed to the outside of
society by denying them economic and political
power (Oxford Reference 2022). People in mar-
ginalized groups have less access to power. These
social locations may include having only an ele-
mentary school education, being houseless, or
being queer.

Rather than only being indicators of your iden-
tity, these social locations begin to describe the
access that people in a group have to wealth, sta-
tus, political power, economic stability, or other
social resources. Identities that align with the
groups who have power convey privilege. Those
identities that align with less powerful groups
experience oppression.

Citizens, for example, have the right to vote, the
right to travel in and out of countries safely, and
the possibility of applying for federal financial aid
to finance school. They also have the right to work
and receive government benefits like health insur-
ance, social security, and unemployment. Citizen-
ship itself conveys power to that social group. At
the far end of citizenship, we find people who are
undocumented, or living in a country without

any citizenship rights. Undocumented people can-
not vote, legally enter the country, or receive gov-
ernment aid to pay for education. Undocumented
people may be deported at any time. Being safe
where you live is a privilege. When you lack this
safety, you experience a specific kind of oppres-
sion called nativism.

Figure 2.12 Bandages for people with dark skin became
available in 2021. Can you find bandages, makeup, or athletic
tape that works for your skin tone?

White privilege is one dimension of privilege.
White sociologist Peggy McIntosh (figure 2.13)
writes, “I have come to see white privilege as an
invisible package of unearned assets that I can
count on cashing in every day, but about which
I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious” (1989). If you
want to dig deeper into these invisible privileges,
see “White Privilege, Unpacking the Invisible
Knapsack [Website]. The Racial Equity Project

adapts her work and defines White privilege as

“the unquestioned and unearned set of advantages,
entitlements, benefits and choices bestowed upon
people solely because they are white” (MP Associ-
ations 2023).
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Figure 2.13 White sociologist and feminist researcher Dr. Peggy
Mclntosh began to see her White privilege when she compared
male privilege, which she could see because she experienced it,
and White privilege, which she was unconscious of.

Mclntosh lists 26 privileges, or unearned advan-
tages, that White people have (McIntosh 1989).
Here are some of them:

+ Icanif I wish arrange to be in the company of
people of my race most of the time.

+ If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure
of renting or purchasing housing in an area
which I can afford and in which I want to live.

I can choose blemish covers or bandages in
“flesh” color and have them more or less
match my skin (the bandages in figure 2.12
were introduced in 2021).

Mclntosh makes White privilege visible. By listing
circumstances in which White people receive ben-
efits they may not notice, she describes inequali-
ties based on race.

Recently, sociologist Allan Johnson expanded
this discussion of privilege by applying it to gen-
der, sexual orientation, and ability/disability cate-
gories in addition to race and ethnicity. He writes:

Many of these examples of privilege—such
as preferential treatment in the work-
place—apply to multiple dominant
groups, such as men, whites, and the non-
disabled. This reflects the intersectional
nature of privilege, by which each form
has its own history and dynamics, and yet
they are also connected to one another
and have much in common.

Also, consider how each example might
vary depending on other characteristics a
person has. How, for example, would pref-
erential treatment for men in the work-
place be affected by race or sexual
orientation? Finally, remember that these
examples describe how privilege loads the odds
in favor of whole categories of people which
may not be true in every situation and for
every individual, including you....

+  Whites who are unarmed and have
committed no crime are far less likely
than comparable People of Color to be
shot by police, to be challenged with-
out cause and asked to explain what
they are doing, or subjected to search.
Whites are also less likely to be tried,
convicted, or sent to prison regardless
of the crime or circumstances. As a
result, for example, although Whites
constitute eighty-five percent of those
who use illegal drugs, less than half of
those in prison on drug use charges
are White.

+ Heterosexuals and Whites can go out
in public without having to worry
about being attacked by hate groups.
Men can assume they won'’t be sexu-
ally harassed or assaulted just because
they are male, and if they are victim-
ized, they won’t be asked to explain
their manner of dress or what they
were doing there. (Johnson
2018:26-27, emphasis added)
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Johnson’s list of privileges continues for multiple
pages, highlighting how structures of society
result in unearned benefits for some people and
oppression for others.

You may respond differently to this model of
power and privilege than someone else in your
class. You may sigh with relief because you see the
struggles you face every day in this model. You
may be confused or uncertain. You may feel the
model is complicated and hard to understand. You
may be angry because you don’t see yourself as
a victim or powerless. You may feel ashamed or
“bad” for having privilege.

Any of these emotional reactions (and others
not mentioned) are normal. Exploring these reac-
tions is useful for two reasons. First, when you
notice your reaction, you gain self-knowledge.
The Wheel of Power and Privilege (figure 2.11)
is powerful, but it can be just colorful ink on the

page if you don’t consider what it means. Under-
standing our own reaction to it helps us develop
empathy for ourselves and for those we see as
“other.” Second, these emotional reactions allow
us to pause and take a breath before we react. This
space between feeling and response allows us to
choose an authentic and respectful response. Our
response, even when it contains sadness, anger, or
guilt, can connect us with others if we ask ques-
tions and listen respectfully to the answers.

The Wheel of Power and Privilege
Describes Structural Oppression and
Structural Privilege

In addition to any emotional reaction, though, the
wheel of power and privilege model is useful in
moving the conversation from the experience of
one individual to structural experiences of
oppression. This model explains systemic inequal-
ities, not personal ones. Systems of law, education,
business, medicine, and government are con-
structed with rules, policies, and practices that

create a social world that is more powerful and
more enduring than any one individual or group
of individuals.

When you consider how changes in law change
society, consider these examples. The Civil Rights
Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination on the
basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national ori-
gin. In 1967, in the case of Loving v. the State of
Virginia, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that laws
that prevented racial intermarriage were unjust.
Until 1993, some states still had laws that rape
could not occur within marriage because consent
was already part of the marriage contract. In 2015,
the Supreme Court ruled that the right to marry is
guaranteed to same-sex couples.

These laws begin to reverse decades and some-
times centuries of racism, sexism, and homopho-
bia embedded in our social policies, practices, and
interactions. They expand social justice because
they specifically name the structure of inequality
and work to dismantle it. In every case, we have
yet to realize the full freedoms and protections
under these laws. The laws are one example of
a social structure that conveys power unequally
between groups.

The Wheel of Power and Privilege
Measures Harm not Worth

You might have noticed the word marginalization
on the wide white spokes of the Wheel of Power
and Privilege. In everyday language, being mar-
ginal might mean being unimportant or worthless.
However, sociologists use the word marginalized
differently. Marginalized doesn’t mean “without
value.” It means that a marginalized person lives
within a system that harms them. To understand
this more deeply, we need to explore what we
mean by power.

When we consider the wheel of power and priv-
ilege, we are talking specifically about one type of
power: power over. In this kind of power, a person,
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government, or institution can use laws, policies,
coercion, or violence to change the behavior of
another individual or group. For example, part of
the definition of the government is that it is autho-
rized to use force, like the police, the military, or
prisons, to ensure social stability. In power over:

Power is seen as a win-lose kind of rela-
tionship. Having power involves taking it
from someone else, and then using it to
dominate and prevent others from gaining
it. In politics, those who control resources
and decisionmaking have power over
those without. When people are denied
access to important resources like land,
healthcare, and jobs, power over perpet-
uates inequality, injustice, and poverty.
(VeneKlasen and Miller 2007:n.p)

Power over is a common form of power, institu-
tionalized with laws, policies, and practices. We
can apply this to social problems when we con-
sider that power and money are often related. Peo-
ple with money often determine which social
problems get attention. Sociologist Rudolfo
Alvarez points this out, writing:

How are social problems discovered by
various groups in society ... ? The answer,
of course, is that a social problem comes
into existence when a sufficiently power-
ful population becomes collectively aware
of a condition it considers to be threat-
ening to its well being and, consequently,
sets out to alter those conditions so as to
reduce the perceived threat. (Alvarez
2001)

This definition is unusual because it focuses on the
use of power as a determining force in construct-
ing a social problem.

Power with is a second kind of power. It is the
power of people to make decisions together and
take action. People and groups access this kind
of power when they take collective action. We
also see this kind of power in human relationships
when intimate partners decide to create a life they
both want. Power with involves dialogue, negotia-
tion, and shared decision making (Berger 2005).

Protesters often use shared culture to create
community with others, exercising power with. In
one example, women in Chile danced in the streets
to protest the disappearances of their husbands
and children. Sting created a song that tells their
story, sung in this video by Mercedes Sosa and
Holly Near.
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Figure 2.14 On the left, Argentine singer Mercedes Sosa, and on the right, American activist Holly Near sing Danzan Solas/They
Dance Alone [Streaming Video] of 5:40 minutes. The song tells the story of women protesters in Chile who dance, telling the story of

their husbands, children, and fathers who were murdered in Chile.

Danzan Solas/They Dance Alone
They’re dancing with the missing
They're dancing with the dead
They dance with the invisible ones
Their anguish is unsaid
They’re dancing with their fathers
They're dancing with their sons
They’re dancing with their husbands
They dance alone
They dance alone
Ellas danzan con los desaparecidos
Ellas danzan con los muertos
Ellas danzan con amores invisibles
Ellas danzan con silenciosa angustia
Danzan con sus padres
Danzan con sus hijos
Danzan con sus esposos
Ellas danzan solas
Danzan solas
It’s the only form of protest they’re allowed

(Sting in Maluca 2018)

The song, Danzan Solas/They Dance Alone, is a con-
temporary protest song written by Sting and sung
here by Mercedes Sosa and Holly Near (figure
2.14). The lyrics refer to the women, men, and
children killed while protesting against the dicta-

tor Agusto Pinochet, who ruled Chile from 1973
to 1990. The song also laments the deaths of pro-
testers in other Latin American countries who
went missing because they dared to speak against
the government. If you'd like to learn more about
efforts to find these people in Chile, please explore

this news article about current efforts [Website].

By using music to draw society’s attention toward
injustice experienced by people with less political
power and privilege, activists exercise power with.

Power to is a third kind of power. It is the ability
of any individual person to make choices in their
own lives. This is the power we talk about when
we see individuals making a difference. You may
choose to vote or to leave an abusive relationship.
In this case, you have power to. Your power to may
be limited by oppression or inequality derived
from power over. In this book, power to is also
called social agency.

Finally, power within is the fourth kind of power.
This power comes from inside, when you know
your own value and worth. When you respect
yourself, you have power. One activist organiza-
tion puts it this way:
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Many grassroots efforts use individual
storytelling and reflection to help people
affirm personal worth and recognize their
power to and power with. Both these
forms of power are referred to as agency
— the ability to act and change the world
- by scholars writing about development
and social change. (VeneKlasen and Miller
2007:n.p)

We can apply power to and power with to the wheel
of power and privilege. Any individual locating
themselves on this wheel may take strength or
pride in any of their identities. In fact, it is a sign
of resilient mental health to accept and integrate
all components of your identity. Movements such
as Black Power or Gay Pride celebrate this accep-
tance. People who experience mental health issues
find agency in telling their stories. Neurodiverse
people champion a different way of thinking. As
people age, they can savor the wisdom and wise
seeing that can come from getting older.

Further, a group that experiences oppression
may take back its power. The very characteristic
that puts them outside the norm may be the iden-
tity that supports them in taking action. An
oppressed group can sometimes more clearly see
the changes needed to invest in health care that
works for everyone, housing options so no one
sleeps in the street, or family support that allows
all members to thrive. The social location itself
becomes a ground for change.

BLACK LIVES |
MATTER

IMMIGRANT
JUSTICE

L

Figure 2.15 Activist Dolores Huerta, speaking for Black Lives
Matter, Immigrant Justice, and the Fight for $15, on Nov. 10,
2015. How does she use power with, power to, and power within
to challenge power over?

Activist and author Dolores Huerta, pictured in
figure 2.15, reminds us that “the power is in your
body” (Boyle 2017), and that all of us can protest.
With Cesar Chavez, she organized the United
Farm Workers Union. They organized a grape
boycott, which convinced 17 million people to
stop eating grapes. This power forced agri-busi-
nesses to negotiate with the workers to provide
better wages, health and safety protections, and
other rights. The fight is not over, but her rallying
cry, “Si Se Puede/Yes We Can,” calls us all to act.
If you'd like to hear from Dolores Huerta, herself,
please watch Dolores Huerta: Labor Rights Icon

on Standing up for Working People [Streaming
Video] (11:18 minutes).
In the example of Dolores Huerta, Cesar

Chavez, and the United Farm workers union, we
see marginalized people leverage power with,
power to, and power within to create change. In
their example, we see that the wheel of power and
privilege shows the harm of marginalization and
not a lack of value, worth or agency.

The Wheel of Power and Privilege
Demonstrates Intersectionality
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Designed by Elizabeth Pearce & Michaela Willi Hooper,
BY Open Oregon Educational Resources, CC BY 4.0.

Figure 2.16 In this image of intersectionality, we can see that various social identities overlap creating intersectional identities for

many people. Where do you fit? Image description.

As the Social Identity Wheel (figure 2.3) and the
Wheel of Power and Privilege (figure 2.11) illus-
trate, social identity and social location are com-
Today, these
multidimensional models are widely used to

posed of multiple factors.
describe parts of society. Before the 21st century,
many sociological models focused on one dimen-

sion of identity or location to discuss social issues.

Single determinant models focused only on race,
gender, class, or age as the most important expla-
nation for a person’s experience. However, these
models are insufficient.

Intersectionality is the idea that overlapping
social identities produce unique inequities that
influence the lives of people and groups (Cren-
shaw 1989). Social identities such as gender, race,
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or class don’t exist independently. Rather, they
change a person or group’s experience in relation-
ship to each other. This concept is illustrated in
figure 2.16. We see that social locations overlap.

Intersectionality studies have their origin in the
Combahee River Collective. The collective was
founded in 1974 by a group of Black feminist
women in the United States who challenged how
White feminists and leaders in the civil rights
movement did not address Black women’s needs.
They write:

The most general statement of our politics
at the present time would be that we are
actively committed to struggling against
racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class
oppression, and see as our particular task
the development of integrated analysis
and practice based upon the fact that the
major systems of oppression are inter-
locking. The synthesis of these oppres-
sions creates the conditions of our lives.
As Black women we see Black feminism as
the logical political movement to combat
the manifold and simultaneous oppres-
sions that all women of color face. (Com-

bahee River Collective 1978)

You have the option of reading the full Combahee
River Collective Statement [Website]. These
Black women see that the oppression of race, class,

gender, and sexual identity are interconnected.
They argue that we must understand these inter-
locking systems and work to dismantle them.
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Unpacking Oppression, Intersecting Justice: Acting Intersectionally
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Figure 2.17 Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw, Black lawyer, scholar, and activist, articulated the theory of intersectionality. How does using the
lens of intersectionality increase the transformative power of our analysis and our actions toward social justice?

Articulated most recently by Black lawyer, scholar, and activist Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw (figure
2.17), intersectionality asserts that race, class, gender, and other social locations must be
considered simultaneously to understand any group's relationship to power and privilege.
Crenshaw exposes how gender and race have been historically divided into separate fields of
study. Because of this division, “race” ends up referring to the experiences of men of color, the
universal racial subject. Meanwhile, in studies of “gender,” White women are perceived as the
universal female subject. However, we know that Black women have different experiences of
discrimination and oppression than Black men or White women. Crenshaw writes,

Intersectionality is...a way of thinking about identity and its relationship to power. Orig-
inally articulated on behalf of Black women, the term brought to light the invisibility of
many constituents within groups that claim them as members but often fail to repre-
sent them. (Crenshaw 2015)

To listen to Crenshaw in her own words, you may watch her recent talk which discusses the
impact of intersectionality, 30 years after she popularized the term: Kimberlé Crenshaw at
the 2020 MAKERS Conference [Streaming Video].

It's your turn to unpack oppression and intersect justice:

This chapter links to three sources on Intersectionality. Read at least two of the following
linked texts, then answer the questions below.

« The Personal is the Political [Website]
« Combahee River Collective Statement [Website]
« White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack [Website]

Questions

+ How are these sources similar in identifying patriarchy or power with respect to women?
« How do they differ in discussing race?

+  Where do you see intersectionality at work in any of these sources?

+ How does using intersectionality strengthen our actions for social justice?

We'll use the combinations of race, class, gender, ability, and sexuality to explore social

problems. In Chapter 5, for example, we'll examine how women of color experience d/
Deafness. This kind of analysis is intersectional analysis.
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Applying Social Identity and Social
Location to One Life

Figure 2.18 Audre Lorde, self-described Black, lesbian, mother,
warrior, and poet. | was introduced to her writing in college. She
helped shape how | understand the power of my own
integrated identity. Where do you find your power within?

My fullest concentration of energy is available
to me only when I integrate all the parts of who
I am, openly, allowing power from particular
sources of my living to flow back and forth
freely through all my different selves, without
the restriction of externally imposed definition.

—Audre Lorde, self-described Black,
lesbian, mother, warrior, and poet (figure
2.18)

It can be challenging to move from the individual
to community to social structure and back again
when making sense of the social world. As a prac-
tice, I offer my own experience in the following
section.

Figure 2.19. This timeline shows the key actions
which impacted Kim and Val’s legal and social sta-

My Social Identity

My wheel of social identity comprises many social
roles. Most relevant to this book, I am a writer.
[ teach sociology, GED, and English to Speakers
of Other Languages (ESOL). I am an activist and
a member of a healing community related to the
Echo Mountain Fire. I am White, female, and at
the time of this writing, 57 years old. [ am a daugh-
ter and a sister. I am a wife in a long-term lesbian
relationship. I am an ordained interfaith/inter-
spiritual minister. I look forward to being able
to sing in a choir again, and [ am a beginning
kayaker. Some of these identities have stayed con-
sistent. [ was born premature and have some hid-
den physical disabilities, for example. Other
identities change over time. I look forward to my
aging and the power that comes with being a wise-
woman. Although I am wholly myself in all situa-
tions, some of the layers of my identity are core to
how others see me.

My Social Location

My social location includes both experiences of
oppression and privilege. I experience systemic
inequality because of my queer identity. My love
story with my wife is both beautiful and con-
strained by homophobic political systems. We fell
in love in 2000, declaring our relationship to our-
selves and our families late in that year. While this
declaration was not without challenges, it
required no state or government intervention to
be real. What followed, however, was a decades-
long struggle for legal, religious, and social legiti-
macy for our relationship. This struggle involved
many institutions/governing bodies, as shown in
the timeline in figure 2.19.
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tus as an often and finally married couple. What
are other changes in the legal recognition of social
relationships?

As of 2023, we can be confident that our fam-
ilies and healthcare institutions will respect our
need to be together if we are sick or require hospi-
talization. We expect retirement centers will allow
us to live in the same room together if we can’t
care for ourselves. Our money and our resources
belong equally to both of us. Although we are not
safe to be visible everywhere, worldwide, we love
each other freely. We are grateful that we can live
in relationship so openly, and yet, we also
acknowledge that part of our struggle is the strug-
gle against heterosexism, heteropatriarchy, and
homophobia, components of social structure that
confer rights and power to people who live and
love in female/male relationships.

My Power, Privilege, and
Intersectionality

While I am marginalized in my social location of
queer, [ also experience privilege as a White, edu-
cated woman. This privilege supports me in soft-
ening the impact of queerness. Because I can live
where I choose, I can choose a community and
physical location that is beautiful, restorative, and
safe. Because I am well educated I can find work
that [ enjoy and that pays well. My education and
professional work experience resulted in digital
fluency, so I can find communities locally and
online that nourish the various layers of my iden-
tity. Although I've worked hard, many of these
privileges are unearned.

This combination of power and marginaliza-
tion, when applied to social groups, is what Cren-
shaw points out in her work on intersectionality.
Race, gender, sexual orientation, or class alone can
not completely define how someone experiences
the social world. Instead, combinations of race,
class, gender, age, and origin interact in a complex

matrix of power and privilege to create your expe-
rience.

My Identity and Agency

Figure 2.20 Val and Kim at Women'’s March in Newport, Oregon,
Jan 21, 2017 (with coffee because we live in Oregon).

When you look at our relationship timeline, it
is obvious that Val and I experience systemic
inequality. Straight people who choose to marry
don’t usually need multiple ceremonies in order
to have the government or their house of worship
validate their relationship. However, my queer
identity is also a source of my personal power and
my individual willingness to take action. Like
many feminists of the 1970s, Val lived “the per-
sonal is the political” (Hanisch 1968) when she
knocked on her neighbors’ doors. If you want to
learn more about this concept, explore Carol
Hanisch’s paper [Website] (Hanisch 2009). By
telling them that she was a lesbian, or coming out,
she challenged their assumptions that to be lesbian

was to be strange, deviant, or dangerous. We
found great joy in singing with lesbian choirs over
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many decades. My experience as a lesbian is steady
fuel for my commitment to personal authenticity,
empathy, and social justice (figure 2.20).
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which is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. Mod-
ifications: Summarized some content and applied

it specifically to social problems.
“Class” definition from Introduction to Soci-

ology 3e by Tonja R. Conerly, Kathleen Holmes,

4.0.
Figure 2.18. “Audre Lorde” by Elsa Dorfman is
licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0.
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All Rights Reserved Content

“Applying Social Identity” and related figures
except 2.19 are all rights reserved. Please request
permission to re-use the author’s personal story.
Figure 2.12. “Photo” from “The Story Behind
BAND-AID® Brand OURTONE™ Adhesive
Bandages” © Johnson & Johnson is included under

fair use.

Figure 2.13. “Photo” of Peggy McIntosh © The
SEED project is included under fair use.

Figure 2.14 (right). “They Dance Alone/Ellas
Danzan Solas” by Holly Near is licensed under

the Standard YouTube License. Partial lyrics are

included under fair use.
Figure 2.20. “Photo” © Kimberly Puttman is all
rights reserved.
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Kimberly Puttman

Figure 2.21 Dr. Maya Angelou reciting her poem “On the Pulse
of Morning” at U.S. President Bill Clinton’s inauguration on
January 20, 1993. She calls on us to take action for justice. How
might this apply to you?

Do the best you can until you know
better. Then when you know better, do
better.

—Dr. Maya Angelou, American author,
poet, and civil rights activist (figure 2.21)

Poet Maya Angelou sets the tone for this section.
All of us have something to learn about diversity.
None of us will do this work perfectly. And yet, as
we learn more, we can be better. Let’s learn how.
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://youtu.be/cPqVit6 TJjw

Figure 2.22 In the video Eliminating Microaggressions: The Next Level of Inclusion [Streaming Video] lawyer Tiffany Alvoid

explores microaggressions. As you watch, please consider whether you have committed or experienced microaggressions. Tran-

script.

These discussions of structural inequality, a con-
dition where one category of people is attributed
an unequal status in relation to another category
of people (United Nations N.d.), begin to help us
understand why we have social problems in the
first place. They also help us understand why
social problems are hard to solve. But how can we
use these models to start making a difference in
our communities today?

We can take action at the level of microaggres-
sions. According to Tiffany Alvoid, JD, an attorney
who graduated from the UCLA School of Law,
microaggression is “a term used for brief and
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environ-
mental indignities, that communicate hostile,
derogatory, or negative prejudicial slights and
insults toward any group” (Alvoid 2019). In the
video in figure 2.22, Alvoid provides examples of
several microaggressions. One common microag-
gression is asking, “Where are you from?” particu-
larly when a White person is talking to a person of
color who speaks with an accent.

In another example, a Latinx student said they
were serving a customer in a local restaurant. The
customer, who was White, said, “You are one of
the good ones,” to compliment the quality of their
work. This compliment implied that everyone
who looked like them wasn’'t “good.” Another
microaggression is to say, “‘I'm so OCD,” when in
fact, you are just stressed out. This minimizes the
struggles of those who have obsessive-compulsive
disorder.

All of us can commit microaggressions, particu-
larly when we are acting in our privilege. All of us
can experience microaggressions, but people with
less privilege experience them more. Microag-

gressions are a form of discrimination and mar-
ginalization. Some people don’t use the term
microaggression any more, because they assert
that all discrimination matters.

Living Diversity Well

We have now explored models of inequality as
concepts and seen how they work when applied to
daily life. What norms of behavior do we choose to
use when we interact in our classroom and in our
wider community? When we focus only on differ-
ences, we polarize our community. It becomes a
situation of “us” versus “them.” By bringing inter-
dependence and relationship into our conversa-
tions with each other, we can bridge our
differences. We use our collective diversity as a
communal strength. The following is a list of sug-
gestions to support you in managing your own
reactions and any conflict that may arise as we
tackle these challenging concepts together:

+ Breathe. When you notice your breathing,
you notice your own physical and emotional
reaction to the information you are learning
or the environment around you.

+ Pause before reacting. In the microaggres-
sions video referenced earlier in this section,
Alvoid suggests the use of the pause. She says,
“Before you ask someone a personal question
in the [classroom], pause” (Alvoid 2019). The
pause allows you to consider why you are
speaking. It also allows you to consider the
impact of what you might say. Will the words
you are considering cause harm to someone
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else? Sometimes it is important to disagree
with someone. Even then, you can disagree
with respect.

+ Speak authentically. When you tell the truth
about who you are, you bring richness into
our collective room. Please consider the
dynamics of who is speaking, also. If you speak
often, you may want to be quieter to allow the
voices of others. If you are quiet, consider
being brave and speaking more. The whole-
ness of the world requires your voice.

+ Take care of yourself. This book and this
class address issues and experiences that may
challenge your worldview, beliefs, and ideas
about yourself and others. Because we discuss
difficult life experiences like houselessness,
sexual violence, and death and dying, you
may experience strong feelings. If this occurs,
please take care of yourself. Your instructor or
your college may have support resources
available to you.

It may also help to consider this concept of radical
self-care, championed by the activist leader and
scholar Angela Davis. She encourages all of us to
look at self-care as a method for creating healthier
ways of being, one caring step at a time. If you'd
like to hear more about it from Angela Davis her-
self, she describes the concept in the video “Radi-

cal Self Care [Streaming Video].” She says eating

right and caring for your mental and spiritual
health are essential when doing activist work.
Activist and therapist Resmaa Menakem also
reminds us that we can access resources that may
This
Cultivating

support our healing. blog  post,

“Understanding  and Your

Resources” [Website] is an optional read to help

you figure out how to get support.

+ Cultivate cultural humility. Cultural humil-
ity is the ability to remain open to learning
about other cultures while acknowledging
one’s lack of competence and recognizing

power dynamics that impact the relationship.
Within cultural humility, it is important to
engage in continuous self-reflection, recog-
nize the impact of power dynamics on indi-
viduals and communities, embrace not
knowing, and commit to lifelong learning.
This approach to diversity encourages a curi-
ous spirit and the ability to openly engage
with others while learning about a different
culture. As a result, it is important to address
power imbalances and develop meaningful
relationships with community members in
order to create positive change. You can
explore a guide to cultural humility offered by
Culturally Connected [Website], a group that

works in health and health literacy in British
Columbia, Canada.

+  Demonstrate compassion. We all share a
common experience of living and loving in
this world. Our differences are often used as a
way to divide us. However, we are also intri-
cately interconnected. Consider how you
could use empathy to foster both clarity and
connection.

Licenses and Attributions for
Creating Community by Honoring
Diversity

Open Content, Original

“Creating Community by Honoring Diversity” by
Kimberly Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Cultural Humility” definition from Contempo-
rary Families in the U.S.: An Equity Lens 2e,

Open Oregon Educational Resources, by Eliza-
beth B. Pearce is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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Figure 2.21. “Maya Angelou reciting her poem
‘On the Pulse of Morning’ at President Bill Clin-
ton’s inauguration in 1993” by the William ]J.

Clinton Presidential Library, Wikimedia Com-

mons, is in the Public Domain.

Figure 2.22. “Eliminating Microaggressions”
by Tiffany Alvoid, TEDxOakland is licensed
under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.

2.4 Chapter Summary

Kimberly Puttman

In this chapter, we asked the question, “Who are
we?” We answered that question by understanding
our own social identity and the social identities
of others. We didn’t stop with exploring identity,
though. We looked at different types of power.
We connected social identity and power to better
understand our own social location. We used
social location to understand the inequality that
people experience when facing social problems.
Finally, we explored practices for acknowledging

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

and respecting diversity and differences in power
in our classroom and our world. These practices
can help us better understand ourselves and peo-
ple different from us so that we can learn and
change.

Now that we understand what a social problem
is and how social problems impact people
unequally, we can turn our attention to the “why”
of the matter. In Chapter 3, we explore how soci-
ologists make sense of the social world.

Learning Objective 1: How do social identity and social location impact the experience

of a social problem?

People differ in their social identity. People and groups also differ in their relationship to privi-
lege and power, based on their social location. This inequality is both personal and structural.
Social problems are manifestations of this inequality.

Learning Objective 2: What practices can we use to create an interdependent
community in our classroom and the wider world?

The practices that promote interdependent action—power with, power to, and power
within—start with self-awareness and self-care. Know when you are reacting strongly, breathe,
and ask for help. They also include respecting others, stepping back when you need to, prac-
ticing cultural humility, and showing compassion. These practices support a healthy class-

room community and a more just world.
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Comprehension Check

Select the icons in this interactive to explore how
the relationship between power and marginaliza-
tion changes with different social locations.

KEY TERMS LIST

age group: a group of individuals who are regarded by society as holding a similar position
based on their age.

class: a group that shares a common social status based on factors like wealth, income, edu-
cation, and occupation.

cultural humility: the ability to remain open to learning about other cultures while acknowl-
edging one’s own lack of competence and recognizing power dynamics that impact the rela-
tionship/

disability: a condition of the body or mind that makes it more difficult for a person to partici-
pate fully in everyday life.

ethnicity: a group of people who share a cultural background including language, location, or
religion.

gender: a social expression of a person’s sexual identity that influences the status, roles, and
norms for their behavior.

intersectionality: the idea that inequalities produced by multiple and interconnected social
characteristics can influence the life course of an individual or group.

marginalization: a process of social exclusion in which individuals or groups are pushed to
the outside of society by denying them economic and political power.

microaggression: brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indigni-
ties that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative prejudicial slights and insults toward
any group.

privilege: an advantage that is unearned, exclusive to a particular group or social category,
and socially conferred by others.
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racism: a marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that produces and normalizes racial
inequities.

race: a socially constructed category with political, social, and cultural consequences based on
incorrect distinctions of physical difference.

role: the behaviors and patterns utilized by an individual, such as a parent, partner, sibling,
employee, employer, etc., which may change over time.

sexual orientation: a person’s emotional, romantic, erotic, and spiritual attraction toward
another person.

social identity: the sum total of who we think we are in relation to other people and social
systems.

social location: the combination of factors including gender, race, social class, age, ability,
religion, sexual orientation, and geographic location that define an individual or group in rela-
tionship to power and privilege .

structural inequality: a condition where one category of people is attributed an unequal sta-
tus in relation to other categories of people.

White privilege: the unquestioned and unearned set of advantages, entitlements, benefits,
and choices bestowed upon people solely because they are White.

DISCUSS AND DO

1. Social Location: Please draw your own personal wheel of power and privilege. What is your

unique social location? Where do you have power based on your social location? How do your

race, class, gender identity, able-bodied status, and other social locations combine to give

you less power or more power? How could you use this power to create change in your own

life or in society?
2. Structural Inequality: Identify one law that changed access to power and privilege in the

United States. Which law did you choose? Why? What condition in society did it try to change?

Do you think that the change in the law has fully transformed our world? Why or why not?

3. Diversity and Conflict: Some politicians and activists argue that by focusing on our
differences, we are creating conflict. Other politicians and activists argue that by
understanding the causes and consequences of our differences, we can begin to create a
more just world. Which position makes more sense to you?

2.4 Chapter Summary
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CHAPTER

What Is Sociology?
Theory in Social
Science

3.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Summarize how sociological theory helps us to understand and explain our world.

2. Describe key theories of sociologists, particularly the scholars and scientists who are
traditionally ignored.

3. Explain how the social location of a sociologist might impact what they see.

Chapter Overview co-author for support in this attempt to
re-craft the standard narrative of
With gratitude to my teachers, my sociological theory. - Kelly Szott

students, Open Oregon, and my
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TqDWGgvpWnY&t=3s

Figure 3.1 Texas state rep. gives powerful testimony on the history of bathroom laws [Streaming Video]. Who Can Use The

Bathroom? Texas State Representative Senfronia Thompson testifies. As you watch, you might consider how using the bathroom
becomes a social problem. Social scientists try to figure out why this might be true. Transcript.

In the video that opens this chapter, we see that
something as simple as where to go to the bath-
room can be very complicated (figure 3.1). Writing
in 1892, Black feminist scholar Anna Julia Cooper
noted a dilemma she encountered while traveling
by train in the South. When her train stopped at
a station, Cooper wrote, “I see two dingy little
rooms with ‘FOR LADIES’ swinging over one and
‘FOR COLORED PEOPLE’ over the other; while
wondering under which head I come” (1892:96).
It is this precise dilemma that Black feminist the-
orists of intersectionality dealt with 100 years
later when they pointed out the law’s inability to
address the intersection of racial and gender dis-
crimination.

Bathrooms have also emerged as a controversial
space more recently with attacks on policies that

FOCUSING QUESTIONS

allow gender-expansive individuals to use
restrooms that align with their gender identity
(Schilt and Westbrook 2015). We can see that then
and now something that seems so mun-
dane—bathrooms—can produce rich theoretical
insights about society, a group of people who live
in a defined geographic area, who interact with
one another, and who share a common culture.
The study of social problems is based in the
wider field of sociology, the systematic study of
society and social interactions to understand indi-
viduals, groups, and institutions through data col-
lection and analysis. Sociologists study human
interactions from the level of two people talking
to systems that span the globe. In this chapter, we
explore how sociological theories help to under-

stand why our world works the way it does.

The following questions will help us understand how sociology is a science:

1. How does sociological theory help us to understand and explain our world?

2. Who are sociologists, particularly scholars and scientists who are traditionally ignored?
3. How does the social location of sociologists influence what they see?

Let's start by sorting out how we know what we know!
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3.2 How Do You Know?: Social Theory

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

When you consider what you wear today, you may
look into your closet or the clean clothes on your
floor and make some choices. Perhaps the red
dress suits your mood or the green gardening
clogs help you get your work done for the day.
These personal choices are yours to make. At the
same time, what you choose to wear is also influ-
enced by your gender identity, social class, race
or ethnicity, or even whether or not you use a
wheelchair.

As scientists, sociologists want to understand
the causes of the social forces that influence what
you wear, for example. They want to see why you
have jeans made in Vietnam as one of your choices
(figure 3.2). They consider why some women wear
hijabs (figure 3.3), and some men wear turbans
(figure 3.4). They might look at how clothing helps
distinguish a particular culture or ethnic group
(figure 3.5). Sociologists of gender might examine
who wears makeup and who doesn't (figure 3.6).

Figure 3.2 Where did the jeans come from that these cowboys
wear? Sociologists might examine global economics to find out.

Figure 3.3 Who wears hijab and who doesn’t? Sociologists might
look at the intersection of religious beliefs, gender roles, and
immigration to understand this.
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Figure 3.5 This traditional Mexican folk dancer sweeps her skirts
grandly. How can clothing distinguish people from different
cultural or ethnic groups?

Figure 3.4 These boys are wearing turbans. Sociologists might
look at theories of race, religion, or social stratification to
explain why.

Figure 3.6 Sociologists of gender might ask, “Why do some
people wear makeup and others don't?”
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Figure 3.7 This student-created art compares cultural appropriation and cultural appreciation. When a Mexican American woman
wears her hair in braids and outlines her lips in brown lip liner, she gets called trashy or ghetto. When a White woman uses the same
style, she is called pretty and stylish. Why might this be? Image description.

Sociologists observe and measure social behav-
ior to explain or predict the actions of people or
groups, one of the ways to do science. For exam-
ple, when sociologists examine what kind of cloth-
ing people wear, they might use the concept of
cultural appropriation. Cultural appropriation
is the act of taking or using things from a culture
that is not your own, especially without showing
that you understand or respect this culture
(O’Keefe 2020). In the student-created image in
figure 3.7, the student was comparing fashion
between Mexican American and White women.
She noted that when Mexican American women
wear braids and outline their lips in brown, they
are called trashy. When White women do a similar
thing, they are called pretty or cute. Sociologists

explain these differences using theories of race
and gender.

However, science isn't the only way to under-
stand the world. You may experience many more
ways of knowing. When you consider why you
know something, this knowledge may be based on
different sources or experiences.

You may know when the movie starts because
a friend told you or because you looked it up on
Google. You may know that rain is currently
falling because you feel it on your head. You may
know it is wrong to kill another person because
it is a belief in your religious tradition or part
of your ethical understanding. You may know
because you have a gut feeling that a situation is
dangerous or a choice is the right one. You may
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know that your friend will be late to class because
past experience predicts it.

Or, instead of the past, you can imagine the
future, knowing that eating a hamburger will sat-
isfy your hunger just by seeing the picture on the
menu. Finally, you may know something because
the language you use supports you in noticing par-
ticular details. For example, how many ways can

People who live in Oregon use several distinct
words for rainy weather like drizzle, downpour,
and showers. Partly cloudy doesn’t change their
plans, but they may throw a jacket in the car. In
other regions, it may be more useful to describe
snow or heat in greater detail. The formation of
language itself structures how you know some-
thing. The table in figure 3.8 organizes these ways

you describe the water that falls from the sky?  of knowing.
Way of
i Example

Knowing

Emotion Psychologists define common human emotions as happiness, sadness, disgust, fear,
surprise, and anger. Knowing that your child is sad may help you to parent better.

Faith Commonly, faith is defined as a belief in God. However, you can also have faith that humans
are generally good, or that things will work out OK in the end.

Imagination | A social activist proposes a different vision of how people use fossil fuels to power cars.

Intuition Einstein had a flash of insight about how light travels.

Language “They” as a singular pronoun supports the idea that gender can be nonbinary.

Memory By remembering how you studied effectively for the last test, you know how to study for the
next test.

Reason You measure the amount of time that students talk in a classroom, and who the teacher calls
on to learn about gender bias in the classroom. Reason depends on gathering facts.

Sense When you touch a hot stove, your sense of touch registers HOT!

Perception

Figure 3.8 This table lists the different ways of knowing and some relevant examples. The next time a thought crosses your mind, please consider,

“How do you know?”

Each of these ways of knowing is useful, depend-
ing on the circumstances. For example, when my
wife and I bought our house, we did research on
home prices, home loans, and market value—rea-
son. We talked about what home felt like to
us—emotion. We walked through houses and pic-
tured what life would look like in a particular
house—imagination. Ultimately, when we drove
down the cedar and fir-lined driveway, welcomed
by the warm light through the window—sense
perception—we turned to each other and said, ‘I
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hope this house is still for sale,” because we both
knew we had found our home—intuition.

Of all of these ways of knowing, though, reason
allows us to use logic and evidence to draw con-
clusions about what is true. Reason, as used in sci-
ence, is unique among all the ways of knowing
because it allows us to propose an idea about how
a social situation might work, observe the situa-
tion, and determine whether our idea is correct.
Sociology is a unique scientific approach to



understanding people. Let’s explore this more
deeply.

As a reminder, sociology is the systematic study
of society and social interactions to understand
our social world. Although sages, leaders, philoso-
phers, and other wisdom holders have asked what
makes a good life throughout human history, soci-
ology applies scientific principles to understand-
ing human behavior. The first question they often
ask is, “Why does the social world work the way it
does?”

They answer that question by proposing and
testing theories. Scientists pose theories to explain
how and why society works the way it does. More
specifically, a theory is a statement that describes
and explains why social phenomena are related to
each other. Theories help us to understand pat-
terns in social behavior.

For example, Gloria Anzaldda and Patricia Hill
Collins are well-known sociologists who created
theories that explain racial, ethnic, and gender
oppression (Figure 3.9).

Figure 3.9 Gloria Anzaldua (left) and Patricia Hill Collins (right) are highly influential theorists in the areas of feminist theory and racial
and ethnic studies. How do their theories shape our understanding of race, gender and power?

In this section, we discuss historical and con-
temporary theories and theorists that assist us in
thinking deeply about the causes and conse-
quences of social problems, such as racism,
poverty, and discrimination based on sexual ori-
entation or gender identity. Using social theory
helps us to understand why social problems exist.
This understanding, in turn, can help us better
address or prevent them.

Social theory helps us put into words the under-
lying mechanisms that guide society and our social
interactions (Lemert 1999). By analyzing society
in this way we can better understand the causes
and consequences of social problems.

For example, German philosophers Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engles tried to understand why
workers were protesting against factory owners.

You have the option of learning more about Marx
[Website] and Engles [Website] if you wish. Their
theory of capitalism helps us understand poverty

by outlining the ways profit is generated through
worker exploitation. They proposed that revolu-
tion was an inevitable outcome of the unequal dis-
tribution of wealth between the rich, who owned
land and factories, and the poor, who didn’t.
According to Marx ([1867] 2012), the worker is
not paid the full value of their labor. The business
owners, or bourgeoisie, takes a percentage of the
value created by the worker and keeps it as profit.
The bourgeoisie are always looking for ways to
decrease worker wages and increase profit, which
results in low-wage work and working poverty.
Marx and Engels were revolutionary thinkers
because they followed the money—who had it and
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who didn’t—to explain conflict in society. Marx
himself was poor, unlike many sociologists of the
time. By analyzing and critiquing capitalism, Marx
explained a hidden part of everyday experience. In
this way, theory can be liberating because it allows
us to better understand the workings of the social
world in which we live.

Licenses and Attributions for How
Do You Know? Social Theory

Open Content, Original

“How Do You Know? Social Theory” by Kelly
Szott and Kimberly Puttman is licensed under CC
BY 4.0.

Figure 3.8. “Ways of Knowing Table” by Kim-
berly Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Theory” definition is adapted from the Open

Education Sociological Dictionary edited by
Kenton Bell, which is licensed under CC BY-SA
4.0.

Figure 3.2. “Rancher and Wranglers” by
Pamela Steege is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
2.0.

Figure 3.3. “Image” by Haifeez is licensed under
CC BY 2.0.

Figure 3.4. “Day Trip” by Nayanika Mukherjee
is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

Figure 3.5. “Mexican Folk Dancer” by Brendan
Lally is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

Figure 3.6. “Applying Lip Gloss” by Chona

Kasinger, Disabled and Here is licensed under
CC BY 4.0.

Figure 3.9 (left). “Gloria Anzaldia” by K.
Kendall is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

Figure 3.9 (right). “Patricia Hill Collins” by Val-
ter Campanato/Agéncia Brasil is licensed under
CC BY 3.0 BR.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 3.7. “Cultural Appropriation” © Marisol is
all rights reserved and included with permission.

3.3 Classical Sociological Theory

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

Theories can be categorized as either macro or
micro, based on the size of the phenomenon they
seek to explain. A macro-level theory examines
larger social systems and structures, such as the
capitalist economy, bureaucracies, and religion.
Marx and Engels critique of capitalism is a
macro-level theory. A micro-level theory exam-
ines the social world in finer detail by discussing
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social interactions and the understandings indi-
viduals make of the social world.

A good example of micro-level theory comes
from Canadian-American sociologist Erving
Goffman, who studied one-on-one social interac-
tions and the meanings that emerged from them.
Goffman (1963) is famous for having created a
theory about stigma, the social process whereby

individuals who are different in some way are
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rejected by the greater society in which they live
based on that difference. He explains that stigma
is generated when a person possesses an attribute
that makes them different and may cause them to
be perceived as bad, dangerous, or weak.

Goffman (1963) writes that the person possess-
ing this attribute of stigma, “is thus reduced in
our minds from a whole and usual person to a
tainted, discounted one” (p. 3). The possession of
stigma can introduce tension into everyday social
interactions (Bell 2000). Stigma plays the role of a
mark that links its bearer to undesirable charac-
teristics, which in turn causes the stigmatized per-
son to experience rejection and isolation (Link et
al. 1997). As we will discuss more in Chapter 12,
having a diagnosis of mental illness often carries
stigma.

Micro-level theory has a long history within
sociology. One of the most common micro-level
approaches is symbolic interactionist theory, a
sociological approach that focuses on the study of
one-on-one social interactions and the meanings
that emerge from them.

Goffman’s theories have roots in social theory
created in the early 20th century by George Her-
bert Mead,
described how social processes created one’s

an American philosopher who

understanding of oneself or their social self.
According to Mead (1934), the self is not a biolog-
ical body or an inherent personal quality. Instead,
the self is an image generated entirely from expe-

riences in the social world. The social insights
offered by Goffman, Mead, and other symbolic-
interactionists help us understand how situations
come to be defined as social problems through
the meanings made in social interactions between
people. As we know, situations are not automat-
ically defined or understood as problems. We
attach meanings and labels to situations that make
them social problems.

Many sociology textbooks organize their mate-
rial around theoretical frameworks, groups of the-
ories that share common characteristics. The
three classical frameworks are structural func-
tionalism (often shortened to functionalism), con-
flict theory, and symbolic interactionism (often
shortened to interactionism). These frameworks
tend to correspond to theories created by promi-
nent White male scholars of the nineteenth cen-
tury. For example, Marx and Engels developed
conflict theory, a sociological approach that views
society as characterized by pervasive inequality
based on social class, race, gender, and other fac-
tors. They argued that economic inequality cre-
ated inevitable social conflict.

Because these classical theories are used so reg-
ularly within our field, we have offered a summary
of each approach in figure 3.10. If you would like
to learn more about these three perspectives,
Major [Streaming

Sociological Paradigms

Video] from Crash Course Sociology can help you

out.
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Theoretical
perspective

Major assumptions

Views of social problems

Functionalism

Social stability is necessary for a strong society,
and adequate socialization and social
integration are necessary for social stability.
Society's social institutions perform important
functions to help ensure social stability. Slow
social change is desirable, but rapid social
change threatens social order.

Social problems weaken a society's
stability but do not reflect fundamental
faults in how the society is structured.
Solutions to social problems should
take the form of gradual social reform
rather than sudden and far-reaching
change. Despite their negative effects,
social problems often also serve
important functions for society.

Conflict Society is characterized by pervasive inequality Social problems arise from
theory based on social class, race, gender, and other fundamental faults in the structure of
factors. Far-reaching social change is needed to | a society and both reflect and
reduce or eliminate social inequality and to reinforce inequalities based on social
create an egalitarian society. class, race, gender, and other
dimensions. Successful solutions to
social problems must involve
far-reaching change in the structure of
society.
Symbolic People construct their roles as they interact; Social problems arise from the

interactionism

they do not merely learn the roles that society
has set out for them. As this interaction occurs,
individuals negotiate their definitions of the
situations in which they find themselves and
socially construct the reality of these situations.
In so doing, they rely heavily on symbols such
as words and gestures to reach a shared

interaction of individuals. People who
engage in socially problematic
behaviors often learn these behaviors
from other people. Individuals also
learn their perceptions of social
problems from other people.

understanding of their interaction.

Figure 3.10 This table explores the key concepts of the three core sociological theories and addresses how they make sense of social problems. How

do their explanations of social problems differ?

The people who study the social world choose the
questions that they study and the theories they
explore based on the social problems they expe-
rience based on their own social location, and
based on the social problems occurring in their
societies. Because each theorist experiences a
unique social identity, they see the world in a
unique way. Researchers Jacobson and Mustafa
(2019) explain it this way:
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The way that we as researchers view and
interpret our social worlds is impacted by
where, when, and how we are socially
located and in what society. The position
from which we see the world around us
impacts our research interests, how we
approach the research and participants,
the questions we ask, and how we inter-
pret the data.

In this textbook, you may notice that we describe
the social location of the theorists, researchers,
and activists we reference. Often, we add a link so
that, if you like, you can understand more about
who the sociologists or activists are. You can draw



your own conclusions about how their life expe-
rience might have impacted what they studied, or
how they made sense of the social world around
them. Understanding the social location of scien-
tists and activists helps us to be conscious of our
own bias related to who creates knowledge, and to
work to change it.
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Figure 3.11 The title page of Emile Durkheim’s book on suicide.
His work is foundational in sociology because it explores the
patterns related to suicide instead of blaming the actions of an
individual.

For example, French Jewish sociologist Emile
Durkheim studied the social problem of suicide.
He used structural functional theory, a sociolog-
ical approach which maintains that social stabil-

ity is necessary for a strong society, and adequate

socialization and social integration are necessary
for social stability. Society’s social institutions,
such as the family or the economy, perform
important functions to help ensure social stability.
He explored the social breakdown caused by the
Industrial Revolution and urbanization.

For example, the rate of suicide was increasing
in France, where he lived. At that time, the Holy
Roman Catholic Church described suicide as a
mortal sin against God and the church. People
who committed suicide were not allowed to be
buried on church grounds. In contrast, Durkheim
proposed several reasons that people decide to
commit suicide. In his book, Le Suicide (figure 3.11)
Durkheim argued that industrialization created
change so fast that people couldn’t adjust quickly
enough. He also said that suicides were increasing
because relationships between people were break-
ing down. These theories helped explain the
increase in suicides during industrialization. You
have the option of learning more about @
Durkheim [Website] if you wish.

English social theorist Harriet Martineau stud-

ied the social problems of poverty and slavery.
Unusual for the time, she was an educated woman.
Because she was both White and wealthy she was
able to study and research. She traveled to the
American South and interviewed people to under-
stand more about contradictions between Amer-
ican ideals of freedom and liberty, and the lived
reality of slavery. She also examined women'’s
roles, women’s rights, and family life as a field
of sociological study. If you'd like, you can learn
more about Harriet Martineau [Website).

German sociologist Max Weber studied the
social problems of capitalism and bureaucracy. He
agreed with Marx about the importance of the
economic inequality driving social disruption.
However, he argued economics alone was insuf-
ficient to explain revolution. He added the idea
that people’s beliefs and values contributed to the
choices that they made. Most specifically, he said
that the value of hard work in Protestantism con-
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tributed to the spread of capitalism. If you'd like,
you can learn more about Max Weber [Website].

Each of these theorists was responding to social
concerns of the time in which they lived, whether
they were experiencing social upheaval, war, eco-
nomic depression, or economic stability. As we
can see from figure 3.12, Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber were responding to social forces related
to the Industrial Revolution. Martineau examined
changes in women’s roles related to the Industrial
Revolution and the American Civil War.

104 What Is Sociology? Theory in Social Science

Anna Julia Cooper, who we met earlier in this
chapter, Ida B. Wells, and W.E.B. Du Bois, explored
the experiences of Black people during and after
slavery. Jane Addams, who we met in Chapter 1,
created services for immigrants before and after
World War I. Eugene Kinkle Jones was the first
person of color on the executive committee for
the National Conference of Social Work. He advo-
cated for better housing, access to healthcare, and
economic opportunities for Black people (Wright
et al. 2021).
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Figure 3.12 Pre World War Il Sociological Thinkers: How did the social location of the sociologist impact what they studied and what
they learned? Image description.
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thought continues to respond to the problems of
modern society. Let’s find out more!
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trial Revolution to the Great Depression” by
Michaela Willi Hooper and Kimberly Puttman,
Open Oregon Educational Resources, is licensed

under CC BY 4.0. Images: Harriet Martineau by
Richard Evans, Karl Marx by

John Jabez Edwin Mayal, Anna Julia Cooper
by C.M. Bell, Jane Addams by George de Forest
Brush, Ida B. Wells Barnett by Mary Garrity,
W.E.B. Du Bois by James E. Purdy, and Eugene
Kinckle Jones in The Messenger are in the Public

lems: Continuity and Change, University of

Minnesota Libraries Publishing are licensed under
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. Included under fair use.
“Stigma” definition adapted from the Open

Education Sociological Dictionary by Kenton
Bell, which is licensed CC BY-SA 4.0.
“Structural Functionalism” definition from

Sociology: Understanding and Changing the

Social World by University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing is licensed under CC
BY-NC-SA 4.0. Included under fair use.

Domain.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Conflict Theory” and “Symbolic Interactions”
definitions from “Sociological Perspectives on

Social Problems” by Anonymous, Social Prob-

Figure 3.10. “Theory Snapshot” from “Sociolog-
ical Perspectives on Social Problems” by Anony-

mous, Social Problems: Continuity and Change,

University of Minnesota is licensed under CC
BY-NC-SA 4.0.
Figure 3.11. “Image of the book cover of Sui-

cide” by Zyephyrus, Wikimedia Commons is in
the Public Domain.

3.4 Moving to Modern

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

Though many of the most recognized classical
theorists of sociology came from European White
cultural backgrounds during the nineteenth cen-
tury, plenty of Black, Indigenous, and other People
of Color were creating social theory and adding
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to our understanding of social problems. Unlike
the so-called founding fathers of sociology, Karl
Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim, their
voices were silenced.
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Figure 3.13 W.E.B. Du Bois at the Office of The Crisis, a magazine of the NAACP. Du Bois founded the Atlanta School of sociology, but
his groundbreaking contributions to sociology were suppressed. Why do you think this happened?

Daily the Negro is coming more and
more to look upon law and justice, not
as protecting safeguards, but as sources
of humiliation and oppression. The laws
are made by men who have little
interest in him; they are executed by
men who have absolutely no motive for
treating the black people with courtesy
or consideration; and, finally, the
accused law-breaker is tried, not by his
peers, but too often by men who would
rather punish ten innocent Negroes
than let one guilty one escape.

W.E.B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black
Folk

W. E. B. Du Bois was one of the first sociologists
to publish scholarly work that discussed race and

racism. In this way, he provided a critical inter-
vention into sociological theory and his writings
critiqued the absence of racial analysis from pre-
vious social theory. Du Bois was the first Black
American to earn a PhD at Harvard, which he did
in 1895. He studied economics, history, sociology,
and political theory. Du Bois is an influential soci-
ologist because he takes a systemic sociological
approach to the experience of race, he describes
how the experience of White people and Black
people are qualitatively different, and he collects
and displays data that support his theories.

First, Du Bois argues that the economic and
social inequality experienced by formerly enslaved
people was caused by systemic issues rather than
by individual character traits. This is a sociological
approach to explaining a social problem. He
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debates Booker T. Washington, who believes that
formerly enslaved people need education and
training to fix any issues in their lives. Du Bois
writes:

[Wahsington’s] doctrine has tended to
make the whites, North and South, shift
the burden of the Negro problem to the
Negro’s shoulders and stand aside as crit-
ical and rather pessimistic spectators;
when in fact the burden belongs to the
nation, and the hands of none of us are
clean if we bend our energies to righting
these great wrongs. (Du Bois 1903: Section
I1I)

Du Bois says that the nation, the United States,
is responsible to make changes that will create
equality for formerly enslaved people.

Second, Du Bois describes how Black people
experience themselves differently than White peo-
ple. One of his most influential contributions to
sociological theory came from his discussion of
the veil and double consciousness. He writes that the
Black American is “born with a veil, and gifted
with second-sight in this American world—a
world which yields him no true self-conscious-
ness, but only lets him see himself through the rev-
elation of the other world” (1903:3). He points out
that Black Americans have a double conscious-
ness. They see themselves, and they see how White
Americans see them.
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Figure 3.14 Infographic: Du Bois's Proportion of freedmen and
slaves among American Negros. These data visualizations are
the first infographics related to slavery. Image description.

Finally, Du Bois established the first school of
American sociology at Atlanta University. With
his team, he also created some of the first data
visualizations in American sociology to illustrate
the conditions of life for Black Americans. The
infographic in figure 3.14 shows the percent of
Black slaves and freemen between 1790 and 1870,
when slavery became illegal. These studies and
infographics were part of his groundbreaking
sociological analysis of poverty among Black
Americans. His words are still quoted today
among advocates of racial justice.

Du Bois analysis continues to inform our expe-
riences and conversations around race even today.
CNN recorded interviews with Black people and
shared them on Twitter. To learn more about Du
Bois, read this Smithsonian article [Website]. If
this experience of race consciousness is new to
you, please watch, “When I Realized I Was Black”
[Streaming Video].
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“Moving to Modern” by Kelly Szott and Kimberly
Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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Figure 3.13. “W. E. B. Du Bois at the Office of
The Crisis, a magazine of the NAACP” is in the
Public Domain. Courtesy of the New York Public
Library.

Figure 3.14. “Proportion of freemen and slaves

among American Negroes” by Atlanta University

students is in the Public Domain. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs

Division.

3.5 Modern and Emerging Sociological Theories

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

After the Second World War,
expanded on previous sociological thought. They

sociologists

developed a variety of theoretical frameworks that
explore race, class, and gender. They explored the
intersections between these classifications of
power and oppression. While the classical theo-

ries remain useful, the new set of theories digs
deeper into why structures and practices of
inequality persist. They also leverage new under-
standings of systems thinking and global inter-
dependence. You will meet many of these
sociologists in this section.
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Modern Sociologists

C. Wright Mills
1916-1962

the sociological imagination
The Power Elite (1956)

Gloria E. Anzaldua

1942-2004

la frontera, new tribalism
Borderlands (1987)

World War Il
1939-1945

Civil Rights
Movement

1945-1968

Vietnam War
1955-1975

Stonewall
Riots
1969

Personal
Computers
1977

Peter Bergman and Thomas Luckmann
1929-2017 1927-2016
social constructivism

The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the
Sociology of Knowledge (1966)

Joe Feagin

1938-

systemic racism

Systemic Racism: A Theory of
Oppression (2006)

Patricia Hill Collins Second Wave

interlocking oppressions,
matrix of domination

Black Feminist Thought (1990)
INTERSECTIONALITY

1948- Feminism
1960s-1980s

Angela Davis

1944-

prison industrial complex, queer
rights

Women, Race, and Class (1981)
ABOLITION FEMINIST

9/11 Attack

Native Science: Natural
Laws of Interdependence
(2000)
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Figure 3.15 These modern sociologists propose theories that explain racism, sexism, classism and other overlapping experiences of
oppression. How do these theories relate to current social problems? Image description.

Feminism and Intersectionality

In early sociology, sociologists often studied the
experiences of White wealthy men and general-
ized what they discovered to “all people.” Du Bois
made it clear that race matters. Similarly, early
female sociologists asserted that gender matters.
Sociologists like Martineau, Wells, and Cooper
examined women’s lives to see how they were dif-
ferent from men’s lives. They also looked at how
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race mattered specifically to women. Although we
know today that binary structures of gender do
not fully capture the human experience, the soci-
ologists at that time were revolutionary in differ-
entiating women’s and men’s experiences.

In the 1970s, as women began to enter college
in greater numbers and more researchers were
female, they created a new theoretical approach
in sociology. Feminist theory is a theoretical per-
spective stating women are uniquely and system-



atically oppressed and that challenges ideas of
gender and sex roles. Despite the variations
between different types of feminist approaches,
four characteristics are common to the feminist
theory:

1. Gender is a central focus or subject matter of
the perspective.

2. Gender relations are viewed as a problem: the
site of social inequities, strains, and contradic-
tions.

3. Gender relations are sociological and histori-
cal in nature and subject to change and
progress.

4. Feminism is about an emancipatory commit-
ment to change: the conditions of life that are
oppressive for women need to be transformed
(Little 2014).

One of the sociological insights that emerged with
the feminist perspective in sociology is that “the
personal is political” (Hanisch 1969). In other
words, how women live their lives from washing
dishes, to caring for children, to deciding not to
have children, to the experience of sexual violence
give them a unique political perspective. Until
female sociologists looked at women’s lives, their
experiences were invisible or unimportant. You
are welcome to read more about The Personal Is
Political [Website].

Figure 3.16 Canadian sociologist Dr. Dorothy Smith developed
the standpoint theory, the idea that where you stand in society
influences what you see. Where do you stand?

White  British-born
Dorothy Smith’s development of standpoint the-

Canadian  sociologist
ory was a key innovation in sociology that enabled
women’s experiences and issues to be seen and
addressed in a systematic way (Smith 1977). Sci-
entists of the time argued that science was logical
and objective. In standpoint theory, Smith argued
that where you stand, or your point of view, influ-
ences what you notice (Smith 1977). Women and
other marginalized people see systems of oppres-
sion more clearly because they experience them.
Smith recognized from the consciousness-raising
groups initiated by feminists in the 1960s and
1970s that academics, politicians, and lawyers
ignored many of the immediate concerns
expressed by women about their personal lives.
You have the option to learn more about Dorothy
Smith [Website] and consciousness-raising
[Website] if you'd like.

Part of this blindness was caused by the way

sociology was traditionally done by men. Smith
argued that instead of beginning sociological
analysis from the abstract point of view of insti-
tutions or systems, women'’s lives could be more
effectively examined if one began from the “actu-
alities” of their lived experience in the immediate
local settings of “everyday/everynight” life. She
asked, “What are the common features of women’s
everyday lives?”
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From this standpoint, Smith observed that
women’s position in modern society is acutely
divided by the experience of dual consciousness.
One consciousness was centered in family. Then
they had to cross a dividing line as they went out
in the world, dealing with work or the institutions
of schools, hospitals, and governments. Women
had to use a second consciousness to navigate this.
These institutions didn’t see women’s real and
personal understandings of the world (Smith
1977).

The standpoint of women is grounded in rela-
tionships between people because they have to
care for families. Society however, is organized
through “relations of ruling,” which translate the
substance of actual lived experiences into rules
and laws. Power and rule in society, especially the
power and rule that limit and shape the lives of

women, operate as if there is one objective reality,
rather than differences in people’s lived experi-
ences. Smith argued that the abstract concepts of
sociology, at least in the way that it was taught at
the time, only contributed to the problem. This
theory, while it seems obvious now, was revolu-
tionary at the time. And, though groundbreaking,
it had its limits.

The feminist perspective within social theory
has changed throughout the years. From the 1800s
until the mid-20th century, the central focus or
subject matter was differences between women
and men. Race and class were generally ignored.
Black feminists pointed out that previous forms of
feminist theory were mostly concerned with the
issues of White middle-class and wealthy women.
This was a critical intervention into the perspec-
tive of feminist theory.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0TFy4zRsItY

Figure 3.17 In this 4:05 minute video, Kimberlé Crenshaw discusses Intersectional Feminism. As you watch, please consider the ques-
tion, “How can we see intersectional feminism as a challenge to White feminism?” Transcript.

Early Black feminist theorists built the foundation
for the study of feminist intersectionality. Inter-
sectionality, as you read in Chapter 2, is a perspec-
tive and a theory that analyzes and interrogates
the ways race, class, gender, sexuality, and other
social structures of privilege and oppression
overlap and work together.

The concept of intersectionality emerged from
a critique of White feminist theory and activism
that ignored the experiences of Black and Indige-
nous women of color. The 4:05 minute video

What is Intersectional Feminism? [Streaming

Video] (figure 3.17) describes this approach.

The roots of intersectional feminism can be
found in the work of Anna Julia Cooper
(1858-1964) and Ida B. Wells-Barnett
(1862-1931). In their own ways, Cooper and

Wells-Barnett brought a sociological conscious-
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ness to their response to the Black experience and
focused on the toxic interaction between differ-
ence and power in U.S. society (Madoo and
Niebrugge 1998).

Cooper and Wells-Barnett looked at society
through the lenses of race, gender, and class.
Although they worked separately, they created a
Black feminist sociology together. They both
pointed out that “domination rests on emotion,
a desire for absolute control” (Madoo and
Niebrugge 1998:169). Their point was that soci-
etal domination is not just about making a profit
or otherwise increasing one’s financial status.
Rather, there is an emotional factor within societal
domination. Cooper (1892) provides an example
by noting the extra expense paid by railroad com-
panies in providing a separate car for People of
Color, as discussed at the beginning of the chapter.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0TFy4zRsItY
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Web007rzSOI

Figure 3.18 In this 3:02 video [Streaming Video], Black female jazz singer Billie Holiday sings the song “Strange Fruit.” She closed her
sets with both Black and White audiences with this song. This song put music to the lynchings that Wells-Barnett researched. If you
want to learn more about the context of this song, you can read Strange Fruit [Website]. A transcript of the lyrics is available

[Website].

Though Wells-Barnett was a journalist, she made
contributions to sociological thought by way of
her activism against lynching. She researched and
published accounts of lynching that showed the
out-of-control aggression of White Americans
towards Blacks (Madoo and Niebrugge 1998).
After examining the various excuses used by
Southern Whites for their attacks on Blacks,
Wells-Barnett ([1895] 2018) wrote that there
would be no need for her research, “If the South-
ern people in defense of their lawlessness, would
tell the truth and admit that colored men and
women are lynched for almost any offense, from
murder to a misdemeanor” (p. 11). The lynchings
that Wells-Barnett documents are described in the
song that Billie Holiday sings, “Strange Fruit”
linked in figure 3.18. If you want to learn more,
read about Anna Julia Cooper [Website] and Ida
B. Wells-Barnett [Website].

These Black feminist founders of sociological

thought planted the seeds for the emergence of
influential sociological theory from the 1980s and
1990s, which centered on the experiences of Black
and Indigenous women of color. Though the con-
cept of intersectionality is most often attributed
to critical race legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw,
within sociology Patricia Hill Collins (1948-pre-
sent) is recognized for providing complex and
detailed analyses of the concept. Her theorization
of the outsider within perspective shows how Black
women ‘have a clearer view of oppression than
other groups” whose identities are different
(1986:20). Collins (1986) details how Black

women participate in social systems but not as
insiders, given their oppression. Participating in a
social system that oppresses them, Black women
have a unique standpoint that offers more infor-
mation. They can see more clearly how our social
structures of race and gender work intersection-
ally.

Collins’s (1986) theory of interlocking oppressions
points out philosophical foundations that underlie
multiple systems of oppression. It is common in
sociology to explain inequality in terms of race,
class, or gender alone. Either you are Black or
White, male or female, young or old, and so on.
One group in each dichotomy has more power
than the other. With some additional complexity,
sociologists discuss issues of oppression related
to race and class or age and gender, for example.
Collins argues that these either/or additive
approaches missed the point.

Instead, Collins explains that oppression exists
as a matrix of domination, a concept which says
that society has multiple interlocking levels of
domination that stem from the societal configu-
ration of race, class, and gender (Andersen and
Collins 1992). Patriarchy and ableism work
together to make disabled women and nonbinary
people invisible. Systemic racism, heteropatri-
archy, and classism interlock to oppress transgen-
der People of Color who don’t have much money.
This Black feminist analysis sees the holistic expe-
rience of interlocking and simultaneous oppres-
sions and challenges people to see wholeness
instead of difference (Collins 1986).
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSXh8-a8H4M

Figure 3.19 In this 2:14 video, actor Nancy Rodriguez performs To Live in the Borderlands [Streaming Video] by Gloria Anzaldla. As

you watch, consider what borders the people in the poem live between. What borders do you live between? A transcript of the

poem is available [Website].

These same oppositional differences are seen in
the work of Chicana theorist and activist Gloria
Anzaldda (1942-2004). Anzaldia theorizes the
idea of the borderlands, or la frontera (figure 3.19).
The borderlands is a terrain, both literal and imag-
ined, where we live. Living in the borderlands
involves the simultaneous occurrence of contra-
dictions. Anzalduia (1987) writes that when you
live in the borderlands you are a “forerunner of
half-and-half—both woman and
man—neither—a new gender” (p. 216). She uses

a NEw race,

various writing styles including poetry, as well as
various languages to write her theory. In this way,
she challenges the dominant way of composing
scholarship. Her transitions between languages
and dialects were groundbreaking. They served
to question the dominance of certain languages
(English) and ways of speaking (“proper” English).

Together these Black and Indigenous theorists
of color advanced scholarly understandings of dif-
ference and oppression. Many of them also used
nontraditional methods to articulate their ideas,
often using personal experience or placing value
on emotion. This contrasts with historical ways
of doing theory that emphasized objectivity and
reason. Objectivity refers to the idea of conduct-
ing research with no interference by aspects of the
researcher’s identity or personal beliefs. Contem-
porary scholars believe it is impossible to ever be
completely objective. Another similarity between
these theorists is the links they made between
composing scholarly work and doing activism out
in the world. They worked to bridge the two and
advocate for a reciprocal relationship so that what
was happening in the world directly impacted
scholarly work.
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Critical Race Theory

To better understand race and racism, social sci-
entists examine racial power dynamics in the
United States and throughout the world. Sociolo-
gists have long understood race to be a social con-
struct. Race is a product of social thought rather
than a material or biological reality. Yes, people
have different levels of melanin in their bodies, but
that is as far as any biological notion of race goes.
One sociological theory of race describes race as
an ongoing, ever-evolving construction with his-
torical and cultural roots (Omi and Winant 1986).
The long-lasting economic inequality caused by
slavery and systemic racism combines with all of
the racial stereotypes circulating in media and
popular thought to create our current racial for-
mation.

Racial formation refers to the categories of race
we currently have in this country and all of the
meanings popularly attached to them. The United
States counts race differently in different decades.
In 1790, the census counted free White women
and men, other free people, and slaves. In 2010,
the categories expanded to include White, Black,
American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander, Other, and Hispanic. By 2020,
though the categories didn’t change much, people
could select more than two options. These census
changes help us to more accurately reflect our
multiracial and diverse population (Marks and
Rios-Vargas 2021).

While understanding the socially constructed
nature of race is important, American social the-
orist Joe R. Feagin (2006) criticizes racial forma-
tion theory for failing to include an understanding
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of how slavery generated huge profits for White
Americans, who then passed that money on to
their future generations. Feagin’s view of systemic
racism insists on understanding the long-lasting
impacts of slavery and recognizing White-on-
Black oppression as firmly embedded within U.S.

society. Feagin (2006) writes, “For a long period
now, white oppression of Americans of color has
been systemic—that is, it has been manifested in
all societal institutions” (p. xiii). If you'd like to
learn more, you can read about Joe R. Feagin
[Website].

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=miVIHcdjaWM

Figure 3.20 Historian Ibram X. Kendi explains Critical Race Theory in this 5:19-minute video What Critical Race Theory Actually Is —
and Isn’t [Streaming Video]. How does Critical Race Theory build on historical sociological theories of race? Transcript.

You may have seen the words critical race theory
on social media or in your local newspaper.
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the theory that sys-
temic racism is embedded in U.S. institutions, not
just the behavior of individuals. Ibram X. Kendi
describes Critical Race Theory in the 5:19-minute
video in figure 3.20. The NAACP defines it in
more detail like this:

Critical race theory, or CRT, is an acade-
mic and legal framework that denotes that
systemic racism is part of American soci-
ety — from education and housing to
employment and healthcare. Critical race
theory recognizes that racism is more than
the result of individual bias and prejudice.
It is embedded in laws, policies and insti-
tutions that uphold and reproduce racial
inequalities. According to CRT, societal
issues like Black Americans’ higher mor-
tality rate, outsized exposure to police
violence, the school-to-prison pipeline,
denial of affordable housing, and the rates
of the death of Black women in childbirth
are not unrelated anomalies. (NAACP
Legal Defense Fund 2023)

CRT emerged in the 1980s out of a concern by
legal scholars of color that the measures installed
by the civil rights movement to alleviate racial

injustice were no longer addressing the problem
or never did.

Critical race theorists take a systemic view of
racism. They see racism not as a quirk within our
society but as an everyday occurrence within
many, if not all, parts of life (Delgado and Stefancic
2017). They raise questions about the law’s ability
to address systemic racial inequality.

One discussion about CRT revolves around
what to teach children in K-12 schools. Some
White people worry that White children are being
made to feel guilty for being White. However, this
is a misunderstanding of the theory. It’s not about
guilt. It’s about structural racism, the totality of
ways in which societies foster racial discrimina-
tion through mutually reinforcing systems of
housing, education, employment, earnings, bene-
fits, credit, media, health care, and criminal justice
(Bailey et al. 2017).

The American Sociological Association sup-
ports teaching CRT because understanding how
race impacts inequality is fundamental to chang-
ing racist laws, policies and practices (ASA 2023).
Advocates for racial justice affirm the importance
of discussing race and racism with children in
school settings. To learn more, check out this blog:
“Critical Race Theory: ‘Diversity’ Is Not the
Solution, Dismantling White Supremacy Is”
[Websitel].
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Queer Theory

Figure 3.21 Two queer men sit on a wall near a river in France.
Queer theorists explore new ways of thinking about gender and
sexuality. How does this approach challenge what you know?

Queer theory is an interdisciplinary approach
to sexuality and gender identities that identifies
Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into
male and female roles and questions how we have
been taught to think about sexual orientation and
gender (figure 3.21). By calling their discipline
queer, scholars reject the effects of labeling.
Instead, they embraced the word queer and
reclaimed it for their own purposes. The perspec-
tive highlights the need for more flexible and fluid
notions of sexuality and gender that allow for
change, negotiation, and freedom. One concrete
example would be allowing individuals to write in
their gender identity on forms or leave it blank.
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French social theorist Michel Foucault (1978)
traced the history of the concept of sexuality and
saw that powerful forces encouraged its develop-
ment as part of an effort to reveal and eliminate
any deviant forms of sexual expression. Foucault’s
work on sexuality raises many questions: Why are
we asked to identify as a specific sexuality?
Wouldn't we be freer if sexuality wasn’t catego-
rized (e.g., homosexual/ heterosexual)? Of course,
many LGBTQIA+ activists would argue other-
wise, given the power of self-identification and
advocacy for rights and respect.

Another well-known queer theorist, Judith But-
ler, also critiqued categorizations, but her objec-
tions included gender identities. As with Foucault,
she felt these categories were limiting. Butler is
recognized among sociologists for developing the
theory of the performativity of gender. This the-
ory describes gender as a way of appearing to oth-
ers through clothing, nonverbal communication,
make-up, etc., instead of an inner feeling or iden-
tity. Thus, gender is a matter of learned perfor-
mance and can be reconstructed (Wilchins 2004).
In this approach, sociologists talk about “doing
gender.” Like symbolic interactionists, they say
gender expression is an intentional choice made
in everyday interactions. This theory opens the
doors for us to re-think what we want gender to
mean or for us to do away with the concept of gen-
der altogether and replace it with something else.
Theorists who use queer theory strive to ques-
tion the ways society perceives and experiences
sex, gender, and sexuality, creating a new scholarly
understanding.

Theories of Interdependence

As we discussed in Chapter 1, we are interdepen-
dent. We need each other to survive and thrive.
How do sociologists understand this concept and
apply it to understand the social world?



To answer that question, we need to start with
our friends, the biologists. Like Simba and the
pride in the circle of life, as described in The Lion
King, biologists recognize that all life is intercon-
nected. They refer to specific instances of this

interdependence as ecosystems. An ecosystem is a
geographic area where plants, animals, and other
organisms, as well as weather and landscapes,
work together to form a bubble of life.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GXPGr9bJmGO0

Figure 3.22 This 36-second video, Giant Pacific Octopus spotted at Yaquina Head [Streaming Video] from the Yaquina Head Tide

Pools on the Pacific coast of Oregon shows a giant Pacific octopus captured in the tide pool. Many other plants and animals live in this
unique ecosystem. What ecosystems are common where you live? (There is no transcript for this short video; it features ambient

noise with captions.)

A tide pool is a tiny ecosystem, like the one shown
in figure 3.22. The pool contains seaweed which
photosynthesizes and creates oxygen and plant
matter. Tiny abalone eat the seaweed. Mussels
cling to the rocks, filtering the ocean water and
eating the small life the water contains. Sea
anemones eat plankton and small fish. Sea stars
eat the clams and mussels. A giant Pacific octopus
tries to find its way back to the ocean. The whole
ecosystem depends on the moon and the tides to
be refreshed and restored. If you remove one part,
the tiny ecosystem of the tide pool falls apart.

In the mid-1950s, social scientists began to
apply this idea to human systems also. Russian-

born American psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner
proposed the ecological systems model to describe
the social influences on individual life. The com-
mon understanding of poverty at that time was
that people were poor because they made bad
choices. Bronfenbrenner’s model suggested that
outside influences contributed to poverty beyond
the level of the individual. This sounds a lot like
the sociological imagination from Chapter 1,
doesn’t it? The following two diagrams and the
associated video illustrate the concept (figure 3.23
shows Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory
and figure 3.24 shows Bronfenbrenner’s ecologi-
cal system theory with labels).
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BRONFENBRENNER'S EcoLoGIcAL SYSTEM THEORY

Figure 3.23 Bronfenbrenner's ecological system theory: Children are affected by families, and families are influenced by interactions
with bosses or teachers. Bosses are influenced by the economy or religion. Image description.

MACROSYSTEM

ExosvysTEM

MESOSYSTEM

CHRONOSYSTEM

Figure 3.24 Bronfenbrenner's ecological system theory with labels. Each system is a different level of influence.

In the ecological system theory model, the social ~ family, through growing layers until it reaches the
world contains layers, each with its own influence ~ macrosystem of institutions and society. The sys-
on a child. The system moves from the smallest  tems also change over the lifetime of the person, as
level of the individual child to the microsystem of  represented by the chronosystem.
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This early model of applying ecosystems to
human behavior was very effective. When Bron-
fenbrenner presented this theory to Congress,
they funded Head Start. This program provides
free preschool to young children in high-poverty
areas. watch

For a more complete story,

“Ecological System Theory” [Streaming Video].

Sociologists have built on the social ecosystem
model proposed by psychologists. An online
search of wide-ranging topics from the root
causes of health inequality, increasing economic
equity for young Black men, or addressing bully-
ing of LGBTQIA+ students finds many variations
of this model.

The labels of the circles vary, depending on the
problem researchers and activists are trying to
describe. However, all of the social ecology models
move from the personal and individual out
through the layers to systemic or structural causes
of social problems.

The model in figure 3.25 is useful in under-
standing the various levels of society by showing
how individual, community and institutional
actions are connected. Sociologists call this a
social structure, the complex and stable frame-
work of society that influences all individuals or
groups through the relationship between institu-
tions (e.g., economy, politics, religion) and social
practices (e.g., behaviors, norms, and values). See-
ing these levels clearly also helps us see the harm
that can happen at each level, as well as the healing
that is possible. This model, and the table in figure
3.26 that describes it, will be used throughout the
book to anchor our discussions where social prob-
lems occur in society. The social ecological sys-
tems model also helps us link individual agency
and collective action as we work to solve interde-
pendent social problems.
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Social Ecology of Interdependence

Institutional or
Community

Individual

Figure 3.25 Social ecosystem model, also known as social structure. Social problems occur at every level of this ecosystem.

The table in figure 3.26 provides more detail  every detail. You will see this illustration often, so
about each level. Don’t worry if you don’t capture  you have time to make sense of it.
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Level

Description

Harm

Healing

Individual This level reflects the Prejudice, internalized Recognizing and changing
thoughts, feelings, and homophobia, or implicit unconscious assumptions or
behaviors of an individual. bias causes harm. internalized hatred allows

healing.

Interpersonal | This level reflects interac- Microaggressions, name Practicing anti-racist behaviors
tions between people, in calling, and violence or stepping forward/stepping
families and in groups. against individuals or back to center the experiences

groups causes harm. of marginalized people allows
healing.

Community/ | This level reflects institu- Laws, policies, or imple- Changes in laws, policies or

Institutions tions like school, work, mentation of those poli- practices allows healing.
church, or government. It cies cause harm.
can also reflect your neigh-
borhood, city, or state.

Systemic or This level reflects structures | A hierarchy of groups or Focusing on institutionalizing

Societal or culture that surround the | pervasive beliefs, atti- equitable practices and pro-

institutions.

tudes, or actions that one
group is superior to
another causes harm.

moting cultural change at all
levels of society allows healing.

Generational
or Historical

This level reflects time - the
past structures of society or
behaviors that are passed
from parents to children.

Trauma, oppression, and
violence of the past may
cause harm.

Recognizing the historical
roots of oppression and
repairing the harm, or healing
intergenerational trauma
allows healing.

Figure 3.26 Table of the Social Ecosystem Model: Harm and Healing. This table explores the harm or healing that can occur at each level of our social

structure. Can you think of examples that might apply at every level?

Each of these theoretical approaches explains
society through a different lens. Depending on

another.
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Unpacking Oppression, Locating Justice

In this chapter, you met many sociologists, social scientists, and activists. You may have noticed
that many of these people have links with biographies or details about their theories. That's a
lot of links!

We added these links because we know that a scientist's social location impacts their work.
Karl Marx was poor. That might have influenced how he explained capitalism. Gloria Anzaldida
was Chicana, and she worked to explain her experience using the concept of borderlands.

It's your turn to unpack oppression and locate justice:

Sociologists work from their particular social location. Who they are, the historical period
they live in, and the issues they experience become sources of their sociological work.
Throughout this book, you will notice that we highlight sociologists and activists so that you
know who is creating the knowledge you are learning. This activity will help you practice
learning more about sociologists and social location.

Instructions

1. Pick a sociologist that you want to understand from this chapter or anywhere in the book.

2. Learn more about them—were they rich, poor, or somewhere in the middle? Did they identify as
White or some other race or ethnicity? What was their gender identity? How many elements of
social location can you find?

3. Identify their Historical or Social Context: What social problems or historical events were they
reacting to?

4. Key Concept: What essential idea or key concept did they contribute to sociology?

5. Reflect: How did the social problems of the time and the social location of the sociologist interact to
produce their social theory?
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3.6 Chapter Summary

Kelly Szott and Kimberly Puttman

As we come to the end of this chapter you may be
feeling energized or overwhelmed. In this chapter,
we learned that theories are ideas about how the
social world works. They help us explain and pre-
dict patterns in the social world. Each theoretical
framework has a unique lens to see the world. The
patterns that you see depend on the lens that you
use. We added a key model of social structure that

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

will help us locate social problems as we explore
them further in this book.

Now that we understand how sociologists begin
to answer the question of why the social world
looks the way it does, let’s look more deeply at
how sociologists prove it. Let’s put theories to the
test!

Learning Objective 1: How does sociological theory help us to understand and explain

our world?

A theory is a statement that describes or explains why social phenomena are related to each
other. Theories help us to understand patterns in social behavior. Theories help us predict
what might happen. Potentially, a theory supported with evidence might help us act to create

effective change.

Learning Objective 2: Who are sociologists, particularly scholars and scientists who are

traditionally ignored?

Sociologists are scholars and scientists who study the social world, from the micro level of
interactions between two people to the macro level of institutions, generations, and the
planet. While classical sociology is often focused on the experiences of wealthy White men,

modern sociologists use gender, race, sexual orientation and other theoretical perspectives
to explain the persistence of inequality in our society. The social location of the scientist

matters.

Learning Objective 3: How does the social location of sociologists influence what they

see?

The social location of the scholars and scientists matters because it influences what questions
they ask, how they gather their data and how they interpret their results. According to Du Bois
and Collins, scientists who belong to groups that experience oppression are more likely to be
able to describe and explain the systems that contribute to structural inequality.
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Comprehension Check

KEY TERMS LIST

Conflict Theory: a sociological approach that views society as characterized by pervasive
inequality based on social class, race, gender, and other factors

Critical Race Theory: the theory that systemic racism is embedded in U.S. institutions, not
just the behavior of individuals.

cultural appropriation: the act of taking or using things from a culture that is not your own,
especially without showing that you understand or respect this culture

feminist theory: a theoretical perspective stating women are uniquely and systematically
oppressed and that challenges ideas of gender and sex roles.

macro-level theory: a theory which examines larger social systems and structures, such as
the capitalist economy, bureaucracies, and religion.

Matrix of Domination: a concept which says that society has multiple interlocking levels of
domination that stem from the societal configuration of race, class and gender.

micro-level theory: a theory which examines the social world in finer detail by discussing
social interactions and the understandings individuals make of the social world.

Queer Theory: an interdisciplinary approach to sexuality and gender studies that identifies
Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into male and female roles and questions the man-
ner in which we have been taught to think about sexual orientation and gender.

social structure: the complex and stable framework of society that influences all individuals
or groups through the relationship between institutions (e.g., economy, politics, religion) and
social practices (e.g., behaviors, norms, and values).

society: a group of people who live in a defined geographic area, who interact with one
another, and who share a common culture

sociology: the systematic study of society and social interactions to understand individuals,
groups, and institutions through data collection and analysis.

standpoint theory: a theory which argues that where you stand, or your point of view, influ-
ences what you notice.
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stigma: the social process whereby individuals that are taken to be different in some way are
rejected by the greater society in with they live based on that difference

Structural Functional Theory: a sociological approach which maintains that social stability is
necessary for a strong society, and adequate socialization and social integration are necessary
for social stability. Society's social institutions (such as the family or the economy) perform
important functions to help ensure social stability.

structural racism: the totality of ways in which societies foster racial discrimination through
mutually reinforcing systems of housing, education, employment, earnings, benefits, credit,
media, health care and criminal justice.

Symbolic Interactionist Theory: a sociological approach that focuses on the study of one-on-
one social interactions and the meanings that emerge from them.

theory: a statement that describes and explains why social phenomena are related to each
other.

DISCUSS AND DO

1. Theory in practice: Find a news article or video that describes a current social problem.
Focus on how the author describes WHY the social problem exists. Do you see any of the
theories in this chapter being applied to explain the social problem?

2. Black Women Theorists: Why do you think that Black women propose sociological theories
of interlocking systems of oppression or intersectionality?

3. Follow the money: Conflict theory, based on the theories of Karl Marx, traces social
problems to economics. He follows the money. What is one social problem that has an
economic cause? What evidence can you find that supports that?

4. Double Consciousness and Racism: When | Realized | Was Black [Streaming Video].
Watch the W.E.B Du Bois video and at least one of the other stories. What did you learn about
Black identity, Black double consciousness, and racism?

5. Critical Race Theory: Some people think that Critical Race Theory encourages division.
Others say that CRT is essential to understand existing injustice. What do you think?

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Summary

“Chapter Summary” by Kelly Szott and Kimberly
Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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CHAPTER

How Do We Find

Out?: Research
Methods for Social
Problems

4.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Explain how a research framework impacts the way in which the sociologist conducts
research.

2. Define the characteristics of each research method.

3. Analyze the challenges that social scientists experience when they combine research and
action when examining social problems.

Chapter Overview understand the world more deeply so
that we can heal ourselves and our
| honor everyone who is doing science in planet. —Kim Puttman

revolutionary ways, helping us to
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In Chapter 3, we explored how social scientists
explain things in the social world. They propose
a theory, an idea about why things happen. They
begin to systematically explain, for example, why
socioeconomic class is prevalent in industrialized
societies or why implicit bias is so common. But
how do they pick which theory is right? Which

idea works to explain or predict what might hap-
pen next?

Because sociologists are scientists, they look for
evidence that supports or doesn’t support their
theory. They observe people interacting and col-
lect data. They often use the scientific method, a
common set of steps that allow them to gather
data, analyze the data, and share results.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Un2yBgIAxYs

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yi0hwFDQTSQ

Figure 4.1 What are some of the differences between biological and social sciences? Scientists often use the scientific method but
with some key differences. Watch through 10:23 of the video Suzanne Simard: How Trees Talk To Each Other [Streaming Video]

(top). Next, watch through 7:26 of the video The Scientific Method [Streaming Video] (below). Transcript.

You might remember the metaphor for society
from Chapter 1. In this comparison, we talked
about human society like a forest. Individual trees
did not exist in isolation. Instead, they were inter-
dependent. They formed a living community. In
the first video (figure 4.1, top), Canadian biologist
Suzanne Simard discusses using the scientific
method to find out about tree communication.
You might also notice that she employs some other
ways of knowing, concepts that we discussed in
Chapter 3.

In the second video (figure 4.1, below),
researchers apply the scientific method to social
problems rather than questions of biology. How
many steps in the scientific method can you iden-
tify? What kinds of research questions capture the
attention of social scientists? In this chapter, we
examine the scientific method. We also explore
criticism of this method. We investigate other

frameworks that support scientists in finding out
what is true.

Additionally, social scientists have many ways to
collect the information they use to research their
questions. The ways in which social scientists col-
lect, analyze, and understand research informa-
tion are called research methods. We look at
some of the advantages and disadvantages of each
method. This will help us understand how scien-
tists can be confident in how they make sense of
social problems.

Finally, the sociologists who study social prob-
lems often hope their findings will support effec-
tive action related to a social problem. Like SSSP
President Nancy Mezey, who we met in Chapter
1, social problem scientists study and act. We will
examine some of the research methods that com-
bine learning and doing.
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FOCUSING QUESTIONS

The following questions will help us understand how sociologists do science:
1. How does a research framework impact the way in which a sociologist conducts research?
2. What are the characteristics of each research method?

3. What challenges do social scientists experience when they combine research and action when

examining social problems?
Let's start doing science!

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Research Methods” definition from Introduction
to Sociology 3e by Tanja R. Conerly, Kathleen

Holmes, and Asha Lal Tamang, Openstax is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.
“How Trees Talk To Each Other” by Suzanne
Simard, TED is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.
“The Scientific Method: Steps, Examples,
Tips, and Exercise” by Jonas Koblin, Sprouts
Schools, is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

4.2 Scientific Frameworks

Kimberly Puttman

As you saw in Chapter 3, sociology is the sys-
tematic study of society and social interactions
to understand individuals, groups, and institutions
through data collection and analysis. Although
sages, leaders, philosophers, and other wisdom
holders have asked what makes a good life
throughout human history, sociology applies sci-
entific principles to understanding human behav-
ior.

Like anthropologists, psychologists, and other
social scientists, sociologists collect and analyze
data to draw conclusions about human behavior.
Although these fields often overlap and comple-
ment each other, sociologists focus most on the

interaction of people in groups, communities,
institutions, and interrelated systems.

Sociologists study human interactions from the
smallest micro unit of how parents and children
bond to the widest macro lens of what causes war
throughout recorded history. They explore
microaggressions, those small moments of inter-
action that reinforce prejudice in small but pow-
erful ways. They also study the generationally
persistent systems of systemic inequality. As the
COVID-19 pandemic sickens many of us and the
climate crisis worsens, sociologists turn even
greater attention to global and planetary systems
to understand and explain our interdependence.
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The Scientific Method

Many scientists use shared approaches to figure
out how the social world works. The most com-
mon is the scientific method, an established
scholarly research process that involves asking a
question, researching existing sources, forming a
hypothesis, designing a data collection method,
gathering data, and drawing conclusions. Often
this method is shown as a straight line. Scientists
proceed in an orderly fashion, executing one step
after the next.

This method also emphasizes objectivity, the
unrealistic idea of conducting research with no
interference by aspects of the researcher’s identity
or personal beliefs. Science uses evidence to prove
theories. At the same time, all scientists, like all
people, have unconscious biases. They make
assumptions about the way the world works. It
is sometimes difficult to see these assumptions
clearly. For example, suppose you unconsciously
assume that women are weaker than men. In that
case, you may label behavior emphasizing social
connection as soft or passive rather than focusing
on how important connection is to survival.

In some cases, scientists use pseudo-scientific
methods to justify oppression. As early as 1684,
French physician Francois Bernier classified peo-
ple into different races based on where they lived
in the world. Each race had a distinct tempera-
ment or set of characteristics. By the early 1800s,
European and American White scientists classi-
fied people into five distinct biological races, with
characteristics of more or less intelligence and
diligence. In another example, the French natu-
ralist Georges Cuvier dissected the body of Sarah
Baartman, a Khoekhoen tribal African woman, in
1817:

He claimed that she had a small brain
and a resemblance to a monkey. For
him and many of his contemporaries,

the examination of her body, and the
bodies of other Africans, proved their
inferiority to Europeans, showing “no
exception to this cruel law which seems
to have condemned to eternal inferiority
the races with cramped and compressed
skulls. (Penn Museum 2023)

Both examples typify scientific racism, the use
of pseudo-scientific methods to justify racial
inequality. These “scientific” studies became a jus-
tification for slavery. However, even after slavery
ended, scientific racism continued. In the 1800s
and early 1900s, some White scientists and doc-
tors conducted horrific experiments attempting to
prove that Black people had thicker skins, felt less
pain, and were less intelligent than White people
(Tucker, n.d.; Villarosa 2021). These studies are
not true.

However, we continue to see the results of these
beliefs in our medical and healthcare system
today. When we look at pain management, for
example, Black people are 22 percent less likely
than White patients to receive pain medication
(Sabin 2020). The ways in which “science” justified
racist beliefs continue to influence our health care
system today. We'll discuss this more in Chapter
10. Even though social science is based on collect-
ing and analyzing data, it often reflects the norms
and values of the scientists and the existing social
hierarchies.

Because objectivity is not possible, scientists
rely on collaboration to correct bias and validate
results. The scientific method is a circular process
rather than a straight line, as shown in figure 4.2.
The circle helps us to see that science is driven
by curiosity and that learnings at each step move
us to the next step in ongoing loops. This model
allows for the creativity and collaboration that is
essential in how we create new scientific under-
standings. Let’s dive deeper!
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Figure 4.2 The Scientific Method is an ongoing process. Each step feeds the next step. How is this different from a linear model you

may have previously learned about? Image description.

Step 1: Identify a Social Issue or Find a
Research Topic and Ask a Question

The first step of the scientific method is to ask a
question, select a problem, and identify the spe-
cific area of interest. The topic should be narrow
enough to study within a geographic location and
time frame. “Why do societies have inequality”
would be too vague. The question should also be

broad enough to be of significance. “‘Why do my
parents get into fights?” would be too narrow.
Sociologists strive to frame questions that exam-
ine well-defined patterns and relationships.
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Step 2: Review Existing Literature and
Source

The next step researchers undertake is to conduct
background research through a literature review,
which is a review of any existing similar or related
studies. A visit to the library, a thorough online
search, and a survey of academic journals will
uncover existing research about the topic of study.
This step helps researchers gain a broad under-
standing of work previously conducted, identify
gaps in understanding of the topic, and position
their research to build on prior knowledge.
Researchers—including student researchers—are
responsible for correctly citing existing sources
they use in a study or that inform their work.
While it is fine to borrow previously published
material (as long as it enhances a unique view-
point), it must be referenced properly.

To study crime, for example, a researcher might
also sort through existing data from the court sys-
tem, police database, and prison information. It’s
important to examine this information in addition
to existing research to determine how you might
use these resources to fill holes in existing knowl-
educates

edge. sources

researchers and helps refine and improve a

Reviewing existing

research study design.

Step 3: Formulate a Hypothesis

A hypothesis is a testable educated guess about
predicted outcomes between two or more vari-
ables. In sociology, the hypothesis often predicts
how one form of human behavior influences
another. For example, a hypothesis might be in
the form of an “if, then statement.” Let’s relate this
to our topic of crime: If unemployment increases,
then the crime rate will increase.

In scientific research, we formulate hypotheses
to include an independent variable (IV), which is
the cause of the change, and a dependent variable
(DV), which is the effect or thing that is changed. In
the example above, unemployment is the indepen-
dent variable, and the crime rate is the dependent
variable.

In a sociological study, the researcher would
establish one form of human behavior as the inde-
pendent variable and observe its influence on a
dependent variable. How does gender (the inde-
pendent variable) affect the rate of income (the
dependent variable)? How does one’s religion (the
independent variable) affect family size (the
dependent variable)? How is social class (the
dependent variable) affected by level of education
(the independent variable)?
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Hypothesis

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable

The greater the availability of affordable housing, the lower the

homeless rate.

The greater the availability of math tutoring, the higher the math

grades.

Affordable Hous- Rate of House-
ing lessness

Math Tutoring Math Grades

The greater the factory lighting, the higher the productivity.

Factory Lighting Productivity

The greater the amount of media coverage, the higher the public

awareness.

Media Coverage Public Awareness

Figure 4.3 Examples of dependent and independent variables. The independent variable causes the dependent variable to change in some way.

What are some other examples?

Taking an example from figure 4.3, a researcher
might hypothesize that if the amount of affordable
housing (independent variable) increases, the rate
of houselessness (dependent variable) would
decrease. Identifying the independent and depen-
dent variables is very important. It’s not enough
that two variables are related. Scientists must pre-
dict how a change in the independent variable
causes a change in the dependent variable.

Step 4: Select a Research Method and
Design a Study

Researchers select an appropriate research
method to answer their research question in this
step. Surveys, experiments, interviews, ethnogra-
phy, and content analysis are just a few examples
that researchers may use. You will learn more
about these and other research methods later in
this chapter. Typically, your research question

influences the type of methods you will use.

Step 5: Collect Data

Next, the researcher collects data. Depending on
the research design (step 4), the researcher will
begin collecting information on their research
topic. After gathering all the data, the researcher
can systematically organize and analyze it.

Step 6: Analyze the Data

After constructing the research design, sociolo-
gists collect, tabulate or categorize, and analyze
data to formulate conclusions. If the analysis sup-
ports the hypothesis, researchers can discuss what
this might mean. If the analysis does not support
the hypothesis, researchers consider repeating the
study or think of ways to improve their procedure.

Even when results contradict a sociologist’s pre-
diction of a study’s outcome, the results still con-
tribute to sociological understanding. Sociologists
analyze general patterns in response to a study but
are equally interested in exceptions to patterns.
In a study of education, for example, a researcher
might predict that high school dropouts have a
hard time finding rewarding careers. While many
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assume that the higher the education, the higher
the salary and degree of career happiness, there
are certainly exceptions. People with little educa-
tion have had stunning careers, and people with
advanced degrees have had trouble finding work.
A sociologist prepares a hypothesis, knowing that
results may support or contradict it.

Step 7: Report Findings

Researchers report their results at conferences
and in academic journals. These results are then
subjected to the scrutiny of other sociologists in
the field. Before the conclusions of a study become
widely accepted, the studies are often repeated in
different environments. In this way, sociological
theories and knowledge develop as the relation-
ships between social phenomena are established
in broader contexts and different circumstances.
However, the scientific method isn’t the only way
to conduct social science.

Interpretive Framework

You may have noticed that most of the early rec-
ognized sociologists in this chapter were White
wealthy men. Often, they looked at economics,
poverty, and industrialization as their topics.
They were committed to using the scientific
method. Although women like Harriet Martineau
and Jane Addams examined a wide range of social
problems and acted on their research, science,
even social science, was considered a domain of
men. Even in 2020, women are less than 30 per-
cent of the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Math) workforce in the United States
(American Association of University Women
2020).

Feminist scientists challenge this exclusion and
the kinds of science it creates. Feminist scientists
argue that women and non-binary people belong

everywhere in science. They belong in the labora-
tories and scientific offices. They belong in decid-
ing what topics to study so that social problems
of gendered violence or maternal health are stud-
ied also. They belong as participants in research,
so that findings apply to people of all gender iden-
tities. They belong in applying the results to doing
something about social problems. In other words:

Feminists have detailed the historically
gendered participation in the practice of
science—the marginalization or exclu-
sion of women from the profession and
how their contributions have disappeared
when they have participated. Feminists
have also noted how the sciences have
been slow to study women’s lives, bodies,
and experiences. Thus from both the per-
spectives of the agents—the creators of
scientific knowledge—and from the per-
of the
edge—the topics and interests focused

spectives subjects of knowl-
on—the sciences often have not served

women satisfactorily. (Crasnow 2020)

Figure 4.4 NASA “human computer” Katherine Johnson watches
the premiere of Hidden Figures after a reception where she was
honored along with other members of the segregated West
Area Computers division of Langley Research Center.

You may have seen the movie Hidden Figures or
read the book. In figure 4.4, Katherine Johnson, an
African American mathematician, physicist, and
space scientist, watches the movie’s premiere. In it,
women, particularly Black women, were the com-
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puters for NASA, manually calculating all the
math needed to launch and orbit rockets. How-
ever, politicians and leaders did not recognize
their work. Even when they were creating equa-
tions and writing reports, women’s names didn’t
go on the title pages.

The practice of science often excludes women
and nonbinary people from leadership in research,
research topics, and as research subjects. The fem-
inist critique of the traditional scientific method,
and other critiques around the process of doing
traditional science created space for other frame-
works to emerge.

One such framework is the interpretive frame-
work. The
approach that involves detailed understanding of a

interpretive framework is an

particular subject through observation or listening
to people’s stories, not through hypothesis test-
ing. This framework comes from grounded the-
ory developed by sociologists Glasser and Strauss,
grounding a theory first in data and then theoriz-
ing (Chun Tie, Birks and Francis 2019).

Researchers try to understand social experi-
ences from the point of view of the people who are
experiencing them. They interview people or look
at blogs, newspapers, or videos to discover what
people say is happening and how people make
sense of things. This in-depth understanding
allows the researcher to create a new theory about
human activity. These steps are similar to the sci-
entific method but not the same, as shown in fig-
ure 4.5.

Interpretive Framework

Figure 4.5 Interpretive Framework: Rather than starting with a hypothesis, you start with a topic and ask people about it. As you look
at the interview data, themes emerge. How is this model different from the scientific method? Image description.

In the interpretive framework, the researcher
might start with a topic they are interested in. In
one study, researchers were interested in improv-
ing medical care for women potentially experi-
encing miscarriages. They wanted to understand

the experience of going to the emergency room
from the perspective of pregnant women. They
designed interviews that asked the pregnant
women and the nursing staff about their expe-
rience. During the interviews, the women men-
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tioned that most emergency room personnel did
not include their partners in the process. The
researchers added interviewing the partners as
part of their study design.

Once the
researchers analyzed the data and identified

interviews were complete, the

themes. They proposed a model called “Threads of
Care” which emphasized the need to include both
the pregnant person and the partner in under-
standing the physical processes associated with
miscarriages and in providing gender-specific
emotional support. Because the scientists included
partner interviews, they discovered that both peo-
ple involved in the pregnancy experienced uncer-
tainty, loss, and grief, not just the pregnant person
(Edwards et al. 2018).

Even though both the traditional scientific
method and the interpretive framework start with
curiosity and questions, the people who practice
science using the interpretive framework allow
the data to tell its story. Using this method can
lead to insightful and transformative results. You
can find things you didn’t even know to expect
because you are listening to what the stories say.

However, the scientific method and the inter-
pretive framework are not the only frameworks
that sociologists use to explore the social world.
We also use the Indigenous framework.

Indigenous Frameworks

Our research has shown us that Indigenous
sciences and foundational principles have
the power to heal and rebalance in this
world, as well as to address serious illness.
Our intent is to open a pathway that would
allow for this knowledge and understanding
to safely and respectfully be introduced—or
in some cases reintroduced—to the world
through science.

- Joseph American Horse, leader of the
Oglala Lakota Oyate

Like the feminist scientists discussed in the pre-
vious section, Indigenous scientists provide an
alternative framework to mainstream science.
Each Indigenous group has a unique way of
understanding their own land and a method of
learning that respects that place. At the same time,
many Indigenous scientists share similar frame-
works. Indigenous science is the scientific frame-
work of Indigenous cultures worldwide, a
time-tested approach that sustains the community
and the environment.

Although mainstream scientists and Indigenous
scientists share a common goal of understanding
the social world, the frameworks that they use to
create that understanding are deeply different. We
will examine differences in their approaches to
discovery, research methods, and consequences of
doing science to more deeply understand the
power of the Indigenous framework. Then, we
will explore how weaving Indigenous and main-
stream ways of knowing can lead to transforma-
tional knowledge that supports social justice.

You may remember from Chapter 3 that people
use different ways of knowing to understand the
social world. Indigenous scientists value many
ways of knowing. Robin Wall Kimmerer, an
Indigenous biologist from the Citizen Potawatomi
Nation, writes this:

Native scholar Greg Cajete has written
that in indigenous ways of knowing, we
understand a thing only when we under-
stand it with all four aspects of our being:
mind, body, emotion, and spirit. I came to
understand quite sharply when I began my
training as a scientist that science privi-
leges only one, possibly two, of those ways
of knowing: mind and body. As a young
person wanting to know everything about
plants, I did not question this. But it is a
whole human being who finds the beauti-
ful path. (Kimmerer 2013)
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Although Kimmerer is referring to biology, the
same difference exists in social science. Main-
stream social scientists using the scientific method
focus on intellectual ways of knowing. Indigenous
social scientists leverage the power of knowing
through mind, body, emotion and spirit. Let’s look
at each of these characteristics in turn.

First, both frameworks value the mind, the
intellectual understanding of what is. However,
they focus on two different ways of organizing
that knowledge. Indigenous frameworks focus on
interdependence and interconnectedness. Main-
stream science will often break things down into
parts to understand what each part does. While
that may help understand details, it doesn’t give
the whole picture of a process or help understand
the interdependence in the social and physical
world.

In an Indigenous example, Lakota scientists use
the image of a tipi to describe their scientific
model. In this model, they focus on interrelated-
ness, interconnectedness, and the vitality of life.
These components of the models are compared to
tipi poles, which provide structure for the model
itself. They write:

...these foundational poles are being used
to signify the principles of Mitakuye Oyasiy
Skay (the
motion of life) and Paowanzila (intercon-

(interrelatedness), constant
nectedness), which serve as the basis for
our scientific systems. (American Horse et
al. 2023:7)

Rather than focusing on splitting things into com-
ponent parts to understand them, Indigenous sci-
entists focus on connection and relationship in
social systems. They also connect back to the
ancestors and forward to future generations to
imagine how any findings from science might
impact the people and the environment. This
interconnectedness includes both space - the
interconnectedness and interdependence of water,
air, earth, and beings — and time - back to the

ancestors and forward to next generations. This
is very different from the Western scientific per-
spective, which presumes objectivity and does not
assume responsibility towards the subjects it stud-
ies.

Figure 4.6 Scholar Gregory Cajete, a Tewa Indian from Santa
Clara Pueblo in New Mexico, articulates the differences between
Indigenous and Western ways of doing science.

Gregory Cajete, the social scientist that Robin
Wall Kimmerer referenced earlier in the chapter,
is a Tewa Indian from Santa Clara Pueblo in New
Mexico (figure 4.6). He describes the conflict in
this way:

But the sources of knowledge of nature
and the explanations of natural phenom-
ena within a traditional Native American
context are often at odds with what is
learned in “school science” and proposed
by Western scientific philosophy. Herein
lies a very real conflict between two dis-
tinctly different worldviews: the mutualis-
tic/holistic-oriented worldview of Native
American cultures and the rationalistic/
dualistic worldview of Western science
that divides, analyzes, and objectifies.
(Cajete 1999:146)

This conflict in approach is fundamental. At the
same time, as we learned in Chapter 1, a few
mainstream social scientists sometimes use mod-
els of social ecosystems and interdependence.
Using interconnectedness and interdependence
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empowers social justice. If you'd like to learn more
about the power of this perspective from Gregory
Cajete, please watch A Pueblo Story of
Sustainability [Streaming Video].

In addition, both frameworks consider the

body, or the physical reality of social phenome-
non. However, while Western science will care-
fully measure the parts, Indigenous scientific
frameworks are grounded in a sense of place. A
textbook from British Columbia is called Know-

ing Home: Braiding Indigenous Science with

Western Science [Website]. You can explore more

if it interests you. The authors write, “In contem-
plating a title for this book, the phrase “Knowing
Home” reflects that traditional knowledge and
wisdom is contextual. The stories and testimonies
of Indigenous peoples are usually related to a
home place. In the words of Kimmerer:

To the settler mind, land was property,
real estate, capital, or natural resources.
But to our people, it was everything: iden-
tity, our connection to the ancestors, the
home of non-human kinfolk, our phar-
macy, our grocery store, our library, the
source of everything that sustained us.
Our lands were where our responsibility
to the world was enacted, sacred ground.
It belonged to itself; it was a gift, not a
commodity, so it could never be bought or
sold. (2013:17)

A sense of an interconnected place is essential in
the Indigenous framework. Although mainstream
social scientists will collect data about people
carefully using the scientific method, their goal
is to generalize their findings. Indigenous science
grounds new findings within the context of a spe-
cific place in the physical world.

In the video in figure 4.7, Kimmerer has a longer
conversation about what it means to be American.
Starting around minute 55:25, she discusses how
the Western approach to discrete naming and clas-
sifying, apart from a place, can prevent learning.
Please listen to her words and reflect on how the
practices she introduces might change your own
approach to science.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8B6X6uW6g6c&t=1s

Figure 4.7 Biologist and storyteller Robin Wall Kimmerer reflects on the difference between naming and classifying in the Western sci-
entific tradition and understanding relationships in the Indigenous traditions in this video: Consider This with Robin Wall Kimmerer

[Streaming Video] (watch from 55:25 to 57:20). Transcript.

Another way the frameworks differ wildly is in the
integration of emotion and spirit with the mind
and the body. When we examined the scientific
method earlier in the chapter, we noted that the
scientific method emphasizes objectivity. Main-
stream scientists often argue that beliefs, values,
emotions, or faith have no place in effective sci-

ence. Indigenous frameworks say that emotion
and spirit are valid ways of understanding the
world. For example, the Lakota scientists write:
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It is important to note that the Lakota do
not traditionally have the concept of “reli-
gion” as is present in Western culture
(Goodman 2017). Rather, Tunkasila’s [the
Creator’s] energy and other dimensions
are foundational to our scientific systems.
Their presence is measurable, visible, and
replicable. When certain conditions are
created, we can enter these realms. ....
They are as real and tangible as the physical
earth, but exist in different energetic planes.
(American Horse et al. 2023: 7, emphasis
added)

Indigenous scientists incorporate both emotion
and spirit into their framework arguing that the
integration of mind, body, emotion and spirit are
essential to both healthy living and effective sci-
ence.

Differences in research methods demonstrate
the impact of focusing on emotion and spirit in
addition to mind and body. Like the Interpretive
framework, the Indigenous framework also values
story as a source of truth. Oral traditions, or sto-
ries, are one way that Indigenous people convey
knowledge. Indigenous scientists value these sto-
ries as sources of wisdom and knowledge. Jacinta
Koolmarie is an Adnyamathanha and Ngarrindjeri
Indigenous person from Australia who is studying
stories of her elders. She asserts that Indigenous
stories provide valid evidence about the natural
and social world. Please consider delving into that
idea in her video, “The myth of Aboriginal

stories being myths” [Streaming Video].

This perspective contradicts that of mainstream
science. For example, Joel Best, who provides the
model of the social problems process in Chapter
1, argues that case studies, a technical word for
stories, are not useful in explaining social prob-
lems (2018). He values measurements and num-
bers instead. In both the Interpretive framework
and the Indigenous framework, stories matter.

Figure 4.8 Horses are an active part of life for the Lakota and
many other Plains nations today. How does learning more
about the Indigenous history of the horse challenge the ways of
Western science?

Finally, the two frameworks differ in how they
think about the purpose of science. Like social
problem scientists and feminist scientists among
others, Indigenous scientists agree that the pur-
pose of science is to understand more deeply so
that we can take action.

Indigenous science challenges the dominant
narratives of power and colonization in the
Americas, for example. Colonization is the action
or process of settling among and establishing con-
trol over the Indigenous people of an area. Many
schoolchildren learn the mistaken idea that the
Spanish conquerors brought the horse to the
Americas. Indigenous oral history disagrees.

Yvette Running Horse Collins, a Lakota scientist
challenges this colonialist history, examining the
oral traditions of the Lakota people, finding the
Creator gifted the tribe with horses long ago (fig-
ure 4.8) She writes:

...you cannot have a Lakota separate of the
horse as we were—and are—one with
them. As is the case in our language, there
is no past, present, or future for us with
Sungwakarn. The Horse Nation is with us
and a part of us and has been so since “time
immemorial.” (American Horse et al. 2023:
21)
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Her work stands in direct opposition to the more
common narrative, challenging the truthfulness of
colonizer accounts. This resistance is essential in
the work of decolonization.

At the same time, the Indigenous framework
and Western science are not binary opposites.
They share a commitment to finding truth
through exploring the social world. Increasingly,
scientists working in both traditions are collabo-
rating and discovering how the methods enhance
one another. Using both approaches simultane-
ously creates powerful new knowledge that moves
us toward justice.

For example, in a recent collaboration in
anthropology, scientists tried to resolve the con-
tradiction between Indigenous history and White
dominant culture understandings of society and
horses. Specifically, they wanted to know if horses
were part of Indigenous culture before the arrival
of the Spanish conquerors. The team acknowl-
edges the colonialist viewpoint of dominant cul-
ture, writing:

Over recent decades, the story of people
and horses has largely been told through
the lens of colonial history. One reason for
this is logistical - European settlers often
wrote down their observations, creating
documentary records that partially chron-
between
cultures and

icle the early relationships

colonists, Indigenous

horses [Streaming Video] in the colonial

West. Another reason, though, is preju-
dice: Indigenous peoples in the Americas
have been excluded from telling their side
of the story. (Taylor and Collin 2023)

Then, they use Western science to date the bones
of horse skeletons, finding that the bones pre-date
the colonists. They combine the quantitative data
with the qualitative data gathered from Indige-
nous stories to tell the deeper truth. Horses were
part of Indigenous culture long before the arrival
of the Spanish conquerors. This evidence chal-

lenges mainstream ideas of history, and the
oppression that created those ideas. If you're
interested in learning more about this powerful
collaboration, you can read the full report
Standing For Un¢i Maka (Grandmother Earth)
And All Life: An Introduction To Lakota
Traditional Sciences, Principles And Protocols
And The Birth Of A New Era Of Scientific
Collaborations [Website].

From the Western scientific method to the

Interpretive framework to Indigenous ways of
doing science, we are all curious about why our
social world is the way it is. We construct different
frameworks to make sense of our interactions and
institutions. Each framework starts from a differ-
ent set of assumptions and uses different ways of
gathering evidence. They each have a unique way
of deepening our understanding of social prob-
lems, and moving forward with justice.
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“Interpretive Framework” definition is adapted
from the Open Education Sociological Dictio-

Everyday Life, Open Oregon Educational
Resources, which is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

nary edited by Kenton Bell, which is licensed
under CC BY-SA 4.0.

“Indigenous Science” definition from Knowing
Home: Braiding Indigenous Science With West-

Modifications: Slightly summarized.

Figure 4.4. “Hidden Figures Premiere” by
Aubrey Gemignani, NASA, is in the Public
Domain.

ern Science, Book 1 by Gloria Snively and

Wanosts'a7 Lorna Williams is licensed under CC

“Scientific =~ Method” is adapted from
“Approaches to Sociological Research” by Jennifer
Puentes and Matthew Gougherty, Sociology in
Everyday Life, Open Oregon Educational
Resources, which is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Modifications: Slightly summarized.

“Colonization” definition from Social Change
In Societies by Aimee Samara Krouskop, Open
Oregon Educational Resources is licensed under
CC BY 4.0.

Figure 4.2. “The Scientific Method as an Ongo-
ing Process” by Michaela Willi Hooper and Jen-

nifer Puentes, Open Oregon Educational

Figure 4.5. “Examples of Dependent and Inde-
pendent Variables” by Jennifer Puentes and
Matthew Gougherty, Sociology in Everyday Life,

Open Oregon Educational Resources, which is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.
Figure 4.8. “Image” by MrsBrown is licensed

under the Pixabay License.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 4.6. “Photo of Gregory Cajete” © Gregory
Cajete is all rights reserved and included with per-
mission.

Figure 4.7. “Consider This with Robin Wall
Kimmerer” by Oregon Humanities is licensed

Resources is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 4.3. “Research Methods” is adapted from
“Approaches to Sociological Research” by Jennifer
Puentes and Matthew Gougherty, Sociology in

under the Standard YouTube License.

Figure 4.8. “Image” © Jacquelyn Cérdova/
Northern Vision Productions is included under
fair use.

4.3 Research Methods

Kimberly Puttman

In the video you saw in Figure 4.1, Suzanne
Simard describes the amazing science she does
when she researches how trees talk to each other.
The methods she uses, with the possible exception
of bringing bear spray, don’t work very well when
you study people. Instead, social scientists use a
variety of methods that allow them to explain and
predict the social world. These research methods
define how we do social science.

In this section, we examine some of the most
common research methods. Research methods are
often grouped into two categories: quantitative
research, data collected in numerical form that
can be counted and analyzed using statistics, and
qualitative research, non-numerical, descriptive
data that is often subjective and based on what is
experienced in a natural setting. These methods
seem contradictory, but some of the strongest sci-
entific studies combine both approaches. New
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research methods go beyond the two categories,
exploring international and Indigenous knowl-
edge or doing research for the purpose of taking
action.

Surveys

15 Your Americal

\\ll

HELP THE
TEN-YEAR
ROLL CALL

‘PEOPLE-

i I

by Unknown Authoris icensed under

Figure 4.9 The U.S. Census is an example of a survey. Because
the questions are similar, we can compare changes in the U.S.
population. However, the U.S. Census changes with the times.
Recently an ethnicity question related to being Hispanic or
Latino was added. And even more recently, people can pick
multiple races to describe themselves. How might changes in
census racial categories change how we understand the social
world?

Do you strongly agree? Agree? Neither agree or
disagree? Disagree? Strongly disagree? If you've

heard this before, you've probably completed your
fair share of surveys. At some point, most people
in the United States respond to some type of sur-
vey. The 2020 U.S. Census is an excellent example
of a large-scale survey intended to gather soci-
ological data. Since 1790, the United States has
conducted a survey of six questions to collect
demographic data of the residents who live there.

As a research method, a survey collects data
from subjects who respond to questions about
behaviors and opinions, often in a questionnaire
or an interview. Surveys are one of the most
widely used scientific research methods. The stan-
dard survey format allows individuals a level of
anonymity in which they can express personal
ideas.

Not all surveys are considered sociological
people
encounter focus on identifying marketing needs

research. Many surveys commonly
and strategies rather than testing a hypothesis or
contributing to social science knowledge. Ques-
tions such as, “How many hot dogs do you eat in
amonth?” or “Were the staff helpful?” are not usu-
ally designed as scientific research. Surveys gather
different types of information from people. While
surveys are not great at capturing the ways people
really behave in social situations, they are a great
method for discovering how people feel, think,
and act—or at least how they say they feel, think,
and act. Surveys can track preferences for presi-
dential candidates or report individual behaviors
(such as sleeping, driving, or texting habits) or
information such as employment status, income,
and education levels.

Experiments
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Address:

Tel:
E-mail:

Nationality:

BOLESLAV MAKAREY

Polish, eligible to workin the UK \/

88 Churchill Road
Dunby HN9 6ER
07788794522
boleslav@gmail.com

Figure 4.10 In this experiment, researchers investigated whether foreign names on the application would lead to discrimination. If the
application was from Brian instead of Boleslav, the person was twice as likely to get a job interview. What other indicators of social

location might influence hiring?

One way researchers test social theories is by
conducting an experiment, meaning the
researcher investigates relationships to test a
hypothesis. This approach closely resembles the
scientific method. There are two main types of
experiments: lab-based experiments and natural
or field experiments. In a lab setting, the research
can be controlled so that data can be recorded in a
limited amount of time. In a natural or field-based
experiment, the time it takes to gather the data
cannot be controlled but the information might
be considered more accurate since it was collected
without interference or intervention by the
researcher. Field-based experiments are often
used to evaluate interventions in educational set-
tings and health (Baldassarri and Abascal 2017).

Typically, the sociologist selects a set of people
with similar characteristics, such as age, class,
race, or education. Those people are divided into
two groups. One is the experimental group and
the other is the control group. The experimental
group is exposed to the independent variable(s)
and the control group is not. To test the benefits of
tutoring, for example, the sociologist might pro-
vide tutoring to the experimental group of stu-
dents but not to the control group. Then both
groups would be tested for differences in perfor-
mance to see if tutoring affected the experimental
group of students. In a case like this, the researcher
would not want to jeopardize the accomplish-
ments of either group of students, so the setting
would be somewhat artificial. The test would not

be for a grade reflected on their permanent record
as a student, for example.

Secondary Data Analysis

While sociologists often engage in original
research studies, they also contribute knowledge
to the discipline through secondary data analysis.
Secondary data does not result from firsthand
research collected from primary sources. Instead,
secondary data uses data collected by other
researchers or data collected by an agency or orga-
nization. Sociologists might study works written
by historians, economists, teachers, or early soci-
ologists. They might search through periodicals,
newspapers, magazines, or organizational data
from any historical period.

Participant Observation

Participant observation refers to a style of
research where researchers join people and par-
ticipate in a group’s routine activities for the pur-
pose of observing them within that context. This
method lets researchers experience a specific
aspect of social life. A researcher might go to great
lengths to get a firsthand look into a trend, insti-
tution, or behavior. For instance, a researcher
might work as a waitress in a diner, experience
homelessness for several weeks, or ride along
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with police officers as they patrol their regular
beat. Often, these researchers try to blend in seam-
lessly with the population they study, and they
may not disclose their true identity or purpose if
they feel it would compromise the results of their
research.

At the beginning of a field study, researchers
might have a question: “What really goes on in the
kitchen of the most popular diner on campus?” or
“What is it like to be houseless?” Participant obser-
vation is a useful method if the researcher wants
to explore a certain environment from the inside.
The ethnographer will be alert and open-minded
to whatever happens, recording all observations
accurately. Soon, as patterns emerge, questions
will become more specific, and the researcher will
be able to either make connections to existing the-
ories or develop new theories based on their
observations. This approach will guide the
researcher in analyzing data and generating
results.

In-depth interviews

Interviews, sometimes referred to as in-depth
interviews, are one-on-one conversations with
participants designed to gather information about
a particular topic. Interviews can take a long time
to complete, but they can produce very rich data.
In fact, in an interview, a respondent might say
something the researcher had not previously con-
sidered, which can help focus the research project.
Researchers have to be careful not to use leading

questions. You want to avoid leading the respon-
dent into certain answers by asking questions like,
“You really like eating vegetables, don’t you?”
Instead, researchers should allow the respondent
to answer freely by asking questions like, “How do
you feel about eating vegetables?”

International Research

International research is conducted outside of the
researcher’s own immediate geography and soci-
ety. This work carries additional challenges, con-
sidering that researchers often work in regions
and cultures different from their own. Researchers
need to make special considerations to counter
their biases, navigate linguistic challenges, and
ensure the best cross-cultural understanding pos-
sible. Students at Oxford University’s Masters in
Studies
descriptions of field projects [Website] around

Development offer a map and

the world. What are some interesting projects that
stand out to you?

For example, in 2021, Jorg Friedrichs at Oxford
published his research on Muslim hate crimes in
areas of North England where Islam is the major-
ity religion. He studied police data on racial and
religious hate crimes in two districts to look for
patterns related to the crimes. He related those
patterns to the wider context of community rela-
tions between Muslims and other groups. He pre-
sented his research to hate crime practitioners in
police, local government, and civil
(Friedrichs 2021).

society
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Unpacking Oppression, Measuring Justice

Globally and in Every Region, The Prevelance of
Food Insecurity Is Higher Among Women than Men
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DATA SOURCE: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2021. Transforming food systems for food security, improved
nutrition and affordable healthy diets for all. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2021, p. 22.
https://doi.org/10.4060/cb4474en

This simplified chart created by Kimberly Puttman and Michaela Willi Hooper for @ @@@
Open Oregon Educational Resources is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

Figure 4.11 This chart shows that women experience more food insecurity than men in every region of the world. In Africa, more than

half of all people experience hunger. This food insecurity rate has also increased worldwide between 2015 and 2020. How do you

think COVID-19 might have impacted world hunger? Image description.

Social scientists love statistics. They like to examine data using numbers, charts and graphs.
In this kind of analysis, they can see patterns in human behavior and changes over time.
However, as a new sociologist, how can you make sense of this complicated information?

It's your turn to unpack oppression and measure justice:

Let's figure this out using two examples related to measuring hunger.
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As you look at the graph in figure 4.11, what do you see?

You might start by examining the graph's title, the x and y-axis, and the legend. You notice
that the title is “Globally and in every region the prevalence of food insecurity is higher among
women than men.” Even by reading the title, you know that you are examining the relationship
between hunger and gender worldwide.

Then, you look at the x and y-axis. The x-axis, the horizontal line at the bottom, has two
labels: geographic region and time. It is unusual to have more than one measure on an axis,
but in this case, we can see the change in the percentage of people hungry between 2015 and
2020 in each region of the planet. The y-axis, the vertical line on the left, is the percentage or
percent of people who experience food insecurity.

We then look at the chart's legend and discover that the dotted line represents men, and the
solid line represents women.

With this grounding in place, we examine the lines on the graph. We can see that, indeed,
women as a group experience more food insecurity than men in every region of the word. We
notice that Africa has the highest rate of food insecurity overall. We also see that food
insecurity is generally increasing over time.

The last thing we might want to check is the credibility of the data. We want to ask whether
the data comes from a trustworthy source. We want to know the research methodology used
to collect the data.

In this case, the data was collected by organizations related to the United Nations, a
reputable organization. If we open the study, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in
the World 2021 [Website], we find that the researchers used survey data from the Gallup
World Poll, a worldwide survey, to collect much of the information in this report. If we wanted

to dig deeper, we could find out how the Gallup researchers designed and administered their
survey.

Static charts and graphs can tell us a lot, but sophisticated data analytics can now show our
data in three dimensions, allowing us to see changes over time, for example, much more
easily.

The site Our World In Data [Website] provides reputable social science data, particularly

showing changes over time. If we look at the number of people in the world who are
undernourished, we can see that the rate of hunger decreased over time until it began to rise
again in 2020. Part of the cause of this increase is the global COVID-19 pandemic. As you click
on the slider bar and change the countries on the chart, you can make comparisons over time
and space. When you see a pattern in the data, you can dig deeper to find some of the causes
and consequences of the change.
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Figure 4.12 The number of undernourished people [Website] between 2001 and 2020 by region, from Our World In Data. Please
click on the link to use the data [Website] from Our World in Data directly. Image description.

Activity

1. Go to Our World In Data [Websitel].

2. Find a chart or graph related to a social problem that interests you. You could examine hunger,
inequality in education, global warming, or another problem, for example.

3. Describe the data in the chart or graph using the characteristics from our first example. What prob-

lem does the data describe?
4. Who collected the data?
5. How did they collect the data? You may need to go outside the Our World in Data site to learn more.
6. Compare two countries or two time periods from your graph. Is the problem getting worse, better,
more unequal, or staying the same?
7. What reasons does Our World In Data provide that explain why the change is occurring?
8. What can you conclude? What further questions do you have?
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Licenses and Attributions for
Research Methods

Open Content, Original

“Research Methods” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 4.11. “Globally and in every region, the
prevalence of food insecurity is higher among
women than men” by Kimberly Puttman and
Michaela Willi Hooper, Open Oregon Educa-
tional Resources, is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA
4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Qualitative  Research” and  “Quantitative

Research” definitions from Introduction to Soci-

ology 3e by Tanja R. Conerly, Kathleen Holmes,

and Asha Lal Tamang, Openstax is licensed under
CC BY 4.0.

Figure 4.9. “1940 US Census Poster” by the
United States Census Bureau is in the Public

Domain.
Figure 4.12. “Number of people who are

undernourished” by Our World in Data is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 4.10. “Image of Boleslav Makarey Exper-
iment” from Seven Examples of Field Experi-

ments for Sociology © Revise Sociology is

included under fair use.

4.4 Research Methods and Taking Action

Kimberly Puttman

So far in this chapter, we’ve learned about research
frameworks and research methods, the ways in
which scientists study social problems. But that’s
not enough. Social problems sociologists love to
take action. Some specific research methods com-
bine getting to the bottom of things and taking
effective action.

Action research is a family of research method-
ologies that pursue action (or change) and research
(or understanding) at the same time (SFSU, n.d.).
We see this when the government changes a policy
based on data, or a community organization tries
a new evidence-based approach to providing ser-
vices. One of the most visible applications of social
problems research is through humanitarian or
social action efforts.

Humanitarian Efforts

One effective example of social action efforts is
in the work of Paul Farmer. Farmer was a public
health physician, anthropologist, and founder of
Partners in Health. Until his death in 2022, he
focused on epidemiological crises in low and mid-
dle-income countries.

One trend that Farmer championed was the
importance of good health and health care as
human rights. He contributed to a broader under-
standing that poor health is a symptom of
poverty, violence, and inequality (Partners in
Health 2009). If you want to learn more, please
watch the NPR video essay, “Paul Farmer: I

believe in health care as a human right”
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[Streaming Video| where he describes this view.

What field experiences of Farmer’s do you see
allowed him to develop this view?

Farmer applied this human rights perspective to
pandemics. His book, Fevers, Feuds and Diamonds:
Ebola and the Ravages of History, looks at the 2014
Ebola crisis and what we can learn from it to apply
to the COVID-19 epidemic. In a PBS Newshour
interview, he spoke of his work during the Ebola
outbreak:

Early in the Ebola outbreak, almost all of
our attention was turned towards
clinical services. But we kept on
bumping into things we didn't
understand and sometimes even our
colleagues from Sierra Leone and
Liberia didn't understand. And that just
triggered an interest in a deeper
understanding of the place, the culture,
the history. (Public Broadcasting Service
2021)

Farmer shares his experiences both as a medical
doctor and a researcher, asking the questions:
“Who is most impacted by disease? How might
things have been done differently? What can be
done now?” His research on Ebola focused on cir-
cumstances in West Africa where lack of medical

resources and decades of war played a role in the
epidemic and how the epidemic itself, as we expe-
rience in the United States with COVID-19,
revealed underlying problems and inequities in
society (Public Broadcasting Service 2021). We'll
explore health, inequality, and interdependence
more deeply in Chapter 10.

Community-Based Action Research

Community-based research takes place in com-
munity settings. It involves community members
in the design and implementation of research pro-
jects. It demonstrates respect for the contributions
of success made by community partners. Research
projects  involve  collaboration  between
researchers and community partners, whether the
community partners are formally structured com-
munity-based organizations or informal groups of
individual community members. This type of
research aims to benefit the community by achiev-
ing social justice through social action and

change.

Participatory Action Research
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Participatory Action Research

Figure 4.13 The action research cycle is a continuous process in which the researcher and the community learn about the social
problem, figure out a root cause or diagnosis, plan an action that will impact the root cause, take action or make the change, evaluate
the results, and continue to learn more. How is this cycle different from the scientific method we examined earlier in the chapter?

Community-based research is sometimes called
participatory action research (Stringer 2007). In
partnership with
researchers apply their social science research

community organizations,

skills to help assess needs and outcomes and pro-
vide data to improve living conditions. This cycle
is illustrated in figure 4.13. The research is rig-
orous and often published in professional reports
and presented to the board of directors for the
organization you are working with. As it sounds,
action research suggests that we make a plan to
Often with academic

implement changes.

research, we aim to learn more about a population
and leave the next steps up to others. This is an
important part of the puzzle, as we need to start
with knowledge. Still, action research often aims
to fix something or at least quickly translate the
newly acquired findings into a solution for a
social problem.

To learn more about participatory action
research, check out this short 4-minute clip for an
introduction with Shirah Hassan of Just Practice
(figure 4.14):
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6D492AP9JP4

Figure 4.14 Participatory action research involves the people that the researcher is studying in the study design and execution. Based
on the results, organizations and people take action. As you watch this video, you might consider,” How might this increase social jus-

tice?” Transcript.

Community-based action research looks for evi-
dence. As new insights emerge, the researchers
adjust the question or the approach. This type of
research engages people who have traditionally
been referred to as subjects as active participants
in the research process. The researcher is working
with the organization during the whole process
and will likely bring in different project design
elements based on the organization’s needs. Social
scientists can bring more formalized training, but
they draw both on existing research/literature and
the goals of the organization they are working
with. Community-based research or participatory
research can be considered an orientation for
research rather than strictly a method. Often a
number of different methods are used to collect
data. Change is the purpose of the research.

Licenses and Attributions for
Research Methods and Taking
Action

Open Content, Original

“Research Methods and Taking Action” by Kim-
berly Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Research Methods and Taking Action” is adapted
from “Social Science Research Methods” by Jen-
nifer Puentes and Matthew Gougherty, Sociology
in Everyday Life, Open Oregon Educational
Resources, which is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Modifications: Slightly summarized.

Figure 4.13. “Action Research Cycle” from
“Interpretive Research” by Anol Bhattacherjee,

Social Science Research: Principles, Methods

and Practices (Revised edition) is licensed under
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 4.14. “Participatory Action Research”

with Shirah Haasan by Vera Institute of Justice is

licensed under the Standard YouTube License.
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4.5 Chapter Summary

Kimberly Puttman

In this chapter, we explored the “how” of social
science: how do social scientists do research to
understand social problems? We learned that there
are three frameworks that provide the founda-
tions for doing social science — the scientific
method, the interpretive framework, and the
Indigenous framework. Each paradigm makes
foundational assumptions about how the social
world works. These assumptions change how sci-
entists do their science, and influence the conclu-
sions they make.

We reviewed the ways in which social scientists
collect data, understanding how surveys, experi-
ments, interviews, and other methods provide evi-

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

dence that may support or fail to support any
social theory.

We also looked at a research approach beloved
by social problems sociologists: research and
action. Social problems sociologists want to
understand a problem so they can encourage
actions to help resolve it. Humanitarian, commu-
nity-based, and participatory action research
methods lend themselves to understanding,
engagement, and action by scientists, activists, and
community members.

Now that you have some sociological tools and
techniques at your fingertips, it’s time to use them
to explore the social problem of education. Let’s
go back to school!

Learning Objective 1: How does a research framework impact the way in which the

sociologist conducts research?

A research framework organizes the questions the social scientist might ask, the ways the
research is designed, the kinds of information the scientist considers valid, and the use of the
research outcomes. In the scientific method, the scientist starts with a measurable hypothe-
sis and collects data to prove or disprove the hypothesis. In the interpretive framework, the
scientist has a set of core questions but allows the participant interviews to reveal themes or
answers. In the Indigenous framework, scientists emphasize interdependence and connec-
tion, using energy, spirit, and stories in addition to physical evidence or sociological informa-

tion to learn things.

Learning Objective 2: What are the characteristics of each research method?

Each of the six research methods has its strengths, from surveys, which help us understand
changes over time, to participant observation, which gives us deep, rich knowledge of a small
group of people. Often social scientists will use multiple methods to understand social phe-

nomena.
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Learning Objective 3: What challenges do social scientists experience when they
combine research and action when examining social problems?

Social problems sociologists often research so that they and others can take effective action.
Several research methods support taking action as part of the research process. However,
sometimes, action happens before the results are well-understood. The action may be ineffec-
tive or harmful because of this limitation.

Comprehension Check

Graphs provide visual information that show the  Select the icon to examine the title, legend, Y axis,
relationships between sociological phenomena. It X axis, and data source of this graph.
takes practice to find and analyze key information.

KEY TERMS LIST

action research: a family of research methodologies that pursue action (or change) and
research (or understanding) at the same time.

colonization: the action or process of settling among and establishing control over the Indige-
nous people of an area.

dependent variable: the effect of a change in another variable

hypothesis: a testable educated guess about predicted outcomes between two or more vari-
ables

independent variable: the cause of the change in another variable

Indigenous science: The scientific approach of Indigenous cultures worldwide, a time-tested
approach that sustains the community and the environment

interpretive framework: an approach that involves detailed understanding of a particular
subject through observation or listening to people’s stories, not through hypothesis testing

qualitative research: non-numerical, descriptive data that is often subjective and based on
what is experienced in a natural setting
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quantitative research: data collected in numerical form that can be counted and analyzed

using statistics

research methods: the ways in which social scientists collect, analyze, and understand
research information

scientific method: an established scholarly research process that involves asking a question,
researching existing sources, forming a hypothesis, designing a data collection method, gath-

ering data, and drawing conclusions

scientific racism: the use of pseudo-scientific methods to justify racial inequality.

DISCUSS AND DO

160

. Scientific Objectivity: Can social scientists use objectivity in their scientific process? Why or

why not? Consider using the principles of the scientific method in your answer.

Indigenous Framework: Review any of the following sources: Archaeology and genomics
together with Indigenous knowledge revise the human-horse story in the American
West, No 42, Standing for Unéi Maka (Grandmother Earth) and All Life: An Introduction
to Lakota Traditional Sciences, Principles and Protocols and the Birth of a New Era of

Scientific Collaboration [Website], or Colorado Experience: Native Horses [Streaming
Video].

. What is unique about the Indigenous framework?

How can this framework help us understand social problems differently?

. What are the benefits of weaving mainstream and Indigenous frameworks of science?

. Participant Action Research: Based on Participatory Action Research with Shiran

Haasan [Streaming Video]:

. What is participatory action research?
. What are the benefits of this type of research? Who holds the “power” in this type of

research?

When do we see the effects of participatory action research?

What are some ways that elements of this type of research are transferable to other settings?
What examples does Shirah Haasan give?

. Take Action by Doing Research: Where could you research and act? Write your own

proposal for participating in an activity for a non-profit or social protest.

. What could you measure?

What change might you propose?

. What impact might that change have?
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4. How would your participation in this activity could give you access to a population to study

sociologically?

1. Feminist/CRT critique of science: Read Hidden Figures [Website] by Margot Lee Shetterley

or watch the movie Hidden Figures [Website]. Or, if you don't have that much time, you can

listen to the children’s version of the story [Streaming Video]. What examples support a

feminist critique of mainstream science?

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Summary

“Chapter Summary” by Kelly Szott and Kimberly

Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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CHAPTER

Who Learns? Pods,
Masks, and “You're
on Mute”

5.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Identify barriers to education based on social identity and social location.

2. Explain how changes in models of education reflect the social problems process.
3. Describe the relationship between education, poverty, and wealth.
4

. Evaluate the interdependent individual and collective actions that use education to create
social justice.

Chapter Overview Coast Community College. Your
willingness to be curious and share your
With grateful thanks to the intrepid Fall stories makes this chapter sing. —Kim
2021 Sociology 204 students at Oregon Puttman
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DRsWWCq3pRQ

Figure 5.1 How coronavirus lockdowns disrupted education systems worldwide [Streaming Video]. Please watch the first 8.5

minutes of this video on COVID-19 and the education crisis. As you watch, please think about the following opening questions: How
have physical distancing, school closures, and remote learning (due to the COVID-19 pandemic) impacted your ability to complete col-
lege? Are the people’s experiences in this video the same or different from yours? Transcript.
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Figure 5.2 Learning during COVID-19.

“You're on mute” may be the most commonly
heard phrase in education during the COVID-19
pandemic. This phrase captures the suffering
experienced by students and families as they
struggled to keep learning during a global crisis.

You probably have stories to tell about how hard
it has been to stay in school. Some of you may
have a couple of kids in school, with a computer
at home that needs to be shared between the three
of you, and no internet. You may have struggled to
get your six-year-old to wear a mask so that they
could go to school, like in figure 5.2. You may have
needed physical therapy to succeed at school, but
doing therapy online was a poor substitute for in-
person care. Some of you needed to quit school for
a while so that you could take care of your sick
family members. Still others of you graduated high
school but didn’t get a chance to have a graduation
ceremony or celebrate with family and friends.

For others, school at home became a time in
which students flourished because they could
learn at their own pace. Students from wealthy
families might get better grades because their par-
ents could hire teachers to teach their kids one-
on-one. For introverts like me, quarantine had an

unexpected benefit. I could focus on creative pro-
jects without having to leave home.

Our experience of education during this pan-
demic also illustrates the interdependence of our
educational system. The federal government and
state offices made rules about social distancing
and when schools could be open. Teachers’ unions
advocated for the safety of everyone in our
schools. Some of our teachers, cafeteria workers,
and school bus drivers staffed food deliveries for
our most vulnerable students on school bus
routes. Janitors implemented safety protocol after
safety protocol. Technology professionals found
computers, hotspots, and other tools so we could
keep learning. We used individual agency and
collective action to create social justice in the vir-
tual classroom.

Each of our COVID education stories is differ-
ent. As we widen our lens to look at education
in our society, we see that education itself can be
both a social problem and a response to social
problems. In this chapter, we will explore your
experience with going to school during
COVID-19 so that surface some of the underlying
social problems in this area. We expand our
understanding of education as a social problem by
exploring inequalities in access and outcomes for
specific groups of people. To understand why the
inequalities exist, we look deeper at the histori-
cal and current education models. Finally, we look
at how education impacts poverty. To finish our
exploration, we end where we started, examining
how transformative models of education and clos-
ing the digital divide are examples of collective
action supporting social justice.
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FOCUSING QUESTIONS

Education can be both a social problem and an interdependent solution. The following ques-

tions help us to sort out this complex topic:

1. How do social identity and social location impact who learns?

2. How do the changes in models of education reflect the social problems process?
3. What is the relationship between education, poverty, and wealth?
4. How can education be an interdependent, transformative method to create social justice,

particularly during global health crises?
Let's start learning!

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

Figure 5.2. “Photo” by International Labour

Organization ILO is
BY-NC-ND 2.0.

licensed under CC

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 5.1. “How coronavirus lockdowns dis-

rupted education systems worldwide” by DW

News is licensed under the Standard YouTube

License.

5.2 Education as a Social Problem

Kimberly Puttman

The stories that open this chapter illustrate core
issues in education. Sociologists define education
as a social institution through which a society’s
children are taught basic academic knowledge,
learning skills, and cultural norms. On the one
hand, the institution is essential. In modern soci-
eties, people need the ability to read, write, and
think to succeed in their societies. On the other
hand, not everyone can attain their educational
goals.

As we remember from Chapter 1, a social prob-
lem is “a social condition or pattern of behavior
that has negative consequences for individuals,
our social world, or our physical world (Leon-
Guerrero 2018:4). In this case, because not every-
one has access to the education that they need to
succeed, we experience negative consequences for
individuals, families, and even global communi-
ties.
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The story of modern education is a story of a
significant social shift. As the video in figure 5.1
noted, most people across the globe can read and
write, something that wasn’t true even a hundred
years ago. Although men and boys historically
have had more chances to go to school than
women and girls, the gender gap in education is
closing around the world (Roser and Ortiz-
Espinosa 2016). Recently, evidence shows that
young women are more likely to attend and com-
plete college in the United States than young men
(Pew Research 2021). These positive results in cre-
ating equal access to education don't tell the whole
story, though.

Like every social problem, our social identities
and social locations, as discussed in Chapter 2,
play a significant role in the kind of education
available to us. Social identities and social loca-
tions also influence how much school we can fin-
ish. When sociologists study education, they find
that race, gender, geographical location, socioe-
conomic status, and all the combinations of these
locations have a role in predicting a particular
group’s likelihood of succeeding in school.

d/Deaf and Black: Intersectional
Justice

When sociologists examine the social problems of
education, they look at who is defining the prob-
lem or claim. We examine the evidence that sup-
ports the claims. We evaluate what activists and
community members suggest can be done about
it. We review law and policy changes to under-
stand their consequences. Finally, we explore how
changes might feed subsequent social action.

When we examine educational access and out-
comes for d/Deaf students in general and for
Black and d/Deaf students in general, we see con-
flicting claims, different outcomes, and unex-
pected consequences of law and policy changes.
This section explores the experiences of being d/
Deaf and being d/Deaf and Black to highlight how
inequality is intersectional and why intersectional
justice is crucial to attaining equity.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ilGYd2-a5s&t=1s

Figure 5.3 Being a Deaf Student in a Mainstream School [Streaming Video]. Please watch the first 5 minutes of this video. What

experiences does this student have that are the same or different from yours? Transcript.

As we begin our exploration, you may have
noticed that we are using d/Deaf as a general term.
This unexpected spelling highlights the first con-
flict in this area. The more common usage of deaf
refers to the medical condition of being physically
unable to hear. This traditional definition reflects
the perspective of doctors and other medical pro-
fessionals who define deafness as a medical dis-
ability needing intervention, treatment, and
special support to enable deaf people to function
in a hearing world. “The medical model of dis-
ability says that people are disabled by their

impairments or differences” (Thierfeld Brown
2023, emphasis added). In the medical model, peo-
ple suffer from deafness.

When the word Deaf is capitalized, on the other
hand, it refers to a culturally unique group of peo-
ple. According to Dr. Lissa D. Stapleton, a Deaf
Studies professor, “The upper case D in the word
Deaf refers to individuals who connect to Deaf
cultural practices, the centrality of American Sign
Language (ASL), and the history of the commu-
nity” (Stapleton 2015:569). In this idea of Deaf-
ness, Deaf communities have their own language,
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culture, and practices different from hearing cul-
tures but just as valuable. This definition uses the
social model of disability which says that disabil-
ity is caused by the way that society is organized
(Thierfeld Brown 2023, emphasis added). This
model says that a physical limit is only a problem if
society doesn’t address the need. If the world were
organized to support d/Deaf people and hearing
people, we would not see inequality.

We use d/Deaf in this book to acknowledge the
complexity of deafness and Deafness and to dis-
cuss both a physical condition and a social loca-
tion.

Figure 5.4 A family signing using American Sign Language. How
might using a physical language rather than one you hear
change your culture? Image description.

You may be d/Deaf or know people who are d/
Deaf, like the people in figure 5.4. In that case,
you can draw upon your own experiences. If you
aren’t d/Deaf, the video in figure 5.3 might help
you. Being d/Deaf impacts your whole life, but
let’s focus on how it changes your education expe-
rience.

Dr. Stapleton and her colleagues explore why
college graduation rates for d/Deaf women of
color are particularly low. As of 2017, Only 13.7
percent of d/Deaf Black women get a bachelor’s
degree. In comparison, 26.5 percent of Black hear-
ing women graduate college (Garberoglio et al
2019). You may remember from earlier chapters
that many social problems are intersectional. Peo-

ple experience them differently based on their var-
ious social locations. In this case, Dr. Stapleton
looks at how gender, race, and d/Deafness inter-
sect to understand these students’ unique experi-
ences. She explains that part of the difficulty for
these students is related to being able to be d/Deaf,
female, and People of Color. She shares one story
about herself and an Asian d/Deaf student:

| have had several one-on-one
interactions with Amy over her two
years at the institution. She struggled
with shifting identities between her life
at home and school. At home, her family
treated her like a hearing person; she
spoke her ethnic language, participated
in all her ethnic cultural practices, and
used hearing aids. When she came to
school, she only signed and did not
interact with other Asian students, as
most of the d/Deaf students on campus
were White. She did not feel hearing,
Asian, or d/Deaf enough to fit into the
residential or campus community. She
struggled. Because of cultural taboos,
she was afraid to tell her parents that
she needed counseling and was unable
to find a counselor to meet her
communication needs (simultaneously
signing and speaking), so she started to
shut down.

The lack of congruency and peace she
felt affected her schoolwork, her
friendship circles, and now her ability to
stay at school because her behavior had
become unpredictable and distant.
(Stapleton 2015:568)

These stories highlight the experiences of a d/Deaf
female Asian student. In some situations, being d/
Deaf is the most important part of identity. In oth-
ers, race is a shared experience of identity. This
story shows how inequalities in social location set
the stage for social problems in education.
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Beyond these stories, though, do we see unequal
outcomes in education for d/Deaf students? Let’s
look at a small slice of the quantitative data. The

table in figure 5.5 addresses the overall educa-
tional attainment for Black Deaf, Black Hearing,
White Deaf, and White Hearing students.

Figure 12
OVERALL EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

43.9% 19.1% 12.0% 4.2%

58.2% | 31.7% | 226% | 81% | 0.7%
_________________________________________________________________________ e R
== 68.8% 135% | 14%

Figure 5.5 Overall Educational Attainment for Black d/Deaf, Black Hearing, White d/Deaf, and White Hearing Students. White hearing
students have the highest educational attainment in all categories. Black Deaf students have the lowest educational attainment.

Image description.

We notice that hearing people have higher edu-
cational attainments than d/Deaf people except
for the Ph.D,, JD, or MD levels, in which Black
hearing and White d/Deaf people comprise only
0.7 percent of each population attained that level
of education. Black d/Deaf people had the lowest
level of educational achievement of any category.

Audism is one factor in explaining the suffering
in these students’ stories and the different out-
comes of d/Deaf students. Audism is “the notion
that one is superior based on one’s ability to hear
or behave in a manner of one who hears”
(Humphries 1977:12). Students who are d/Deaf
experience discrimination because others assume
hearing people are superior. They design the expe-
rience of education with hearing people in mind.

In the words of one student:
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Society assumes and exerts superiority
over their capabilities of hearings. In Deaf
schools, deaf youths are [likely] to experi-
ence being discriminated against based on
their deafness because the culture is too
deep-rooted with the belief that deaf peo-
ple can do what hearing people do, only
that they can’t hear.

...In mainstream schools, I know this
because [ experienced this more than
often. Sometimes I have teachers or inter-
preters who think [ need some assistance
with what to say. They think they know
our needs. Sometimes we will have some-
one jump in to “help” us communicate. It
is very embarrassing when speaking to a
hearing student, especially if we are
attracted to them and always have inter-
preters jump in act like we need their help
to talk.

Hearing people misunderstood our
facial, body and gesture expressions and
avoided us; even told us to “dial down.”
(SOC 204 student 2021)

A second factor in the experience is racism.
Racism starts with the belief that one race is supe-
rior to another, most commonly a belief that
White people are superior to all other races. We'll
dive deeper into race and racism in Chapter 9, but
as we saw in the stories of the d/Deaf students,
people who are d/Deaf can experience prejudice
based on the constellation of their social locations.
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Unpacking Oppression, Seeing Justice: What’s With All the -isms?

Social Ecology of Interdependence

Systemic or
Societal

Institutional or
Community

Interpersonail

Individual

Figure 5.6 Social Ecology of Interdependence: How can we see connections between prejudice and discrimination at all levels of this
diagram?
You may have already noticed that we talk about a lot of “isms"” in this book: ableism, audism,
racism, and sexism, for example. The Wheel of Power and Privilege from Chapter 2 has
more of these words.
Ableism starts with the belief that people whose bodies work as expected are better than
people who may not be able to see, hear, walk, or have other challenges. People who believe

that d/Deaf people are somehow less than hearing people are practicing audism. Racism starts
with the belief that one race is superior to another, most commonly that White people are
better than people of other races. Sexism starts with the belief that men are superior to
women or nonbinary people. Heterosexism centers the value of heterosexual or straight
people as better than homosexual, bisexual, or polyamorous relationships. What other words
do you know that fit this pattern?
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Collectively, these beliefs are known as prejudice. More specifically, prejudice is an
unfavorable preconceived feeling or opinion formed without knowledge or reason that
prevents objective consideration of an individual or group. While humans appear wired to
notice differences as a survival trait, assigning value or worth to those differences is a problem.

Often we have these feelings or beliefs without ever noticing them. When | was considering
what to write, the first story that came to mind was, “Imagine that you are White woman,
walking alone in the dark on a deserted city street. You might already be afraid. Now, imagine
that a Black man turns the corner and is walking toward you. You might feel more afraid.”

| am ashamed that this is my first idea, particularly because | know that most of the time
women who are sexually assaulted are harmed by someone they know, most often a partner
or ex-partner. And yet, the pattern of belief around White and safe remains in my brain.

Many of us are unaware of these false beliefs. Researchers at Harvard have developed a set
of tests that help people see their own patterns of belief. This test is called the Implicit Bias
Test. Implicit bias is the hidden or unconscious beliefs that a person holds about other social
groups. Implicit means hidden or unspoken. Bias is another word for prejudice. The
researchers compare categories of people—women and men, gay and straight, various
religions, Arab/Muslim, and others.

Because it is a belief or judgment of a person, prejudice happens internally. It is the first
circle in figure 5.6. However, belief also drives behavior. Harmful action that arises from the
flawed belief can be as small as a microaggression, as we explored in Chapter 2. It can be a
racial slur or a sexist joke. It can be as violent as someone beating up a transgender person
because they think the person is using the wrong bathroom. It can be bombing a Black church,
Islamic mosque, or a Jewish synagogue. It can be passing laws that make it illegal to educate
entire groups of people. All of these behaviors are discrimination, the unequal treatment of
an individual or group based on their status. Discrimination is the second component of
audism, racism, sexism, ableism, and the other -isms that people experience.

However, belief and behavior are not the only two levels where discrimination can occur.
Discrimination happens in our neighborhoods, schools, governments, and countries. It is
rooted in the unequal practices of the past but continues into the present. We will refer to the
other levels of discrimination throughout the book.

Now it's your turn to unpack oppression and see justice

Unlearning bias starts with seeing it.

1. Please take a test or two at Project Implicit [Website]. What did your result show?

2. Consider your emotional reaction to those results. Some people react very strongly to the test, par-
ticularly if it reveals bias. Why might that be?

3. What action might you take as a result of this activity?
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Neurodiversity

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-QmwD4WmBs

Figure 5.7 What is Neurodiversity? [Streaming Video]. As you watch the first 5 minutes of this video, consider the experience of this
neurodiverse person. How does inequality in education show up for her? Transcript.

Activists and scholars notice a parallel between
the experiences of Deaf people and neurodiverse
people. Deaf people assert that Deaf people form
a cultural group. Deafness is not a disability but
a common human variation. Neurodiversity
activists use a similar argument. To learn more,
please watch the first 5 minutes of the video in fig-
ure 5.7.

Neurodiversity is a term that means that brain
differences are naturally occurring variations in
humans (Walker 2021). Sociologist and autistic
person Judy Singer did the initial deep science that
supported this term in 1998 (Doyle 2022). The
neurodiversity perspective sees brain differences
rather than brain deficits. Instead of viewing dif-
ferences as disordered or needing to be cured, a
neurodiverse perspective sees differences as wel-
come variants of the human population (Walker

2021; Pollack 2009). If you want to learn more,
you can read this article about Judy Singer
[Website].

People whose brains are wired differently than

expected are called neurodivergent. Neurodiver-
gent people have significantly better capabilities
in some categories and significantly poorer capa-
bilities in other categories (Doyle 2020). You may
hear many labels and diagnoses that make up neu-
rodivergence: ADHD, autism, Asperger’s, dyslexia,
dyscalculia, learning differences, and many more
words.

Researcher David Pollack provides a model of
neurodivergence in figure 5.8 which relates sev-
eral of the labels we listed at the beginning of this
section. People experience many different and
overlapping learning differences as part of being
neurodivergent.
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Figure 5.8 Neurodiversity is complicated. Often neurodiversity brings particular strengths and challenges. Why do you think this
model focuses on strengths rather than challenges? Image description.

As we move from the individual experience to
the social experience, we begin to define the par-
ticular social problem. Approximately 15 to 20
percent of people worldwide are neurodivergent
(Doyle 2020), and this number appears to be
increasing. We see that being neurodivergent is
not just the experience of individuals. Rather, it is
the shared experience of a group, a needed condi-
tion for a social problem.

We also see conflict between how people under-
stand and explain neurodiversity. On one hand,
we have a medical model, based on pathology or
abnormality (Walker and Raymaker 2021). In this

model, differences in reading, calculating, writing,
or interacting with others is considered a problem,
something to be treated or cured.

In the 1990s, adults with these labels began to
push back against these categorizations. Their
alternate claim was that these conditions should
be considered normal human neurology variants.
Patient-centered care advocate Valerie Billingham
coined the phrase, “Nothing about me, without
me” (1998). She was talking about the need to
include the patient at the center of decision-mak-
ing around patient health and treatment choices.
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Figure 5.9 Positive experiences of Neurodiversity. How does the phrase, “I Like Being Autistic” challenge your ideas about

neurodiversity? Image description.

This phrase is used widely today by autism
awareness activists, who have expanded the mean-
ing to include the idea that people who are neuro-
divergent should be the ones describing their own
experiences. The letter in figure 5.9 provides one
example of this. People with autism are the ones
who should make choices about what they need
in order to fully participate in school and in life.

They should propose the laws, policies, and prac-
tices that make their participation possible.

Some experts see neurodiversity itself is a civil
rights challenge. They argue that society privileges
people who are considered neurotypical. Not only
are neurodiverse people stigmatized with a label
that implies disease, symptom, or medical prob-
institutions themselves are

lem, but social

unequal. They propose that we strive for
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“neuro-equality (understood to require equal
opportunities, treatment and regard for those who
are neurologically different)” (Fenton and Krahn
2007:1).

Likewise, Nick Walker, a queer, transgender,
and autistic scholar, encourages us to see beyond

the medical model. She writes:

The neurodiversity paradigm starts from
the understanding that neurodiversity is
an axis of human diversity, like ethnic
diversity or diversity of gender and sexual
orientation, and is subject to the same
sorts of social dynamics as those other
forms of diversity —including the dynam-
ics of social power inequalities, privilege,
and oppression. (Walker 2021)

In this brief explanation, we see the shared experi-
ence of a group of people. We see disagreement in
how we understand the experience of that group.
We see unequal outcomes in school and in life.
Activists propose changes, and our government
enacts legal and policy changes. This activity leads
to new formulations of the problem and requests
for action. In short, we see a social problem.
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Unpacking Oppression and Enabling Justice

I have Asbergers
I am a person who uses a wheelchair.
I'm a crip.
That poor little blind girl....
Are they disabled?

Many of these phrases use everyday language. Some of them focus on the ability or disability.
Some of them focus on the person. Some of them reclaim the use of language in new ways.
The way that language is changing around ability and disability demonstrates the social con-
struction of a social problem at work.

Some people say that they are “people who use wheelchairs” or “people who are
neurodiverse.” They use people first language. Person first language is a way to emphasize
the person and view the disorder, disease, condition, or disability as only one part of the whole
person (NIH 2022). It focuses on the human being first and the difference second. This
language developed in the 1970s and 1980s in response to the language of the time. Before
person first language, it was common to hear “a victim of epilepsy” or “that poor blind kid,”
phrases which denied the humanity of the person experiencing the condition or illness. In this
example, the organization People with AIDS focused on the agency of people with AIDS:

We condemn attempts to label us as “victims,” a term that implies defeat, and we are
only occasionally “patients,” a term that implies passivity, helplessness, and dependence
upon the care of others. We are “People With AIDS.” (The Advisory Committee of People
with AIDS 1983)

Some people will say that they are d/Deaf, autistic, or neurodivergent. This is an example of
identity first language. Identity first language focuses on an inherent part of someone’s
identity, such as deafness or neurodiversity. It is a response to person first language (Brown
2012). Lydia Brown, an Autistic activist, writes:

In the autism community, many self-advocates and their allies prefer terminology such
as “Autistic,” “Autistic person,” or “Autistic individual” because we understand autism as
an inherent part of an individual's identity — the same way one refers to “Muslims,”
“African-Americans,” “Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender/Queer,” “Chinese,” “gifted,”
“athletic,” or “Jewish.” (Brown 2011)

Similarly, d/Deaf people often use identity first language to emphasize that being deaf isn't just
a physical condition that indicates a lack of hearing. d/Deaf is also a community and culture
with its own language and social norms.

Another group of activists is using the word “crip,” derived from the word cripple, to describe
themselves. They fiercely reclaim this word to describe the physical challenges they
experience.
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Like queer, crip(ple) is a slur that has been reclaimed by many physically disabled peo-
ple, especially those who also identify as queer. There are a lot of reasons that people
identify as crip(ple)s, but like queer, one reason is to have a word that is yours...... It is
based in the radical idea that disabled people can be openly disabled and still be deserv-
ing of respect. (Strauss 2018)

Crips claim that name as a source of their power.
It's your turn to unpack oppression and enable justice:

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online
here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_7nfdKws50k

Figure 5.10 In “An Analogy of Ableism” [Streaming Video], anthropologist Dana Petermann (who is a contributor to the Open Ore-
gon Project) helps us understand what it might be like to live as a human on the imaginary planet Krypton. Transcript.

« Please watch the video in figure 5.10.

» Then, pick a condition that people often consider a disability. Imagine that everyone on the planet
shared that category. What would that planet be like? What would that planet be like for you?

+ Finally, come back to Earth. What would need to change here so that society would support people
equitably? The change could be laws, policies, practices, social norms, or individual biases.
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Violence and Oppression: Indian
Residential Schools

As we continue our exploration of education and
inequality, we see that the institution of education
can also support violent and oppressive social
control. For this, we look at the history of resi-
dential schools in the United States and Canada
designed explicitly to disrupt the families and the
cultures of Indigenous people.

Figure 5.11 Deb Haaland, U.S. Secretary of the Interior, is the
first Native American to serve as a cabinet secretary. She is a
registered member of the Laguna Puebla tribe.

Deb Haaland, the U.S. Secretary of the Interior,
describes this history in the following way:

Beginning with the Indian Civilization Act
of 1819, the United States enacted laws
and implemented policies establishing and
supporting Indian boarding schools across
the nation. The purpose of Indian board-
ing schools was to culturally assimilate
indigenous children by forcibly relocating
them from their families and communities
to distant residential facilities where their
American Indian, Alaska Native, and
Native Hawaiian identities, languages and
beliefs were to be forcibly suppressed. For
over 150 years, hundreds of thousands of
indigenous children were taken from their
communities. (Haaland 2021)

Secretary Haaland, shown in figure 5.11, also
recounts her family’s suffering. She writes, “My
great grandfather was taken to Carlisle Indian
School in Pennsylvania. Its founder coined the
phrase “kill the Indian, and save the man,” which
genuinely reflects the influences that framed the
policies at that time” (Haaland 2021). If you would
like to learn more about residential schools from
those who experienced them, you could watch
How the US Stole

American Children [Streaming Video].

Thousands of Native

Colonizers saw the very existence of Indigenous
people as a problem because the Indigenous peo-
ple inhabited land that the colonizers wanted.
They established mandatory residential boarding
schools for Indigeous children, a part of a strategy
of genocide. Genocide is the systematic and wide-
spread extermination of a cultural, ethnic, polit-
ical, racial, or religious group. Many Indigenous
children died in residential schools (National
Native American Boarding School Healing Coali-
tion N.d.). The Federal Indian Boarding School
Initiative Investigative Report, released in May
2022, documents the recent findings that at least
500 children were buried in 53 burial sites on res-
idential school properties (Newland 2022:8).
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Researchers expect to find even more burials.
Recent discoveries in Canada indicate that up to
6,000 First Nations (the Canadian preferred word
for Indigenous) children died in Canadian resi-
dential boarding schools (AP News 2021). You can
read the full Investigative Report [Website] if
you wish.

These deaths are only the start of supporting the
claim of genocide. According to Jeffrey Ostler, a
historian at the University of Oregon, claims of
genocide are contested by scholars and activists
(like many other social problems). However, he
provides evidence that the violence was systematic
and intentional. To learn more, you are welcome
to read Ostler’s article exploring complexity in
claims of genocide [Website]. In addition, let’s

review this history.

The federal report details some of the basic
facts. The United States established 408 federal
boarding schools between 1891 and 1969. Con-
gress established laws that required Indigenous
parents to send their children to these boarding
schools (Newland 2022:35). Government records
document, “[i]f it be admitted that education
affords the true solution to the Indian problem,
then it must be admitted that the boarding school
is the very key to the situation” (Newland
2022:38). Colonists attempted to destroy Indige-
nous people and cultures by requiring students to
learn English and agriculture, and punishing the
children, sometimes with beatings, if they spoke
their Indigenous languages or practiced their own
religious and spiritual practices. However, Indige-
nous people survived, reclaimed their cultures and
revived their practices over time.
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Figure 5.12 Howley Hall, Chemawa Indian School, in Salem, Oregon. What would your life be like if you were required to live at a
school whose mission it was to replace your cultural upbringing with an outsider’s way of life?

Oregon shares this painful history. Historians
Eva Guggemos and SuAnn Reddick from Pacific
University found that at least 270 children had
died while at the Chemawa Indian School in
Salem, Oregon (figure 5.12). Most of these deaths
were due to infectious diseases. Even in cases
where the children didn’t die, colonizers accom-
plished cultural assimilation, the process of

members in a subordinate group adopting cultural
aspects of a dominant group.

In this case, the colonizers valued their White
European culture as superior to Indigenous cul-
tures and forced other groups to conform. These
pictures in figure 5.13 and 5.14 tell of cultural
assimilation at the Chemawa Indian School/For-
est Grove Indian Training School.
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Figure 5.13 A group portrait of students from the Spokane tribe at the Forest Grove Indian Training School, taken when they were
“new recruits” (Francis 2019).
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Figure 5.14 “Seven months later — the children pictured are probably the Spokane children who, according to the school roster,
arrived in July 1881: Alice L. Williams, Florence Hayes, Suzette (or Susan) Secup, Julia Jopps, Louise Isaacs, Martha Lot, Eunice Madge
James, James George, Ben Secup, Frank Rice, and Garfield Hayes” (Francis 2019).

In the Pacific University magazine, Mike Fran-
cis writes about these photos in more detail:
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An 1881 photo of new arrivals from the
Spokane tribe shows 11 awkwardly
grouped young people, huddled together
as if for protection in an unfamiliar place.
Some have long braids of dark hair; some
girls wear blankets over their shoulders;
some display personal flourishes, includ-
ing beads, a hat, a neckerchief.

A second photo of the group is pur-
ported to have been taken seven months
later....the same children are seated stiffly
on chairs or arranged behind them. The
six girls wear similar dresses; the four boys
wear military-style jackets, buttoned to
the neck.

Further, one girl is missing in the sec-
ond photo — one of the children who died
after being brought to Forest Grove.... The
girl’s name was Martha Lot, and she was
about 10 years old. Surviving records tell
us she had been sick for a while with “a
sore” on her side and then took a sudden
turn for the worse.

The before-and-after photos of the
Spokane children were meant to show that
the Indian Training School was working:
Young native people were being shaped
into something “civilized” and unthreat-
ening, something nearly European. But
today the before-and-after shots appear
desperately sad — frozen-in-time wit-
nesses to whites’ exploitation of indige-
nous children and the attempted erasure
of their cultures. (Francis 2019)

The Forest Grove Indian Training School,
1880-1885 [Streaming Video] tells more of the
story for those who wish to learn more.

The function of education in the case of Indige-
nous boarding schools doesn’t stop with cultural
assimilation. White colonizers intentionally used
boarding schools to strategically disrupt families
and cultures. Beyond that, the government poli-

cies and practices related to the education of
Indigenous children were part of a wider strategy
of land acquisition. As early as 1803, President
Thomas Jefferson wrote that discouraging the tra-
ditional hunting and gathering practices of the
Indigenous people would make land available for
colonists. Jefferson wrote:

To encourage them to abandon hunting, to
apply to the raising stock, to agriculture,
and domestic manufacture, and thereby
prove to themselves that less land and
labor will maintain them in this better
than in their former mode of living. The
extensive forests necessary in the hunting
life will then become useless, and they will
see advantage in exchanging them for the
means of improving their farms and of
increasing their domestic comforts. (Jef-
ferson 1803, quoted in Newland 2022:21)

By removing people from the land and children
from families, the U.S. government made the land
available to colonists, who were mainly from
Europe, using education as one method of
enforcement. Additionally, because children were
forcibly removed from their families, they and
their descendants lost the rights to inherit any
family land that may have remained. This is gen-
erational inequality in action. Indigenous students
still have the lowest educational attainment of any
group in the United States (Martinez 2014).
However, genocide, loss, and suffering is not the
whole story. Indigenous people use education to
heal generational harm. We can see this healing
power in efforts to restore and strengthen Indige-
nous languages. In the following quote, Indige-
nous biologist, activist, and citizen of the
Potawatomi Nation, Robin Wall Kimmerer, links
language, culture, and healing, writing that as lan-
guage is restored, wholeness is also restored:
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And so it has come to pass that all over
Indian Country there is movement for
revitalization of language and culture
growing from the dedicated work of indi-
viduals who have the courage to breathe
life into ceremonies, gather speakers to
reteach the language, plant old seed vari-
eties, restore native landscapes, bring the
youth back to the land. The people of the
Seventh Fire walk among us. They are
using the fire stick of the original teach-
ings to restore health to the people, to help
them bloom again and bear fruit.
(2013:368)

This revitalization of language and culture
demonstrates the resistance and resilience of
Indigenous people. It also reclaims the power of
education to support educational equity and jus-
tice:

Dorothy Lazore, a teacher of immersion
Mohawk at Akwesasne, describing a basic
paradigm shift in how Indigenous chil-
dren view schooling: ‘For Native people,
after so much pain and tragedy connected
with their experience of school, we finally
now see Native children, their teachers
and their families, happy and engaged in
the joy of learning and growing and being
themselves in the immersion setting’
(Johansen 2004:569)

Here in Oregon language restoration is underway.
The Confederated Tribe of the Siletz Indians
(CTSI) has created a partnership with the local
charter schools to restore Athabascan, one of the
local Native languages. The Siletz Tribal Language
Program works to strengthen the language and
cultural practices of the many tribes that make up
CTSL

Additionally, the state of Oregon incorporated
Indigenous language and knowledge into the state
curriculum. This effort provided funding to Ore-

gon tribes to develop curriculum that was specific
to their tribe and location. In one example, the
Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde, near the
Oregon coast, developed a curriculum for 4th
graders which taught students about Chinuk
Wawa, the trade language that was used by many
tribes who lived up and down the Pacific coast.
The students learn about why language is pow-
erful, and how language and culture affect each
other. The Confederated Tribes of the Grand
Ronde are revitalizing Chinuk Wawa, and have
developed an app that students can use to learn.

And the story of Chemawa School is not over.
One tribal leader says that her time at Chemawa
was far better than the family disruption and fos-
ter care she had experienced previously. One
Indigenous family chooses to bury family mem-
bers there. Since the 1960s staff and students are
re-inventing Chemawa School, pouring their love
and effort into making it a healing place (Gugge-
mos 2024).

The genocide of people and culture that
occurred when colonists established Indian res-
idential schools created wounds that remain
unhealed today. At the same time, Indigenous peo-
ple are reclaiming the bones of their children,
their languages and ceremonies, and even some-
times the schools themselves in order to create a
more just world.
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Education as a Social Problem
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“Education as a Social Problem” by Kimberly
Puttman is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 5.6. “Social Ecology of Interdependence”
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5.3 Models of Education: Applying the Social Problems Process

Kimberly Puttman

When we examine how our students perform in
school—how many grades students attend school;
whether they can read, write, reason critically, or
use computers; whether they graduate from high
school or end up at NASA or being brain sur-
geons—we see a difference between wealthy
White male students and those who are not. The
achievement gap refers to any significant and
persistent disparity in academic performance or
educational attainment between different groups

of students, such as White students and students

of color, for example, or students from
higher-income and lower-income households
(Great Schools Partnership 2013).

In some good news related to a social problem,
the achievement gap between women and men is
closing. Colleges and universities in the United
States enroll at least as many women as men and
more women than men appear to be graduating

(Parker 2021). However, differences in educa-
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tional outcomes persist when you examine the
trends using race and class. When you apply
intersectional analysis to education, like the d/
Deaf Black students in the previous section, the
differences in outcomes become even more pro-
nounced. To explain this, we examine the history
of who is educated over time and how educational
policy has expanded access to education (some-
what).

Legal Segregation

To make informed decisions, people need the abil-
ity to read and write. A literate populace was fun-
damental to establishing a strong democracy.
Access to education expanded in the 1700s and
1800s. Despite this intention, we haven't yet
achieved universal access to education, which is
people’s equal ability to participate in an educa-
tion system.

Early education systems in the United States
were segregated. Segregation refers to the physi-
cal separation of two groups, particularly in resi-
dence, but also in workplace and social functions.
Schools were segregated by gender, race, abil-
ity/disability, and class. Educator and researcher
Gloria Ladson-Billings summarizes the history of
segregation in education in the United States
(2006). She writes:

In the case of African Americans, educa-
tion was initially forbidden during the
period of enslavement. After emancipa-
tion, we saw the development of freed-
men’s schools whose purpose was the
maintenance of the servant class. During
the long period of legal apartheid, African
Americans attended schools where they
received cast off textbooks and materials
from White school. . . . Black students in
the south did not receive universal secondary
education until 1968
2006:5, emphasis added)

(Ladson-Billings

As already discussed in this chapter, the U.S. fed-
eral government policies required that Indigenous
children stay in residential schools just for them.
Finally, d/Deaf students, when they could access
education, received that education in segregated
facilities, usually in state boarding schools. In
these schools, students were often taught to lip
read and speak, preparing them to interact in a
hearing world rather than respecting d/Deaf cul-
ture. Additionally, Mexican and other Spanish-
speaking children experienced segregation. In
Texas and California, 80 percent of the school dis-
tricts were legally segregated (Arce 2021). Other
states practiced informal segregation that was no
less harmful.

Even when education was legal for many mar-
ginalized groups, it was provided in separate, seg-
regated facilities that often (but not always)
provided lower-quality education. This history of
inequality is the deep roots of unequal educational
outcomes, a precondition for a social problem.

Legal Integration

The educational goal for many families was to end
legal segregation. For example, in 1931, a Cali-
fornian Hispanic family sued that school district
because students were segregated based on having
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Hispanic-sounding last names. This was the first
case where educational segregation was declared
illegal in a federal court (Arce 2021).

Segregation became more widely illegal in the
United States with the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954
Brown v. Board of Education decision. Brown
declared that separating children based on race
in school was illegal. This change in federal law

launched passionate and often violent conflicts to

integrate schools. In addition to the stories you
may already know, desegregation also occurred
with Latinx students. If you'd like to learn more,
feel free to watch this video, Austin Revealed:
Civil Rights
Education” [Streaming Video], in which students

Chicano “Desegregation &

talk about their experiences with segregation and
desegregation.

S AUB. 28,1963 “g
UNITED CIVIL RIGHTS 5
ORGANIZATIONS OF 2

AMERICA -

FOR FREEDOM
“ALL. HERE AND NOW”

Figure 5.15 Martin Luther King Jr. at the Freedom March (left) and a button from the Washington D.C. Freedom March of 1963 (right).
Activists marched to expand protections to prohibit discrimination. Do you know of other examples of protest and art that creates

social justice in education?

Since 1954, many laws that move from segre-
gated to integrated education have been passed. In
1964, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act which
prohibited discrimination based on race, color,
ethnicity, and national origin. Title IV of this act
prohibits segregation in schools. Title VI of this
act prohibits discrimination based on race, color,
ethnicity, and national origin for any programs
that receive federal funds, including schools and
colleges. The educators at Learning for Justice
describe Title VI as “one of the biggest victories of
the civil rights movement” (Collins 2019). These
legal changes resulted from fierce activism by
Black, Brown, and White people. You can see lead-

ers, activists, and a button from the related Free-
dom March in figure 5.15. Also, you have the

option of exploring Learning for Justice

[Website] more if you wish.
In separate legislation, Title IX of the Education
Amendments of 1972 stated:

No person in the United States shall, based
on sex, be excluded from participation in,
be denied the benefits of, or be subjected
to discrimination under any education
program or activity receiving Federal
financial assistance (United States Con-
gress 1972).
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Title IX opened the doors of education even wider
to women because colleges could no longer use
gender as a reason to admit or fail to admit stu-
dents. It also resulted in funding for women and
women’s sports. More recently, this amendment
protected LGBTQIA+ students from discrimina-
tion in public and private schools, at least legally.
When we apply the social problems process
from Chapter 1, we see that legal integration
results from steps 1 — 3: claimsmaking, media cov-
erage, and public reaction. Finally, the federal gov-
ernment acted to change the law, which is Step
4: Policy making. The government, in the form of
the legislature and U.S. Supreme Court, creates
and upholds laws that expand access to education.

Although our school systems fall short of equal
outcomes, in law, at least, people of all races, eth-
nicities, classes, genders, and ages can learn
together.

De-facto Segregation

Changes in federal and state laws are only one step
in addressing a social problem. Policymakers must
implement those laws, and communities, families,
and individuals must respond to them. This is step
5, Social Problems Work, in the social problem
process.

U.S. public school students tend to go to schools where their classmates share

their racial and ethnic background

Percentage distribution of students in each racial/ethnic group, by % of that racial/ethnic group in

the school, 2018-19 school year

More than 50% of group

B o0 g 7580

White:
Hispanic
Black

American Indian/Alaska Mative

Asian American .:l 14.3
Pacific Islander I:I 7.2

Two or more races | 0.1

50-74

55.9

Figure 5.16 This chart shows that educational segregation still exists, even though it is illegal. Most White children go to school with
White children. Most Hispanic children go to school with Hispanic children. Image description.

Educational segregation is illegal, but many
schools and school districts are de-facto segre-
gated, due to a history of redlining, which we dis-
cuss in Chapter 6. In a recent analysis of U.S.
Department of Education data, Pew Research
reports that most students attend schools that
serve other students of their race and ethnicity

(figure 5.16). In other words, White students are
likely to attend schools where half or more of the
other students are also White. Hispanic students
are also likely to attend schools where at least half
of the other students are Hispanic. For other racial
groups, the proportions are slightly smaller, par-
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tially because the numbers of people who make up
those groups are smaller as well.

One reason for this segregation is that we tend
to live in neighborhoods that are also segregated.
Rich people, who are more often White, tend to
live with other rich people. Because children com-
monly attend schools in their own neighborhoods,
the schools mirror the lack of integration in
neighborhood communities. The social problem
of unequal access to education is not yet solved
because the policy outcomes reflected as step six in
the social problems process fall short of the mark.

While school segregation is against the law, seg-
regated classrooms are alive and well.

Inclusion

In addition to prohibiting segregation based on
race, ethnicity, color, and gender, federal law
requires that students labeled as disabled receive
equitable education and educational support. Dis-
crimination against differently-abled people
became illegal with the passage of the Americans
with Disabilities Act in 1990.

To ensure equitable education, schools began to
integrate classrooms. This practice is known as
inclusion, the laws and practices that require that
disabled students be included in mainstream
classes — not separate rooms or schools. Inclusion
moves disabled students from residential schools
and separate classrooms into classrooms which
include everyone.

In one example of inclusion supported by law,
the Education of All Handicapped Children Act
(EHC) of 1975 included deafness as one of the
categories under which children with disabilities
may be eligible for special education and related
services. This law required public schools to pro-
vide educational services to disabled children ages
three to twenty one. This law included d/Deaf stu-
dents as disabled under the law, expanding the ser-

vices available to them and increasing integration.

As we look at inclusion, we see the interplay
inherent in the social problems process. Interested
people argue for what they think is right during
step three of public reaction. The government
responds through policymaking. The outcomes
fall short of the desire, and new claims are made.

Educational Debt not Achievement
Gap

Achievement gaps based on social location per-
sist. As researchers and community members, we
can note the facts, but the more important ques-
tion is why? Understanding the complex causes of
this persistence may help us act in ways that will
close the gap. If our education is intended to be
universal, all students must have equal access and
outcomes not based on social identity or social
location.

Figure 5.17 Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings, educator and educational
researcher. She argues that we need to examine educational
debt, rather than focusing on the achievement gap.

Gloria Lasdon-Billings, who you first learned
about in the section about legal segregation, is an
educator and an educational researcher (figure
5.17). As the president of American Educational
Research Association (AERA), she gave the presi-
dential address in 2006. She examines the achieve-
ment gap and explores what makes the most
effective teacher, particularly those teachers who
can close the achievement gap for Black students.
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If you would like to learn more about her, read this
article: Gloria Ladson-Billings: Daring to Dream
in Public [Websitel].

In her 2006 presidential address, Ladson-

Billings argues that sociologists should study edu-
cational debt rather than the achievement gap.
Educational debt is the cumulative impact of
fewer resources and other harm directed at stu-
dents of color. This education debt includes eco-
nomic, sociopolitical, and moral characteristics.

Economically, educational debt consists of
unequal spending in education over centuries.
Segregation supported economic inequality in
education. Today, because schools are funded
based on population and property tax revenues,
schools in rich neighborhoods, which are more
likely to be White, spend more on each individual
child’s education.

Sociopolitically, we see the exclusion of Black
and Brown people from voting. They are also
excluded from decision-making in school dis-
tricts, state houses, and the federal government.
For example, in 2018, 78 percent of school board
members were White, even though 50 percent of
all public school students are not White (Bland
2022, National School Boards Association 2018).
Families of color are excluded from power in edu-
cation.

Finally, Ladson-Billings argues that education
is experiencing moral debt. She writes, “A moral
debt reflects the disparity between what we know
and what we actually do” (Ladson-Billings 2006:8).
She further asks:

What is it that we might owe to citizens
who historically have been excluded from
social benefits and opportunities? Randall
Robinson (2000) states: No nation can
enslave a race of people for hundreds of
years, set them free bedraggled and penni-
less, pit them, without assistance in a hos-
tile environment, against privileged
victimizers, and then reasonably expect
the gap between the heirs of the two
groups to narrow. Lines begun parallel
and left alone, can never touch. (Ladson-

Billings 2006:8)

In the end, she argues that the achievement gap is
a result of educational debt. Further, educational
debt is caused by the wider social forces of sys-
temic racism, poverty, and health inequities
rather than the cause of the inequality itself. If you
want to learn more about the experience of educa-
tional debt, please watch “How America’s Public

Schools Keep Kids in Poverty” [Streaming
Video].

Equity

Although generational educational debt cannot be
solved by simple answers, equity rather than
equality can be part of an effective response.
Equity is defined as everyone having what they
need, even if it means that some need to be given
more to get there. The drawing in figure 5.18 illus-
trates the difference. You may have seen different
variations of this concept as memes on social
media. If you'd like to read more about it, this blog
has a good explanation [Website].
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Figure 5.18 Equality, Equity, Equity for all. (Contemporary Families). Image description.

The drawing explores what it takes to give each
person what they need to enjoy the game. In the
first panel of the drawing, they do not all get to
have an equal experience. In the second drawing,
the participants can have the viewing experience
because the boxes have been equitably distributed.
The third panel removes the structure that limits
equitable access so that all participants can view
the game without additional resources. The view-
ers get what they need easily—they have equity for
all.
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Figure 5.17. “Image of Gloria Ladson-Billings”
by Marcus Miles from “Gloria Ladson-Billings:

Daring to dream in public” by Kéri Knutson,

University of Wisconsin-Madison is included

under fair use.

5.4 Education, Poverty, and Wealth

Kimberly Puttman

One of the deepest causes of the social problem
of education is inequality in school district fund-
ing. That’s important, but we can also ask a differ-
ent question: Can education make you rich? Or as

sociologists might ask: Is education a solution to
the social problem of poverty?

You may have seen the following chart as you
were deciding to go to college (figure 5.19):

FOUR-YEAR OR
HIGHER DEGREE

TWO-YEAR
COLLEGE DEGREE

SOME COLLEGE,
NO DEGREE

HIGH SCHOOL
DIPLOMA

NO HIGH SCHOOL
DIPLOMA

vty

Seboul
Certification
COMMUNIML
BONLERE

State of Oregon
Employment Department

RS PUB144 (1021)

www.Qualitylnfo.org

Figure 5.19 Education can increase earnings and decrease unemployment, according to the State of Oregon Employment
Department. What relationship do you see between the independent variable of education and the dependent variables of income

and unemployment? Image description.

This chart is commonly used in Oregon high
schools and state unemployment offices to show
that it pays to get a college degree. People with a
four-year degree or higher experience less unem-
ployment and significantly higher hourly earnings

than people with a high school diploma. Of course,
these charts conclude that everyone should get the
most education possible so they can make enough
to buy houses and care for their families. Is this the
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whole picture, though? Sociologists would say no,
for several reasons.

First, this chart hides alternate ways of training
and education. Where are the plumbers and the
electricians who attend training other than col-
lege? Where are the medical transcriptionists,
massage therapists, and other health professionals
who may not attend college and yet are highly
trained professionals? Perhaps you know a social
media influencer or an IT professional who didn’t
graduate from college but still earns a lot of
money.

Second, when we look at unemployment data,
we only look at people who are eligible for unem-
ployment, not all people, not even all who would
be in the workforce if they could find work. This
data then under-reports the number of people
who may be looking for work but are no longer
eligible for state or federal unemployment bene-
fits. Even though definitions of who can be con-
sidered unemployed have expanded during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the overall statistics don’t
tell a complete picture. What about cosmetolo-
gists, hairdressers, tattoo artists, musicians, and
other creative workers who earn incomes often
through self-employment and are not counted in
unemployment statistics?

Finally, these statistics don’t take gender, race,
age, ability, or other social locations into account.
Let’s look more deeply at economics, education,
and class.

Individual Improvement versus
Class Improvement

A common saying for those who work to end
poverty for families is that there are two ways out
of poverty—education and savings. Is this really
true for all families?

Sociologists differentiate between social mobil-
ity and structural mobility. Social mobility is
the ability of a person or a family to change eco-

nomic groups in their society. When we consider
the dream of immigrants to the United States in
the past and today, many say that their American
dream is to work hard so that their children can
have a better life than they do. When you consider
your own family history, you may notice you have
more education than your grandparents or great-
grandparents. Over time, individuals and families
can get richer or poorer, moving between social
classes. Education can contribute to social mobil-
ity of an individual

Structural mobility is the ability of an entire
class of people to become more wealthy or less
wealthy. The efforts of the United Nations and
other world service organizations to end extreme
poverty would fall into the case of structural
mobility. In general, industrialization has resulted
in a higher standard of living for many people.
Many people now have electricity and indoor
plumbing, indicating some amount of upward
structural mobility. However, global literacy and
other educational measures are higher than they
have ever been worldwide. If education was truly
the only cause of structural mobility, we would
see a reduction in poverty, and we don’t (Hanauer
2019).

Correlation and Causation

To explain this contradiction between education
and structural mobility, we need to use two socio-
logical concepts: correlation and causation. Cau-
sation in science is when a change in one variable
causes a change in the second variable.
Correlation, on the other hand, occurs when a
change in one variable coincides with a change in
another variable, but does not cause the change to
happen.

For example, sociologists might measure how
many churches and grocery stores there are. They
might see that where there are more churches,

there are also more grocery stores. They might
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conclude that because many churches host
potlucks, dinners, and soup kitchens, more gro-
ceries are needed. Alternatively, they might con-
clude that well-fed people go to church more
often. However, there is a third variable at
work—population. The more people live in a par-
ticular location, the more built environment there
is likely to be, including schools, churches, grocery
stores, and libraries. Population size drives cau-
sation at this point, even though the number of
churches and grocery stores is correlated.

As we apply these concepts to education, our
essential question deepens: To what extent do

* Cognitive ability
* Non-cognitive traits (“grit”)
= Socio-economic status
» Education itself
* Education by-products
o Educated spouse
o Incentive to become
financially savvy

changes in education levels cause social or struc-
tural mobility?

Models of Education, Wealth, and
Poverty

To answer this question, we look at this model
developed by economists from the Federal
Reserve Bank of St. Louis. They propose the fol-
lowing relationship between education and
wealth in figure 5.20:

LERSAINIT IH

Income

_ _ Wealth
Financial

decision-
making

Figure 5.20 This model shows all the variables that impact wealth. Education does influence wealth, but it's only one of many factors.

Image description.

This model has a lot going on, so let’s break it
down together. In the first column, we see charac-
teristics that influence further steps in the model.
These characteristics include your smartness, per-
sistence, socioeconomic class, education, and the
idea that you are likely to marry a similarly edu-
cated spouse. Not listed in the model is the idea
that people from higher socioeconomic classes
expect to live longer because they have access to
good medical care, so they have some incentive to
do financial planning (and extra wealth in the first
place so that they can save).

All of these factors increase income and lead to
better financial decision-making. These two fac-
tors influence the acquisition of wealth, the total
amount of money and assets an individual or
group owns. This could include land, savings,
stocks, buildings, or businesses, among other
examples. This study concludes that it’s not educa-
tion that directly leads to wealth. Rather, wealthy
people are more likely to have more access to edu-
cation and attain higher educational outcomes.
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Figure 5.21 Around the world, educating girls makes a difference for children, families, and societies. Top left, girls learning in
Afghanistan. Top right, women and girls learning in India. Below, a girl in Mexico City learning technology. Why do you think educating
girls and women makes a difference?
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Global models, on the other hand, paint a
slightly different picture. Let’s look at what can
change.

Educating women tends to lead to higher age
at marriage and greater maternal health. Because
more girls between the ages of 15 and 19 die from
pregnancy complications than any other cause of
death, increasing the age of marriage, and thus
the age of first pregnancy, reduces mother and
infant mortality. If all women had a primary edu-
cation, maternal deaths would decrease by 66 per-
cent (UNESCO 2013:7).

Educated women also make more money. With
more skills, a woman can look for higher-paying
work, reducing poverty in her family and increas-
ing economic stability. When women are edu-
cated, economies can grow. Education helps to
narrow the gender pay gap for women because
women can get more skilled jobs if they have the
training. Education also increases the productivity
of a country, leading to economic growth
(UNESCO 2013).

Third, when women make more money, they
tend to spend that money on food and education
for their children, strengthening the health of
their entire families. This reduces malnutrition
and death from hunger. If all mothers had sec-
ondary education, 26 percent of all children
stunted from malnutrition would be well nour-
ished (UNESCO 2013:13).

Finally, educating women supports the overall
health of entire communities because education
encourages women’s leadership where they live
(Wodon et al. 2018; Borgen Project 2018). It also
improves community resilience because education
promotes tolerance and trust of people different
from you (UNESCO 2013). If you would like to
listen to this story, watch Educate Women and
Save the World [Streaming Video], a 4:12 minute
TED talk from student Dorsa Esmaeili. She is of
[ranian descent and speaks from a school in
Dubai, United Arab Emirates.

Education is one way to influence a social prob-
lem, whether your family got more economically
stable because your parents were first-generation
college students or your mom got a better job
because she became a nurse. However, it’s not the
whole answer. When you consider whether you
should study for your next test, take the next class,
or even go to college, the money you might make
can only be part of the reason.
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Figure 5.19. “Oregon Education Pays” from
“Workforce and Economic Research Update
OED Advisory Council (2/4/2022)” (slide 11) by
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5.5 Education for Transformation is Social Justice

Kimberly Puttman

Unlike many of the social problems discussed in
this class, inequality in education is not just a
social problem. Transformative education is
social justice for our communities. When people
can read, write, and reason, they can ask critical
questions about their lives. This power to ques-
tion is a door that opens for justice. To explore this
further, we will examine two approaches: educa-
tion for liberation and crossing the digital divide.

Education For Liberation

¥
T
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Figure 5.22 Paulo Freire was a Brazilian educator. Although he
wasn't a sociologist, his theories and methods transformed how
some sociologists think about the transformational possibilities
of education.

Education serves a useful function, supporting
people in learning and participating with more
choices in their societies. Education can also be a
way for people to maintain their power because

schools can be institutions of social control. Using
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segregation or separating students into tracks,
educational institutions reinforce social patterns
of structural racism, sexism, homophobia, and
other discriminatory practices. As a third option,
education can also serve the purpose of liberation
and healing. To explore this approach, we turn to
Paulo Freire, bell hooks, and the educators and
activists of the Open Oregon Project.

Paulo Freire was an activist and educator in
Brazil and internationally from 1940 to his death
in 1997 (figure 5.22). He founded and ran adult lit-
eracy programs in the slums of northeast Brazil.
When he taught reading and writing, he used
everyday words and concepts that his students
needed to know to live well, such as terms for
cooking, childcare, or construction.

Freire’s most famous book is Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. Pedagogy is the art, science, or profes-
sion of teaching. Freire is looking at how teaching
itself can empower oppressed people. In his book,
he condemns the banking model of education,
which he defines as “the concept of education in
which knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those
whom they consider to know nothing” (Freire
1970). He argues that the banking model is the
most common but least useful form of education.
He writes:

Education thus becomes an act of deposit-
ing, in which the students are the depos-
itories and the teacher is the depositor.
Instead of communicating, the teacher
issues communiques and makes deposits
which the students patiently receive,
memorize, and repeat... [Students] do, it is
true, have the opportunity to become col-
lectors or cataloguers of the things they
store. But in the last analysis, it is the peo-
ple themselves who are filed away through
the lack of creativity, transformation, and
knowledge in this (at best) misguided sys-
tem. (Freire 1970:72)

In contrast, Freire’s education model emphasizes
dialogue, action, and reflection. In dialogue, the
students and the teachers discuss what they are
learning and how they see things working in the
world. Each person contributes from their own
experience and knowledge. He writes, “To enter
into dialogue presupposes equality amongst par-
ticipants. Each must trust the others; there must
be mutual respect and love (care and commit-
ment). Each one must question what he or she
knows and realize that through dialogue existing
thoughts will change and new knowledge will be
created” (Freire 1970).

This dialogue is essential for learning and trans-
formation but is insufficient as a social force. He
argues that teaching and learning also require
action and reflection. Engaging in the world and
reflecting on what you learned, or praxis, is the
true goal of education, creating a more equitable
society by taking conscious action. He writes, “It
is not enough for people to come together in dia-
logue in order to gain knowledge of their social
reality. They must act together upon their envi-
ronment in order critically to reflect upon their
reality and so transform it through further action
and critical reflection” (Freire 1970).

His institute still influences educators and
thinkers worldwide about how to use education to
promote social justice. If you'd like to learn more
about how Freire’s social location influenced his
theories, watch this 4:56 minute video, Paolo

Freire and the Development of Critical

Pedagogy [Streaming Video].
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Figure 5.23 bell hooks is a Black author, educator, and activist
who also argues that education can transform.

Black author and educator bell hooks, pictured
in figure 5.23, built on the work of Paulo Freire,
feminist theorists, and her own experiences as a
Black woman to expand on this vision of the rad-
ical transformative power of education. In her
book, Teaching to Transgress, she writes:

For black folks teaching—educating—was
fundamentally political because it was
rooted in antiracist struggle. Indeed, my
all black grade schools became the loca-
tion where I experienced learning as revo-
lution.

Almost all our teachers at Booker T.
Washington were black women. They
were committed to nurturing intellect so
that we could become scholars, thinkers,
and cultural workers—black folks who
used our “minds.” We learned early that
our devotion to learning, to a life of the
mind, was a counter-hegemonic act, a fun-
damental way to resist every strategy of
white racist colonization. Though they
did not define or articulate these practices
in theoretical terms, my teachers were
enacting a revolutionary pedagogy of
resistance that was profoundly anticolo-
nial. (hooks 1994:2)

She asserts that education can be revolutionary
in its approach and outcomes, because students
learn in community. Social transformation occurs
within the context of an engaged classroom of
learners. She writes, “Seeing the classroom always
as a communal place enhances the likelihood of
collective effort in creating and sustaining a learn-
ing community” (hooks 1994:8). Like Freire, she
argues that a classroom is a community and that
teaching and learning transform the wider world.
In this optional video, bell hooks talks about
working with Paolo Freire: bell hooks on Freire

[Streaming Video].

Each of these scholars and activists argues that
education itself, when done in a transformational
way, will create change in the student, teacher,
classroom, and wider world. With this approach,
we see that education becomes a tool for address-
ing social problems.
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OpenOregon

Educational Resources

Figure 5.24 Open Oregon Educational Resources is a project
dedicated to increasing student success in college by producing
high-quality, free textbooks and courses for students in Oregon.

In a final example, we explore the project from
which this book arose as an exercise in transfor-
mation in learning. The Open Oregon Educational
Resources organization, whose logo is pictured in
figure 5.24, is a group of educators funded by the
state of Oregon to create high-quality educational
resources for students. Through developing both
textbooks and courses that center diversity,
equity, and inclusion, this effort is making course
materials more affordable and accessible for many
students.

The project allows people normally excluded
from research and textbook creation to be
included in the process. We are a collective of stu-
dents, teachers, researchers, activists, and artists
weaving our stories into books and courses that
reflect and explain our social life. Because we
share the work, some of us contributing a lot, and
others only a few pages, many of us can tell our
stories.

Our radical equity statement is:

The Open Oregon Educational Resources
Course and Textbook Development
Model seeks to dismantle structures of
power and oppression entrenched in bar-
riers to course material access. We provide
tools and resources to make diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI) primary con-
siderations when faculty choose, adapt,
and create course materials. In promoting

DE], our project is committed to:

1. Ensuring diversity of representation
within our team and the materials we
distribute

2. Publishing materials that use accessi-
ble, clear language for our target audi-
ence

3. Sharing course materials that directly
address and interrogate systems of
oppression, equipping students and
educators with the knowledge to do
the same. (Blicher et al. 2023)

Open Oregon’s approach is revolutionary, putting
the power to create and share knowledge in the
hands of ordinary people. Who would have imag-
ined this in the early days of the first printing
press?

Crossing the Digital Divide During
COVID-19

When you think about how often you use your
phone to find a restaurant, get directions, or look
up the actors in your favorite movie, you are using
technology to solve problems. However, access to
technology is unequal. This inequality is called the
digital divide, describing not only internet use but
access to computers and smartphones, access to
free or low-cost, stable internet, and digital liter-
acy. These three components of devices, access,
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and effective skills are called the three-legged
stool needed to close the digital divide. Individuals
need a computer that they know how to use effec-
tively and sufficient quality internet service to
participate effectively.

We see the impact of the digital divide locally
and internationally. If you would like to learn
more about the experiences of other students,
watch: The Digital Divide: How does it affect
young people in London? [Streaming Video] It

describes the intersection of poverty and technol-
ogy.

Since the first known usage of digital divide in
1994, researchers continue to examine who is
divided. For example, in 2018, Pew Research
reported that nearly one in five students couldn’t
finish their homework because they couldn’t
access the internet (Anderson and Perrin 2018). As
you might expect, social location is a strong pre-
dictor of who has access to technology and who
doesn’t. For example, people in rural areas still
own less technology than those living in cities or
suburbs (figure 5.25).

Despite growth, rural Americans have consistently lower levels of technology
ownership than urbanites and lower broadband adoption than suburbanites

f U.S. adults who say they have or own the followir
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Figure 5.25 Despite growth, rural Americans have consistently lower levels of technology. This graph shows home broadband,
smartphone, tablet, and computer ownership in urban, suburban, and rural areas. What is true for you? Image description.
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Figure 5.26 Interdependent solutions to educational access during COVID-19. Everyone took action to support education during
COVID-19. Who would you add for your own community? Image description.

Because school was online during COVID-19,
closing the digital divide was urgent. Institutions
and individuals used agency and collective action
to promote social justice (figure 5.26).

For example, the federal government imple-
mented broadband programs allowing families to
get internet services at free or low cost. State gov-
ernments funded internet access for schools and
libraries. Local schools purchased computers and
hotspots. But technology was only part of the
solution.

Nonprofit social service providers highlight
digital skills as a support to stabilizing families.
Goodwill, for example, hosts a digital learning
platform called GFCLearnfree.org, which hosts
educational content that helps people learn to use

their computers, search for jobs online, and man-
age their money more effectively. Explore
GFCLearnfree.org [Website] if you would like to
learn more. However, access alone does not help

people learn effectively. Some nonprofits are tak-
ing a much more integrated approach.
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Figure 5.27 Students learning digital literacy skills at
EveryoneOn, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Did you have to
learn more technology skills so that you could keep learning
during the pandemic?

EveryoneOn [Website] is a U.S.-based non-

profit that helps create social and economic
opportunities in under-resourced communities
by providing access to low-cost internet and
devices. They also deliver digital skills training.
Founded in 2012 to meet the federal government’s
challenge to connect everyone digitally, the orga-
nization has helped connect over 1,000,000 people
to affordable internet offers, distributed over
6,000 devices, and trained thousands of people in
digital skills. EveryoneOn is known for its Offer

Locator Tool [Website] where people can search

for low-cost internet service and computers in
their area.

To reach more people, EveryoneOn partners
across sectors with government, local and national
nonprofits, corporations, and internet service
providers to connect more people and build digital
literacy. Partnerships with technology companies
allow EveryoneOn to provide devices to program
participants at low or no cost. They also partner
with community-based organizations to deliver
digital skills training. EveryoneOn primarily
works in communities of color and provides ser-
vices in Spanish and English (figure 5.27).

In response to the pandemic, EveryoneOn
developed a hybrid model in which clients got ini-
tial support for their new computers in person
from EveryoneOn. They completed their classes
online. By providing equipment, access and edu-

cation, EveryoneOn narrowed the digital divide in
many communities of color.

Although we still have work to do, the response
of educators, businesses, nonprofits, and govern-
ment is adding even more people to the digital
superhighway. Although the digital divide is far
from closed, the interconnected responses of peo-
ple like you working together with social insti-
tutions makes a difference. Equal access is social
justice.
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ton, D.C. is licensed under the Center’s Terms of
Use.

Figure 5.27. “Photo of students learning digital
literacy skills at EveryoneOn, during the
COVID-19 pandemic” © EveryoneOn is all rights
reserved and used with permission.

5.6 Chapter Summary

Kimberly Puttman

Education, the social institution that teaches us
reading, writing, critical thinking, and how to get
along in our society, is both a social problem and
a response to a social problem. This complexity
makes it challenging to make sense of. On the one
hand, students have unequal access to education
and unequal outcomes. This inequality is a charac-

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

teristic of a social problem. On the other hand, we
see that investing in education can give individu-
als better employment options. Education also can
contribute to economic growth in whole societies.
Finally, transforming education by radical teach-
ing and closing the digital divide creates social
justice.

Learning Objective 1: How do social identity and social location impact who learns?

As we can see from the experiences of d/Deaf, neurodivergent, Latinx, and Indigenous stu-

dents, your access to education and educational outcomes depend on your race, class, gen-

der, and ability. However, it's not enough to look at achievement gaps. We must also examine
the wider social and historical forces that cause educational debt.

Learning Objective 2: How do changes in education models reflect the social problems

process?

Parents acting alone and in community advocate for universal education. Their work, and the

work of their supporters, has led to integration, more education for girls and women, and

increases in global literacy. With each improvement, the call to open to expand equity in edu-

cation only gets louder.

Learning Objective 3: What is the relationship between education, poverty, and wealth?

To deeply understand the relationship between education, poverty, and wealth, we must
understand correlation and causation. While education and wealth are correlated, an
increase in education does not fully cause an increase in wealth. Other factors matter. How-
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ever, even that is not the whole story. We also see that educating women and girls influences
maternal health, family stability, and economic growth in countries worldwide.

Learning Objective 4: How can education be an interdependent, transformative method
to create social justice, particularly during global health crises?

One response to the global COVID-19 pandemic was to increase funding that would narrow
the digital divide. This collective action was an example of educational transformation in
action. It relied on federal and local governments, non-profits, school districts, and you to cre-
ate change. Using education for transformation is social justice.

Comprehension Check

Everyone took action to support education during
COVID-19. Select the icon to learn more about
each actor and how they worked together.

KEY TERMS LIST

achievement gap: any significant and persistent disparity in academic performance or educa-
tional attainment between different groups of students, such as White students and students
of color, for example, or students from higher-income and lower-income households

banking model of education: the concept of education in which “knowledge is a gift
bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider
to know nothing”

cultural assimilation: the process of members in a subordinate group adopting cultural
aspects of a dominant group

causation: a change in one variable causes a change in another variable

correlation: a change in one variable coincides with a change in another variable, but does
not necessarily indicate causation

digital divide: the uneven access to technology due to inequalities between different social,
cultural, and economic groups; often caused by location

discrimination: the unequal treatment of an individual or group on the basis of their statuses
(e.g., age, beliefs, ethnicity, sex)
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education: a social institution through which a society’s children are taught basic academic
knowledge, learning skills, and cultural norms

educational debt: the cumulative impact of fewer resources and other harm directed at stu-
dents of color

equity: the state of everyone having what they need, even if it means that some people need
to be given more to get there

genocide: the systematic and widespread extermination of a cultural, ethnic, political, racial,
or religious group

Identity first language: language that focuses on an inherent part of someone's identity,
such as deafness or neurodiversity

implicit bias: the hidden or unconscious beliefs that a person holds about other social groups

inclusion: the laws and practices that requires that disabled students be included in main-
stream classes - not separate rooms or schools

medical model of disability: a model which says that people are disabled because they have
impairments or differences

neurodiversity: an axis of human diversity describing how brain differences are naturally
occurring variations in humans

pedagogy: the art, science, or profession of teaching

person first language: a way to emphasize the person and view the disorder, disease, condi-
tion, or disability as only one part of the whole person

prejudice: an unfavorable preconceived feeling or opinion formed without knowledge or rea-
son that prevents objective consideration of an individual or group

segregation: the physical separation of two groups, particularly in residence, but also in work-
place and social functions

social mobility: an individual's or group's (e.g., family) movement through the class hierarchy
due to changes in income, occupation, or wealth

social model of disability: a model of disability which says that disability is caused by the way
that society is organized

structural mobility: a shift in hierarchical position of an entire class of individuals over time
in society

wealth: the total amount of money and assets an individual or group owns
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DISCUSS AND DO

1. Educational Inequality and Social Location: This chapter contains many videos that
describe unequal experiences in education. Please watch one or two of them. Using some of
the chapter’'s key terms, what inequality and response to inequality do you see?

2. Power in Education: One of the places that we see power in education is at the level of the
school board. Please look at your own school board. Who is on it? What kind of actions have
they taken recently? Do you think your school board is making decisions that meet the needs
of your community?

3. Causation and Correlation: Why are you pursuing higher education? Please use the
concepts related to education and wealth to expand your answer.

4. Education and Transformation: You may have experienced teachers who teach from the
banking model of education, or from the perspective that education is transformational. How
can education be used to impact social problems?

5. Recognition, Reparation, and Resilience: Indigenous people are fighting for recognition,
reparation, and resilience. One example of this action is Canada settles residential schools
lawsuit for $2.8bn [Website]. Please find another example of recognition, reparation and
resilience in your area or the wider world. How does this action reflect the repairing of the
historical and current harms of colonization? Does it go far enough?

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Summary

“Chapter Summary” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.
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CHAPTER

Who Has a Home?
Houselessnhess and
Housing Insecurity

6.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Nora Karena

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Describe how houselessness is a social problem.

2. Describe how social stratification can help sociologists to explain the causes and
consequences of housing instability.

3. Analyze how social location impacts houselessness.

4. Discuss how the sociological explanations of housing insecurity changed over time.

5. Evaluate the effectiveness of interdependent solutions to housing as a way of expanding
social justice.

Chapter Overview on the draft of this chapter and holding
space for its development. And to Kandi,
With deep gratitude for the Spring 2022 for never giving up. - Nora Karena

Sociology 206 students at Tillamook Bay
Community College for your feedback
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Figure 6.1 Every year over 4 million young people experience
houselessness, like this youth who might be couch surfing. How
does this make houselessness a social problem?

Kandi (her street name) was 12 the first time she
ran away from home. She had read about running
away in books like My Side of the Mountain. These
stories were supposed to be cautionary tales, but
they showed Kandi a path out of an abusive home.
She just wanted out. Rather than stay in one place
for very long, she hitchhiked cross-country. She
spent a lot of time in truck stops and bars. She
used a lot of drugs. Every once in a while she
got arrested, and there were close calls with dan-
gerous people. She experienced sexual harassment
daily and was sexually assaulted and exploited
many times.

As she got older and tougher, she learned how to
make people respect her no and pay for her yes, at
least most of the time. She got her first bartending
job at the age of 15. It was easy to find work, but
she never stayed anywhere for long. She told peo-
ple that she chose “the road.” Given the options, it
seemed like a rational choice.

People she met shared spare pieces of their lives.
She encountered art, music, and big ideas. She
went to a lot of parties and listened to many sto-
ries around many fires. Sometimes, she had
fun—once she got picked up because a group of
whitewater rafters needed one more person to
paddle. She learned how to survive, but dreamed
of more, and spent long hours constructing a bet-
ter life in her imagination. Eventually, in fits and
starts, she began to move towards a life that was
safer and softer.

It took years to get stable, but eventually, in her
20s she landed in a small coastal town and fell in
love. She stayed put long enough to find a cho-
sen family and make a home. Home was hard for
Kandi to hold on to, and she continued to expe-
rience housing insecurity into her 40s until she
went back to school for a better-paying career.
Kandi is in her 50s now, stable, and happy with her
family and work. She knows how lucky she is.

Kandi is one of an estimated 26 million people
in the United States who have been unhoused dur-
ing their lifetimes (National Academies of Sci-
ences, Engineering, and Medicine et al. 2018).
While Kandi now maintains stable housing, an
estimated 11.4 million people in the United States
reported housing insecurity in the summer of
2021. People experience housing insecurity when
they are behind on rent and/or likely to be evicted
in the next month (Pagaduan 2021). If you want
to learn more, please check out this chart of
Homelessness Statistics by State [Website].

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zvFYO2FIkBg

Figure 6.2 Watch this 2-minute video, Comic Book Profiles 10 Portland State University Students’ Struggles With Housing Insta-

bility [Streaming Video] about a comic book series Portland State University students created about their experiences of houseless-

ness. Do these stories sound familiar? Transcript.

Statistics about houselessness don’t tell the whole
story, though. As a student, you may be housing

insecure. You may know other students who
couch surf, change addresses frequently or sleep
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in their cars. In 2022, the station KGW featured
a student-created comic about unstable housing.
As you watch Comic Book Profiles 10 Portland
With
Housing Instability [Streaming Video], please

State University Students’ Struggles

consider how housing instability has impacted
these students.

Kandi, college students, and others experience
the social problem of houselessness, the condi-
tion of not having a place to live. As the cost of
housing increases and wages stay the same, more
and more people find themselves losing their
housing or at risk of losing their housing. Stable
housing also becomes one of the factors that can
help resolve some of the other social problems we
discuss throughout this book.

In this chapter, we will define homelessness,
houselessness, and housing insecurity and con-
sider the individual and collective impacts of the
current housing crisis. Then, we will apply an
intersectional lens to discover how social location
can increase risks for housing insecurity and
houselessness. We will also consider older theories

FOCUSING QUESTIONS

of houselessness that examine individuals’ char-
acteristics to explain the problem. These theories
don’t hold much explanatory value today, but we
see these ideas arise in how we talk about prob-
lems of houselessness. Finally, we look at commu-
nity-based interdependent solutions that create
housing stability and social justice for people who
need a home.

You may notice that we use the words houseless,
unhoused, or housing insecure instead of homeless in
most cases. As you'll remember from Chapter 1,
a characteristic of a social problem is that it is
socially constructed. One way we can recognize
that a social problem is socially constructed is
because the language used to define a problem
changes over time. Sociologists and community
advocates currently prefer the terms houseless,
unhoused, or housing insecure to define the social
problem. This language helps emphasize struc-
tural problems that may cause someone to be
without a home rather than the stigma associated
with the word homeless.

As we explore what it means to have a stable home, the following questions will guide us:

1. How can we see houselessness as a social problem?
2. How does the sociological concept of social stratification help sociologists explain the causes

and consequences of housing instability?

3. Who is likely to experience housing insecurity or houselessness, based on their social

location?

4. How have sociological explanations of housing insecurity changed over time?
5. Which interdependent solutions to houselessness can create housing stability, a measure of

social justice?

As you consider these questions, you might start by thinking about what home means to you.
If you want to, you can compare your vision to those of the people in this video, What Does

Home Mean to You? [Streaming Video].

There's no place like home. Let's find out more!
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Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Nora Karena is licensed
under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

Figure 6.1. “Photo” by Rex Pickar is licensed

under the Unsplash License.

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 6.2. “Comic Book Profiles 10 Portland
State University Students’ Struggles With Hous-
ing Instability” by Bryant Clerkley, KGW8 is
licensed under the Standard YouTube License.

6.2 Housing Insecurity and Houselessness as a Social Problem

Nora Karena

As you recall from Chapter 1, social problems go
beyond the experience of the individual, resulting
in a conflict in values, arising when groups of peo-
ple experience inequality, is socially constructed
by real consequences, and must be addressed
interdependently. A basic inequality, of course, is
that some people have secure housing, and some
don’t. Social locations such as gender identity,
race, class, age, sexual orientation, or combina-
tions of these factors can increase the risk of
becoming unhoused.

Defining Houselessness

Harris, a student in the Oregon Coast Community
College Social Problems class, explored how
houselessness can be seen as a social problem.
She interviewed Traci Goff, the executive director
of Grace Wins Haven, a day shelter in Newport,
Oregon, about houselessness in Lincoln County.
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Figure 6.3 In this graphic novel, Social Problems student Harris explores why houselessness is a social problem. They demonstrate
each of the characteristics of a social problem. Please take some time with [crossref:Back Matter,Appendix: Class Expansion
Materials]Houselessness: Grace Wins Haven, Case Study by Harris[/crossref:Homelessness: Grace Wins Haven, a Case Study by Harris] to

review Harris's work. Image description.

Harris found that houselessness goes beyond
the experience of an individual. They document
this in the graphic novel hosted in figure 6.3. The
City of Newport, Oregon, passed a new ordinance
in 2022 which regulates who can camp. The new
law prohibits people from camping near city
buildings, schools, or in recreational areas. These
restrictions apply to the entire community, not
just individual people.

Harris also identifies the many organizations
and people who have differing opinions about
houselessness in Lincoln County. The city govern-
ment, the State of Oregon, Grace Wins Haven, and
the houseless people themselves disagree on what
should be done.

Many of the people that Harris talks to also
experience marginalization based on their social

location. One young person is autistic. Another
person experiences chronic and severe physical
illness. Another client was a felon, which
restricted his ability to rent many properties.

Finally, our ideas about who is houseless and
why they are houseless are socially constructed.
In their creative approach, Harris notes that many
laws, policies, and economic forces create house-
lessness, not just the behavior of individuals. We'll
look deeper at how explanations of why people
are houseless have changed over time later in this
chapter. Let’s start, though, with some formal def-
initions.

Homelessness is defined by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
as being unsheltered, having inadequate shelter,

not having a permanent fixed residence, and/or
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lacking the resources to secure stable housing
(U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment 2012). HUD uses four categories of home-
lessness, as described in figure 6.4, to determine
eligibility for housing services. These subsidized

and supported housing services include Emer-
gency Shelters, Transitional Housing, Rapid
Rehousing, Housing Choice Subsidized Housing
Vouchers (also known as Section 8), and Home-
lessness Prevention Services.
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U.S. Depart-
ment of Hous-
ing and Urban

Definition Note
Development
Category of
Homelessness
1: Literally Individual or family who lacks a fixed, reg- | An individual or family only needs to meet one
Homeless ular, and adequate nighttime residence, of the three subcategories to qualify.
meaning:

Has a primary nighttime residence
that is a public or private place not
meant for human habitation; or

Is living in a publicly or privately
operated shelter designated to
provide temporary living
arrangements (including congregate
shelters, transitional housing, and
hotels and motels paid for by
charitable organizations or by federal,
state, and local government
programs); or

Is exiting an institution where (s)he
has resided for 90 days or less and
who resided in an emergency shelter
or place not meant for human
habitation immediately before
entering that institution.

Figure 6.4 U.S. Federal Categories of Homelessness. These definitions are part of policies around houselessness. These policies may help people
who need it but exclude others who are also houseless. Who do you think is missing from these guidelines?
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U.S. Depart-
ment of Hous-
ing and Urban
Development
Category of
Homelessness

Definition

Note

2: Imminent
Risk of Home-
lessness

An individual or family who will immi-
nently lose their primary nighttime resi-
dence, provided that:

Residence will be lost within 14 days
of the date of application for
homeless assistance;

No subsequent residence has been
identified; and

The individual or family lacks the
resources or support networks
needed to obtain other permanent
housing.

Includes individuals and families who are
within 14 days of losing their housing, includ-
ing housing they own, rent, are sharing with
others, or are living in without paying rent.

3: Homeless
Under Other
Federal
Statutes

Unaccompanied youth under 25 years of
age or families with Category three chil-
dren and youth who do not otherwise
qualify as homeless under this definition
but who:

Are defined as homeless under the
other listed federal statutes;

Have not had a lease or ownership
interest in permanent housing during
the 60 days prior to the homeless
assistance application;

Have experienced persistent
instability as measured by two moves
or more during the preceding 60
days; and

Can be expected to continue in such
status for an extended period of time
due to special needs or barriers

Includes individuals and families who are
within 14 days of losing their housing, includ-
ing housing they own, rent, are sharing with
others, or are living in without paying rent.

Figure 6.4 U.S. Federal Categories of Homelessness. These definitions are part of policies around houselessness. These policies may help people
who need it but exclude others who are also houseless. Who do you think is missing from these guidelines?
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U.S. Depart-
ment of Hous-
ing and Urban
Development
Category of
Homelessness

Definition

Note

4: Fleeing/
Attempting to
Flee Domestic
Violence

Any individual or family who:

Is fleeing or is attempting to flee
domestic violence;

Has no other residence; and
Lacks the resources or support

housing

networks to obtain other permanent

Domestic Violence includes dating violence,
sexual assault, stalking, and other dangerous
or life-threatening conditions that relate to
violence against the individual or family mem-
ber that either takes place in or him or her
afraid to return to, their primary nighttime
residence (including human trafficking).

Figure 6.4 U.S. Federal Categories of Homelessness. These definitions are part of policies around houselessness. These policies may help people
who need it but exclude others who are also houseless. Who do you think is missing from these guidelines?

Who is Unhoused?

Shelter is a basic human need. Surviving unshel-
tered takes a toll on physical and mental health,
both in terms of increased health risks and
decreased access to adequate healthcare services
(Kushel et al. 2006). Having safe and stable shelter
supports our basic psychological needs, anchors
our social relationships, and is necessary for eco-
nomic stability. In 1992, the United Nations
declared that adequate housing is a human right.
The value of shelter to the quality of human life
is clear. However, rates of houselessness in the
United States are growing. What values do you

think conflict with the value of meeting everyone’s
basic human needs?

Figure 6.5 Sidewalk tent camps in Northeast Portland, Oregon,
United States. Do all people who are houseless live like this?

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VcZvD71KZto

Figure 6.6 City of Roses or City of Homeless? Portland’s human tragedy [Streaming Video]. The housing problems that Portland

experiences are common across the United States. Which of these problems and solutions do you see in your community? Tran-

script.

The image in figure 6.5 and the video in figure
6.6 tell part of the story of houselessness in Port-

land, Oregon. Please take the time to watch the
first 6 minutes of this 11 minute video that tells
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this story. As you watch, consider who is speaking
and whose voices are not heard. These stories are
powerful but insufficient. Who else in Oregon is
houseless?

On the night of January 26th, 2022, when the
temperature dipped down into the 20s, at least
14,655 unhoused people were counted in Oregon.
In Multnomah, Washington, and Clackamas
Counties, 6,633 people were unhoused, an
increase of more than 25 percent since the last
count in 2019 in Multnomah County alone
(Hasenstab 2022). Of those counted, 3,525 met the
HUD definition of unsheltered from figure 4.2,
while 3,108 spent that cold winter night in tempo-
rary shelter or transitional housing. More than 60
percent of the unhoused people that night met the
definition of chronically homeless, having a dis-
abling condition, and having been unhoused for at
least 12 months (Multnomah County 2022). The
annual Point-in-Time count of unhoused people
does not consider people who were temporarily
doubled-up with friends and family unhoused,
even though they also lack a permanent residence.

Encampments of unhoused people, sometimes
called tent cities, have become a common, often
unwelcome fixture in Portland. You can read
about Dignity Village in Portland, Oregon

[Website], an encampment community that is self-
organized and offers some security. Because many
encampments are not officially legal, people living
in them lack stability and live under the threat of
being “swept” or evicted. In 2017, 255 encamp-
ments were reported across the United States,
ranging in size from 10 to over 100 people living
in them, but that number does not include many
more illegal encampments. Encampments are a
response to the fact that shelters constantly oper-
ate at maximum capacity, and communities do not
have enough affordable housing (Tent Cities in
America 2022).

Shelters provide needed temporary immediate
service to over 1.5 million Americans each year.
Many nonprofit organizations also provide addi-

tional supportive services and housing assistance
for families and individuals. Day shelters, such as
Rose Haven in Portland, Oregon, also offer sup-
port and food to unhoused people. Some churches
allow people to car-camp and/or erect tents on the
church property and have provided hygiene cen-
ters that include showers, hand-washing, laundry,
and food services.

Tensions exist between tent dwellers, staff, and
users of shelters, and the business and home-own-
ing communities since being unhoused is messy,
and people who are unhoused are vulnerable to
crime and abuse. In Corvallis, Oregon, the com-
munity has struggled for years to find a permanent
location for the men’s overnight cold-weather
shelter. Advocates for people who are unhoused
argue for a location close to needed city services;
accessibility is important when walking, bicycling,
and public transportation are the primary modes
of getting around.

Who is Housing Insecure?

Housing insecurity is a broad set of challenges,
such as the inability to pay rent or utilities or the
need to move frequently (Goldrick-Rab et al.
2019). According to government definitions, if a
person or a family are within 14 days of losing
their housing and does not have the resources “to
obtain permanent housing,” they are considered
by HUD to be “at imminent risk of homelessness.”
Housing instability can be harder to see than
houselessness. Signs of housing instability include
missing a rent or utility payment, having a place to
live but not having certainty about meeting basic
needs, experiencing formal or informal evictions,
foreclosures, couch surfing, and frequent moves.
It can also include exposure to health and safety
risks such as mold, vermin, lead, overcrowding,
and personal safety fears such as abuse.

Of all Americans, 10 to 15 percent are housing
insecure. A cost burdened household is a house-
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hold in which 30 percent or more of a household’s
monthly gross income is dedicated to housing,
making it difficult to pay for necessities. House-
holds that pay more than 30 percent of their
income on housing face housing instability and
insecurity. One study used a residual-income
approach, which estimates whether households
have enough money left after paying rent and util-
ities to afford a decent standard of living, and
found that 19.2 million (62.1 percent) were cost

Two-Year

burdened. However we measure it, the cost bur-
den puts people at risk for being homeless
(National Low Income Housing Coalition 2022).

College students are another group of people
who are often housing insecure. You watched a
video of their stories earlier in this chapter. In
addition to qualitative stories, we have quantita-
tive data about how many college students experi-
ence housing instability (figure 6.7).

Four-Year
College ‘ College Overall
Metudents | Percentage | "GUiS ol | percentage | "Ghian O | percentage

No needs ("Secure") 14,965 30 10,179 39 25144 33
Food insecure, housing insecure, 34,111 70 15,861 61 49,972 67
or homeless (“Insecure™)

Food and housing insecure 19,021 39 7,723 Z0 26,744 36
Housing insecure and homeless 7.8486 16 2,917 n 10,763 14
Food insecure and housing 6,485 13 2,394 9 8,879 12

Figure 6.7 Food Insecurity and Housing insecurity at two-year and four-year colleges. Students in community colleges often
experience more food and housing insecurity than students in four-year colleges. Thinking back to Chapter 5, do you think this is

causation or correlation? Image description.

A recent national survey that included Linn-
Benton Community College (LBCC) in Albany,
Oregon, found that students at the two-year insti-
tution had higher levels of houselessness than
their counterparts nationally. You can see the
results from all surveyed colleges in figure 6.7.
With a response rate of 9.7 percent, 558 of 5,700
surveyed LBCC students participated in the 2019
#RealCollege Survey Report. Nineteen percent of
LBCC students reported experiencing houseless-
ness in the past year, compared with 17 percent
nationally. In addition, 53 percent of LBCC stu-
dents reported experiencing housing insecurity in
the past year, compared with 50 percent nationally
(Goldrick-Rab et al. 2019). This report indicates
that more than half of community college students
are struggling with stress related to having a safe,

stable place to care for themselves and their fami-
lies.

The College and University Basic Needs Insecu-
rity Report found that being female, transgender,
Native American, Black, Latinx, and 21 or older
increased your chances of being housing insecure
or homeless. Although men, people who are
White, young White students (18-20), and athletes
were less likely to experience houselessness or
housing insecurity, they still did so in double-digit
percentages (Goldrick-Rab et al. 2019).

In Oregon, in particular, the median individual
and household income in 2020 was $35,393 and
$65,677, respectively. Average rents also increased
significantly (U.S. Census 2020). More than 35
percent of Portland renters surveyed reported
being behind on rent, and more than 56,000
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households in the Portland region are considered
housing insecure (Bates 2020).

Figure 6.8 This picture shows what rural houselessness looks
like in Klamath County, Oregon. How might the experience of
being houseless, or the services and policies needed to end

houselessness be different between cities and countrysides?

Rural communities have unique housing pres-
sures, especially in resort areas where housing
stock tends to be inadequate. One rural area is
Lincoln County, Oregon, where wages are gener-
ally lower than most of the rest of the state. The
average income of a Lincoln County resident is
$25,130 a year (BestPlaces 2020). If we calculated
that a person could only use 30 percent of their
income for housing to remain stable, their rent
could be $7,539 per year or $628.25 per month.

The fair market rent for a one-bedroom apart-
ment in Lincoln County is $877 (RentData.org
2022). At fair market value, the renter would be
paying about 42 percent of their income. When
you add that less than one percent of all homes
in Lincoln City, Oregon, are vacant and available
to rent (Bestplaces 2020), you begin to see the
fragility of our housing system. Even when work
is plentiful, houselessness is only a step away. One
job loss, one major illness, or commonly, one land-
lord who chooses to sell their property rather than
continue to rent, and houselessness occurs.
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People are unhoused because they do not have
access to adequate, affordable housing. For every
100 extremely low-income renters, there are just
31 affordable units (National Coalition for the
Homeless 2020). People who are housing insecure
are at risk of losing their housing because they
lack adequate resources to meet basic needs.
Social location, where identity and power con-
nect, such as class, race, gender, age, and physical
ability, can impact housing stability. In this sec-
tion, we'll apply theories of social stratification
and intersectionality to the problem of house-
lessness and housing insecurity. Let’s start by
exploring the sociological concept of class.

What is Social Stratification?

Figure 6.9 This picture demonstrates stratification. In the front,
we can see the tarps and belongings of houseless people. In the
background, we see the skyscrapers of a modern wealthy
economy. Where do you see stratification at work in your own
life?

Sociologists group people according to how
much they have. However, sociologists consider
more than money in their definition. Instead, they
define stratification as a socioeconomic system
that divides society’s members into categories
ranking from high to low based on things like
wealth, power, and prestige. Systems of stratifi-
cation can be as extreme as slavery or apartheid.
They can be as long-lasting as caste. Or they can be
as common as class, a group that shares a common
social status based on factors like wealth, income,
education, and occupation.

As you might remember from Chapter 5, wealth
includes anything you own—your house, your car,
and perhaps your inheritance from your great-
grandmother. Income is the money a person earns
from work or investments. Income may include
your paycheck or royalties from the book that you
wrote. Another term for this combination of fac-
tors is socioeconomic status (SES). Socioeco-
nomic status is an individual’s level of wealth,
power, and prestige.

Karl Marx, the German philosopher introduced
in Chapter 3, focused on ownership of wealth or
businesses to define class. In his model, workers
who own nothing except the clothes on their
backs would always conflict with the rich, those
who owned businesses and property. Max Weber,
another German sociologist from Chapter 3,
added ideas of skill status and power to the con-
cept of class.

6.3 Houselessness, Housing Insecurity, and Social Location 231


https://www.opb.org/article/2021/04/14/how-klamath-county-is-using-its-state-grant-money-to-respond-to-homelessness/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/04/14/how-klamath-county-is-using-its-state-grant-money-to-respond-to-homelessness/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/04/14/how-klamath-county-is-using-its-state-grant-money-to-respond-to-homelessness/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/04/14/how-klamath-county-is-using-its-state-grant-money-to-respond-to-homelessness/

Unpacking Oppression, Equalizing Justice: Social Class

The chart in figure 6.10 shows one model of class in the United States, comparing the
educations, occupations, income, housing status, and percentage of population for each social
class. Although sociologists don't always agree on the names of the classes or where the
boundaries are, we can begin to see how social stratification itself changes people’s life
chances. For example, people in the capitalist class, who are only about 1 percent of the total
population, not only have more money, but more access to prestigious education and jobs.
These connections help them maintain their wealth and power.

On the other hand, people of the lower class experience poverty. Poverty is the state of
lacking the material and social resources an individual requires to live a healthy life. In this
class, people are often housing insecure or houseless. They often go hungry and can't access
medical care. Social justice advocates often argue that stabilizing a person’s housing is the
first thing that should happen when someone is houseless. This stability supports people in
addressing other concerns such as partner violence or chronic health conditions. We'll talk
more about when we explore housing and social justice later in the chapter.

232 6.3 Houselessness, Housing Insecurity, and Social Location



Social Percent of Household X .
. Education Occupation
Class Population Income
Capitalist 1% $650,000+ Elite Investors, heirs,
(often university, and executives
inherited) private
tutoring
Upper 9% $200,000- Prestigious Executives,
class $650,000 university professionals,and
investors
Upper 8% $150,000- College, Professionals
middle $200,000 university, and upper
class or managers
advanced
degree
Middle 27% $75,000- High Lower managers,
class $149,000 school, supervisors,
some trades, farmers
trade
school or
apprentice-
ship
Lower 17% $50,000- High Factory workers
middle $75,000 school
class
Working 20% $25,000- Some high Service workers,
class $49,000 school retail or tourist
economy
workers

Figure 6.10 US Social Class Structure. 2020. This infographic shows the characteristics of each social class in the United States, and the percent of each class in the United St

changed their social class?
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Social Percent of Household X .
. Education Occupation

Class Population Income

Lower 18% Under Less than Unemployed,

class / $25,000 high school disabled, or

Poverty receiving other
government
assistance

Figure 6.10 US Social Class Structure. 2020. This infographic shows the characteristics of each social class in the United States, and the percent of each class in the United St:
changed their social class?

In addition, the middle class in the United States is slowly shrinking, as shown in the chart in
figure 6.11. The people in upper-income households are earning significantly more. More
people are becoming downwardly mobile, moving into the lower class. If you would like more
details on this transition, you can explore this report from Pew Research: “How the American
Middle Class Has Changed in the Past Five Decades” [Website].
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Share of aggregate income held by U.S.
middle class has plunged since 1970

% of I7.5. aggregate household income held by lower-,

imiddle- and upper-incomme households

Upper income

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Figure 6.11 Middle-class income share has plummeted. In 1970, middle-income households made 62 percent of the U.S. income. By
2020, their share fell to 42 percent. How do you think this might impact housing stability? Image description.

Wealth inequality in the U.S. is only growing. According to Robin DiAngelo, “More and more
wealth is being concentrated into fewer and fewer hands. The US has the highest level of
income inequality among G7 countries. The wealth gap between America’s richest and poorest
families more than doubled from 1980 to 2016" (DiAngelo 2021:156).

One of the ways that we see this inequality affecting housing is the impact of the increase in
vacation rentals. While Airbnb, Flipkey, and other vacation rental and home share options may
increase the number of inexpensive places to stay in an area, they reduce the number of long
term rental units. They also tend to increase the rental prices, decreasing the supply of
affordable housing. Wealthy people benefit from these options because they make more
rental income on properties they own. People who most need affordable housing are pushed
out of the rental markets because they can't afford to stay (Barron, Kung, and Proserpio 2020,
Lee 2016).

Now it's your turn to unpack oppression and stabilize justice:
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How are class and housing related in your community? Do you have enough affordable
housing to go around? Sociologists often use multiple sources of data to understand patterns
of social change. For this exercise, we'll use three sources to complete a worksheet [Google
Sheet] (make a copy when prompted).

1. Go to U.S. Census Quick Facts [Website]. You can type in your zip code, county, or state. Please

write down the total population, number of housing units, gross rent, and number of households,
among other information.

2. What percent of people in your area live in poverty or are income limited? Now go to Alice in the
Crosscurrents [Website]. The final page of this report has percentages of people in poverty and per-

cent of people who are income limited by state. How does this number compare to the census num-
ber for people in poverty?

3. How much can people in poverty or income limited people afford to pay in rent? The answer for
Oregon, according to Alice, is $651 for a single person and $836 for a family of four (United for
Alice 2023).

4. What is the median rental cost in your area according to the Census Bureau? How does this com-
pare to data in the Zillow Market Trends [Website] database?

5. Finally, compare your numbers. What are the differences between the number of people in poverty,

amount of affordable housing, availability of sufficient money to pay for housing, and cost of hous-
ing. Most often there is a large gap between rental prices, rental availability and income.

6. How might the difference between income and availability create a housing crisis (or not) in your
area? Ideally, people should spend no more than 30 percent of their income on housing. What have
you learned about housing stability in your community?
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Social Class and Housing

As you might expect, communities with high
poverty rates tend to have high rates of unhoused
people. Housing stability is a prerequisite for class
mobility (Ramakrishnan et al. 2021). Correlations
between social location and housing stability
reveal some ways social mobility can be limited
by race, gender, and age. Homeownership is also
a milestone for upward mobility, so long as the

homeowner is not cost burdened. Housing is gen-
erally a household’s largest expense whether we
rent or own. For people who own, though, their
house payments become an investment, possibly
generating more wealth over time.

Race and Ethnicity

Homeless Count by Race

Race Total Number | Percent
American Indian, Alaska Native, or Indigenous | 15,491 3.7%
Asian or Asian American 6,559 1.6%
Black, African American, or African 137,638 32.7%
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 6,429 1.5%
White 230,839 54.8%
Multiple Races 24,458 5.8%

Homeless Count by Ethnicity

Ethnicity Total Number | Percent
Non-Hispanic/Non-Latin(a)(o)(x) | 328,799 78.0%
Hispanic/Latin(a)(o)(x) 92,581 22.0%

Figure 6.12 National Point In Time Homeless Count By Race and Ethnicity, 2022
Most homeless people are White, but People of Color are often disproportionately

represented. What does this mean?

In 2022, the nationwide Point-in-Time Homeless
Count identified 421,392 people who were
unhoused. Of these people, 230,839 were White.
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However, Black people represent 13 percent of
the total U.S. population, representing over 30
percent of the unhoused population. This com-
parison indicates disproportionality, which is the
overrepresentation or underrepresentation of a
racial or ethnic group compared with its percent-
age in the total population (Child Welfare Infor-
mation Gateway 2021). Black people are
disproportionately houseless. Native American
and Native Alaskan, and certain groups of people
who are Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islanders also
experience disproportionate rates of houseless-
ness and housing insecurity.

The story for Latinx people is a bit different.
Black and Hispanic people in the United States
share similar risk factors for houselessness. How-
ever, Hispanic people experience lower rates of
houselessness (Conroy and Heer 2003). Some
researchers argue that Hispanic people have
strong social networks—ie, they can live with fam-
ily. However, when Conroy and Heer tested this
theory in Los Angeles, they found that houseless-
ness for Latinx people was undercounted because
they were more likely to live in abandoned build-
ings rather than using shelters or churches where
they might be counted. In more recent research in
L.A. County, Chinchilla finds this to be true. She
also adds that Latinos were less likely to engage
in housing services. They were also more likely to
live in overcrowded households (Chinchilla 2019).

This picture is changing over time. Nationwide,
the 2022 Point In Time count shows that rates
of houselessness for Hispanic/Latino people have
increased by 7.6 percent. The causes of this
increase are complex. However, part of this
increase may be due to the impacts of COVID-19.
Because Hispanic/Latino people are more likely to
be seasonal or temporary workers, they have less
access to COVID-19 relief funds. Therefore, they
were more likely to be evicted (Chinchilla, Moses,
and Visotzky 2023).

Whenever a social problem impacts members
of a specific race at a higher rate than the general

population, we can say that racial inequity exists.
Ibram X. Kendi asserts that any policies that result
in racial inequity and ideas that justify or excuse
racial inequity are racist. In the upcoming section
Creating Under-Resourced Communities, we

will look closer at racist housing policies and ideas
behind the history of displacement and exclusion
that creates and sustains these racial inequities. In
the upcoming section, Housing Stability is Social

Justice, we will look at how antiracist policies are
essential to ending houselessness and housing
insecurity in the U.S.

Gender and Houselessness

g

Figure 6.13 Who is likely to be houseless? Most houseless
people are men, but LGBTQIA+ are disproportionately likely to
be houseless. Why might this be true?

Seventy percent of people who are unhoused
identify as men (National Alliance to End Home-
lessness 2021). Most of these men are in their 50s
and 60s. They meet the definition of chronically
homeless. In 2021, in Los Angeles County, Cali-
fornia, 83 percent of the 1800 unhoused people
who died were men. Most of those deaths were
classified as preventable (Dolak 2022).

Women have lower rates of houselessness over-
all but are more likely to face housing insecurity.
They are more likely than men to be unemployed
and renters. This increases their risk of becoming
severely cost burdened by housing (Zillow 2020).
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People in families with children make up 30
percent of the homeless population, and most
unhoused single parents are women. Unaccom-
panied youth (under age 25) account for another
30 percent of unhoused people. Forty percent of
unaccompanied, unhoused youth identify as
LGBTQIA+. The long-term impacts for youth
who are unhoused include significantly higher
rates of emotional, behavioral, and immediate and
long-term health problems, along with increased
risks for substance use and suicide (Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Administration 2022).
They have numerous academic difficulties, includ-
ing below-grade level reading, high rate of learn-
ing disabilities, poor school attendance, and
failure to advance to the next grade or graduate.
Four out of five children experiencing houseless-
ness have been exposed to at least one serious vio-
lent event by age 12.

Socially constructed ideas of normal or acceptable
identities hinder many people from accessing
shelter, housing, and many other services. Specifi-
cally, in the case of houseless shelters, transgender
women may be refused admittance by the
women’s shelter and are at risk of violence at the
men’s shelter (National Center for Transgender
Equality 2019).
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6.4 Personal Problems — “Sin”

Nora Karena

It is common for people concerned with problems
of housing insecurity and houselessness to focus
resources and programming on fixing the per-
sonal problems of people who are unhoused.
Many shelter and housing programs offer social
support, motivational coaching, counseling, and
even “life skills” classes. When we consider that
many people who are unhoused have experienced
trauma, mental health crises, and substance use
disorder before becoming homeless, this approach
makes sense. It makes even more sense when we
become aware of the trauma, alienation, mental
health crises, and substance use patterns that can
develop while people are unsheltered. Many peo-
ple who are unhoused are often in need of robust
social and therapeutic support as they make their
way back to stability.

However, many housing advocates and
unhoused people view the “what’s-wrong-with-
the-homeless” perspective as deficit-based, focus-
ing on the problems or limits of people who are
houseless. They argue that this approach obscures
the real reasons for our current housing cri-
sis—not enough affordable housing. In this sec-
tion, we will look at how social research has
sometimes contributed to deficit-based perspec-
tives, and we will look at ground-breaking
research that illuminates how unhoused people
sometimes internalize these perspectives.

Poverty, “Degeneracy,” and
Migrants

Questions about poverty and poor people have
been popular topics of social sciences inquiry for
as long as scientists and philosophers have tried
to make sense of inequality. In the late 19th cen-

or “Sickness"”

tury, many social scientists were concerned with
degeneracy. That is the idea that certain people
were naturally predisposed by heredity to low
intelligence, poor moral character, and mental
instability. These “poor unfortunates” were des-
tined to lives of poverty, moral failures, and crime.

The 1875 book by Robert Dugdale, The Jukes:
A Study in Crime, Pauperism, Disease and Heredity,
was the first of many studies of so-called “degen-
erate families.” A group identified as the Juke fam-
ily was a colorful collection of about 40 loosely
related families. Some of these people were not
actually related to each other. However, because of
repeated imprisonment and institutionalization,
they were reported as having cost the State of New
York over a million dollars. This study selectively
documented members of a “family” of uneducated
rural folks. Because they were poor, they turned
to sex work, gambling, and other survival crimes.
Contemporary readers would recognize the
impacts of generational poverty, limited
resources, and trauma in the case studies. How-
ever, this line of questionable research influenced
social theory and popular opinion about poor
people at the time. It was the first of several similar
research projects that added fuel to an emerging
eugenics movement.

Eugenics is a pseudo-scientific set of theories
that tried to demonstrate that traits such as pau-
perism, mental disability, dwarfism, promiscuity,
and criminality were inherited, and that a more
perfect White race could be created through selec-
tive breeding. This movement also inspired
Hilter’s pursuit of a master race. Some early soci-
ologists from the Chicago School of Sociology
were heavily influenced by eugenics. Eugenics was
discredited in the mid-20th century, but its influ-
ence has lasted longer. In the section , we will
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recognize echoes of degeneracy in contemporary
narratives about why people are unhoused. First,
let’s look at how social research has also served to
humanize unhoused people.

Hobos and Tramps

=

Figure 6.14 Depression-era images like the one of these men
documented poverty and displacement. How have the stories
we tell and the images we capture of people who are poor
changed over time?

In the early 20th Century, most unhoused peo-
ple were migrant laborers. They were typically
White men (Kim 2017). Many of the ideas that
American society holds about homeless people
and a so-called culture of homelessness can be
traced back to research on migrant workers,
whose numbers exploded before and during the
Great Depression (1929-1939) as more individ-
uals and families were compelled to leave their
homes in search of employment. If you want to,
you can absorb the novels of John Steinbeck

[Website], the photographs of Dorothea Lange
[Website] (figure 6.14), and the music of Woody

Guthrie [Website], who all contributed to a
romanticized notion that some of these wanderers

choose a life of wandering over working, even as
they documented the limited choices and harsh
economic realities faced by migrant workers and
impoverished families.

In 1923, American sociologist Nels Anderson
conducted ethnographic research with migrant
laborers in Chicago, whom he identified as hobos.
This groundbreaking work humanized a misun-
derstood population. It also demonstrated that the
transient lifestyle resulted from their status as
temporary workers with limited resources. He
also documented an ecosystem of exploitation,
gambling, drugs, and crime that preyed on vul-
nerable migrants. Anderson’s subsequent work
expanded his inquiry to include “the juvenile and
the tramp, the unattached migrant, and the family”
(Anderson 1998).

While many unhoused people experience men-
tal illness and substance use disorder, the idea
that people are unhoused because of drugs, crim-
inality, and mental illness is not supported by
research findings. For example, many people with
substance use disorder and mental illness can
maintain stable housing because they have access
to social and financial capital. Similarly, many
people who commit serious crimes use their ill-
gotten resources to live lavishly to protect them-
selves from the consequences of their actions. So
it can be argued that poverty is a social problem
complicated by mental illness, substance abuse,
and stigma.

Narratives of Houselessness
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Figure 6.15 Sociologist Teresa Gowan wrote Hobos, Hustlers, and Backsliders: Homeless in San Francisco. How does her research differ

from the historical “sin” or “sickness” narratives?

Narratives about houselessness are shared sto-
ries that hold a powerful place in our collective
understanding of who is unhoused and why. In
Hobos, Hustlers, and Backsliders: Homeless in San
Francisco, British-born sociologist Teresa Gowen
[Website] documented the stories that unhoused
people tell about themselves. She found that many
unhoused people have internalized some of these
harmful narratives of either sin or sickness.

A sin narrative is one of personal failure and low
morals. People who have internalized the sin nar-
rative tend to believe that it is their fault they are
unhoused. Many of these people struggle daily to
be better people, to seek out recovery services and
spiritual fellowship, and hold on to the hope that if

they can fix the broken thing inside of them, they
can be more stable. Some of the people Gowen
describes as adopting a sin narrative eventually
give up on trying to be better and surrender to
the punishment of houselessness they have come
to believe they deserve. Interventions based on a
sin narrative tend to be either redemptive or puni-
tive.

A sick narrative is similar to the sin narrative,
except that instead of leaving the individual to
fend for their own redemption, the unhoused per-
son is understood to be unable to help themselves
and in need of treatment. It may not be an
unhoused person’s fault that they have a substance
use disorder or a behavioral health disorder,
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therefore, so the narrative goes, they deserve
treatment and therapeutic support to maintain
housing stability. Many housing-first interven-
tions, which prioritize harm reduction and social
support, are grounded in a sick narrative.

Many unhoused people, however, do not use
drugs or break the law. The third narrative Gowen
identified is a system narrative. Unhoused people
who hold to a system narrative understand hous-
ing security as an economic issue, not a moral one.
Many formerly unhoused people who continue to
advocate for an end to housing insecurity mobilize
around challenging and changing unjust housing
policies and refuting sin and sickness narratives.

Unlike sin or sick narratives of houselessness,
sociologists most commonly look for structural
reasons to explain who has a home. These struc-
tural explanations depend on a solid understand-
ing of social stratification. We looked at how
social class, race, and gender relate to housing
instability in the section Houselessness, Housing

Insecurity and Social Location. Many of the

structural causes of poverty also impact whether a
person has a home. Let’s explore more in the sec-
tion Structural Issues of Houselessness.
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6.5 Structural Issues of Houselessness

Nora Karena

Let’s consider how, for many communities, hous-
ing insecurity is a legacy of historic patterns of
removal, exclusion and discrimination that have
specifically targeted Native Americans, African
Americans, and LGBTQIA+ families.

Structural Causes of Indigenous
Houselessness

In Multnomah County, Oregon, Indigenous peo-
ple make up 2.5 percent of the population, but
10 percent of people who are unhoused (Schmid
2017). Native Americans have the highest poverty
rate of any racial-ethnic group. As of 2021, 25.9
percent of Native Americans experienced poverty,
according to the U.S. Census (KFF 2022).
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The government’s control over Indigenous peo-
ple’s living conditions contributes to this circum-
stance. When the U.S. government forcibly
removed Native Americans to reservation lands,
it also retained ownership of that land. The gov-
ernment holds reservation lands “in trust” for the
tribal nations. Trusts are financial arrangements
that allow a third-party trustee to hold and control
assets on behalf of a beneficiary. The underlying
justification for most trusts is that the beneficia-
ries can not be trusted to properly manage their
assets. While this might be acceptable for minor
children who inherit large sums of money, this
paternalistic oversight of Native American people
perpetuates systems of displacement and geno-
cide that have been visited upon Indigenous peo-
ple in the Americas for 600 years.

We hear about tribal rights and casinos, and
debate using harmful stereotypical images for
sports teams. However, most non-tribal members
don’t recognize how the U.S. government limits
homeownership for Native Americans (Schaefer
Riley 2016). For example, Native Americans who
fought alongside White GIs in World War II have
been denied the opportunity to create the same
generational wealth as other American veterans.
Because reservation land is held in trust, the
returning Native American veterans were
excluded from the GI Bill home loans for homes
on reservation land. Although not all Indigenous
people agree that private land ownership is the
right goal today, the lack of access to home own-
ership via the GI Bill is one of several discrimi-
natory policies that racialized home ownership in
the mid-20th century. Let’s look at the discrimina-
tory lending and zoning practices to learn more.

Creating Under-resourced
Communities: Racism, Segregation,
Redlining

WANT WHITE {

TENANTS INOL

Figure 6.16 People created racially segregated neighborhoods
through deliberate creation and implementation of racist laws,
policies and practices. Although residential segregation is now
illegal, neighborhoods remain segregated. Why do you think this
is?

In this section, we talk about residential seg-
regation, the physical separation of two or more
groups into different neighborhoods. To under-
stand the roots of racially segregated housing poli-
cies, we need to start with enslavement and the
racist ideas that justified it. You might remember
that Ibram X. Kendi asserts that any policies that
result in racial inequity and ideas that justify or
excuse racial inequity are racist. Racist ideas about
the supposed inferiority of people who are Black
include ideas about “degeneracy,” cleanliness, lazi-
ness, sexual habits, drug use, and dishonesty. Even
though slavery was illegal in many northern states,
people in northern cities were still taught that
Black people were different from and inferior to
White people.

As early as 1830, free Black people who made
their way to northern cities were not welcome in
many communities. Poor people who were Black
lived in racially segregated housing. Often, they
had to move when developers and landowners
found more profitable uses for the land. Even
affluent and educated Black people with the

244 \Who Has a Home? Houselessness and Housing Insecurity



resources to buy property experienced displace-
ment and discrimination.

In 1850, Seneca Village, a thriving Black com-
munity of 1600 people outside of New York City,
was displaced by eminent domain to build Central
Park (Staples 2019). The community boasted suc-
cessful businesses, a vibrant church, and a school.
Newspapers and magazines, however, relied on
racist ideas and racial epithets (like the n-word)
to describe the community as a decrepit shanty-
town. They also claimed the residents were unable
to properly care for the valuable real estate they
held. Residents who owned the land were com-
pensated, but the land was undervalued. This land
grab was conveniently justified by the emergence
of the powerful racist idea that property values go
down where Black people live. If you'd like to read
this article for yourself, please explore this Gotham
Gazette article, Death of Seneca Village [Website].

Between 1910 and 1970, in the Great Migration
period, more than 6 million Black people relo-

cated from the rural south to cities in the north
and west in search of better jobs. Many people
in the North accepted the same racist ideas that
fueled the brutal racism of the south. As in New
York, a century before, many White people feared
that home ownership by Black people would
lower property values.

During the postwar housing boom of the '40s
and '50s, the GI Bill provided low-interest home
loans to returning veterans. New suburban com-
munities sprang up. The American dream of home
ownership became a reality across the U.S,, at least
for White Americans. According to Heather
McGee:

The mortgage benefit in the Gl bill
pushed the postwar home ownership
rate to three out of four white families -
but with federally sanctioned housing
discrimination, the black and Latinx
rates stayed at around two out of five,
despite the attempts of veterans of color
to participate. (McGee 2021:22)

This structural racism also occurred with stan-
dard mortgage loans. Black families were rou-
tinely denied loans for the new suburban homes.
They were forced to buy houses in older, more
urban communities, like the Albina neighborhood
in Portland, Oregon.

Once Black families bought homes in urban
neighborhoods, real estate agents routinely took
advantage of White homeowners’ fears of lower
property values to persuade them to sell their
property at a low price. The agents then turned a
profit, reselling them to Black families at higher
prices. Lenders charged them higher interest rates.
Realtors and lenders made big profits from this
“block-busting” practice.

They also succeeded in lowering the value of
homes in rapidly segregated neighborhoods. Since
these homes were assessed at low value, the tax
base of these neighborhoods was restricted. Tax-
funded infrastructure, like public works and
schools, was underfunded. In other words, it was
not Black people’s presence but White homeown-
ers’ prejudice, grounded in racist ideas, that led
to lower property values and created under-
resourced communities.
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Figure 6.17 Lending institutions and the federal government created maps in which the places where People of Color and/or
foreign-born lived were colored red and designated to be “dangerous” or “risky.”

Redlining is the discriminatory practice of
refusing loans to creditworthy applicants in
neighborhoods that banks deem undesirable. The
federal government created the Home Owners’
Loan Corporation in 1933, and the Federal Hous-
ing Association (FHA) in 1934, and the real estate
industry worked to segregate Whites from other
groups to preserve property values in neighbor-
hoods where White people lived.

Lending institutions and the federal govern-
ment did this by creating maps in which the places
where People of Color and/or immigrants lived
were colored red. Then, those areas were desig-
nated to be “dangerous” or “risky” in terms of
loaning practices.

In 1968, the Fair Housing Act, part of the Civil
Rights Act, outlawed these practices. The Fair
Housing Act is an attempt at providing equitable
housing to all. It makes it illegal to discriminate
against someone based on skin color, sex, reli-
gion, and disability. Also banned is the practice
of real estate lowballing, where banks underesti-
mate the value of a home. This practice forces a
borrower to come up with a larger down payment
to compensate for the lower loan value. Offer-

ing higher interest rates, insurance, and terms and
conditions to people from historically underrep-
resented groups is illegal. Denying loans and ser-
vices based on an applicant’s protected class is also
illegal.

Still, much damage was done prior to its pas-
sage. For decades, the federal government poured
money into home loans that almost exclusively
favored White families. Homeownership is the
most accessible way to build equity and wealth.
It was denied to many historically marginalized
families for decades. Once the Fair Housing Act
passed, local governments used other legal meth-
ods to justify racist real estate practices well into
the 2000s.

Today, despite repeated efforts by city officials
to create more mixed-race and mixed-income
neighborhoods, Portland’s neighborhoods have
remained demographically segregated. Gentrifica-
tion and redevelopment have reduced the avail-
able inventory of affordable housing. Portland’s
land use planning history has continued to benefit
White homeowners while communities of color
have been burdened, displaced, excluded, and dis-
proportionately vulnerable to housing insecurity.
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Figure 6.18 Racist Policies, Racist Inequities, and Racist Ideas in Housing: This chart illustrates Ibram X. Kendi's definition of racism as
“...a marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that produce and sustain racial inequities” (2016). Notice the connections between
racist policies in housing, racial inequities, and racist ideas. We can say that the entire system is racist because each component
reinforces the other and leads to even more racial inequity. Image description.

The experience of Black people in Oregon is a
local example of a systemic problem. Please take
some time to examine the chart in figure 6.18.
It shows how Racist Policies, Racist Inequalities,
and Racist Ideas reinforce each other over time.
Starting with the first box, we see that slavery was
legal until 1863. Racist laws and policies created
the institution of slavery. The impact and conse-
quences of those laws, or racist inequalities, result
in millions of people being enslaved. Racist ideas
rationalize or normalize the practice of slavery by
asserting the false idea that Black people are less
than human—that they are immoral, lazy, and stu-
pid.

These false ideas about the character and capa-
bilities of Black people caused both de-facto seg-
regation in the North and legalized segregation in
the South. Jim Crow laws in the South and seg-
regated housing policies in the North kept neigh-
borhoods separate. Consequently, Black people
lived in poorer neighborhoods, and even when
they owned homes, their property was worth less.

This reinforced beliefs about inequality—that if
Black people moved into your neighborhood.

Over time, these false beliefs solidified into poli-
cies such as redlining, restrictive housing
covenants, and other laws that further restricted
Black people’s access to home ownership. Among
other consequences, the lack of home ownership
reduced Black families’ possibilities of creating
generational wealth, a concept discussed in
Chapter 5.

Because there were “right” and “wrong” places
for Black people to be, police surveilled Black
people who were out of place—walking or driving
while Black. They, and other White people often
assumed that Black people were criminals if they
were outside their own neighborhoods, another
racist idea.

These mistaken ideas drove policies and prac-
tices around racial profiling and increased polic-
ing. Black people are arrested more often, not
because they commit more crimes but because
they are surveilled more. This cycle creates dis-
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proportionate housing instability for Black people
and exacerbates other social problems.

Climate-related displacement

As we look at climate displacement worldwide,
we see that more people become houseless due
to natural disasters than due to conflict or vio-
lence. If you want to learn more about climate
displacement worldwide, visit Climate Displace-

ment by Country [Website]. A natural disaster

is an unexpected natural event that causes signif-
icant loss of human life or disruption of essential
services like food, water, or shelter (Drabek 2017).
Because climate change is increasing, natural dis-
aster rates are also increasing. Hurricanes, torna-
does, and floods damage housing. They decrease
the amount of housing in a community. Rates of

home ownership decline (Sheldon and Zhan
2018).

People also move because of climate change.
Climigration is the act of people relocating to
areas less devastated by flooding, storms, drought,
lack of clean water, or economic disaster due to
the forces of climate change. Many American fam-
ilies relocate as jobs disappear or land becomes
flooded or arid. In response to an immediate dis-
aster, many families move to live with relatives or
friends. Some families have nowhere to turn.

In response to the increased risks of property
loss as oceans warm and sea level rises, lending
institutions are beginning to practice bluelining,
which designates real estate considered high risk
due to low elevation may not qualify for loans.
We'll explore more social impacts of climate
change in Chapter 8.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gv_L1_6U7L4

Figure 6.19 Please watch the 6.39 minute video Oregon Already Has a Climate Refugee Crisis [Streaming Video]. Are you sur-

prised to see climate refugees in Oregon? Transcript.

Oregon is experiencing climate change and result-
ing increases in wildfire activity. Climate-driven
wildfires in 2020 burned over a million acres and
displaced tens of thousands of Oregonians. (Ore-
gon Forest Resources 2023). In southern Oregon,
where affordable housing was already limited,
low-income renters were left with few options.
As of 2022, more than 500 survivors of the 2020
wildfires were living in shelters (Arden 2022).
Please watch the 6:39 minute video in figure 6.19
to see how climate-related housing insecurity is
impacting survivors of the Jackson County Fires.

In Chapter 14, we examine the impacts of the
Echo Mountain fire, which destroyed 288 homes
and 339 structures in Lincoln County, Oregon.
Over two years later, only about half of the fami-
lies impacted by the fire have returned home.
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Figure 6.17. “Home Owners Loan Corpora-
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Wikipedia is in the Public Domain.
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under CC BY 4.0.
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6.6 Housing Stability is Social Justice

Nora Karena

Can the housing crisis be solved? We know a
social problem must be addressed interdepen-
dently, using both individual agency and collec-
tive action. In this section, we will consider and
evaluate some of the interventions and strategies
communities are using to address houselessness.
Creating housing stability is social justice.

Supporting Students

College students are also often housing insecure.
As we consider the lives of college students, what
kind of solutions work? In one example, a coali-
tion of colleges and nonprofits banded together to
create housing options in response to the hous-
ing instability of COVID-19. Portland State Uni-
versity, Portland Community College, and Mount
Hood Community College, along with the non-
profits College Housing Northwest, Native Amer-
ican Youth and Family Center, and New Avenues
for Youth, created a new program. This program

provides rental assistance for college students
enrolled in their programs. If you'd like to read
more about the successful programs, you can read
the articles Pilot Program to Address Student
Homelessness Expands This Fall [Website] and
Affordable Rents for College Students [Website].

Even if you don’t attend one of these colleges,

your college will likely support meeting students’
basic needs. You can talk to your instructor or stu-
dent services to learn more about these programs.
You may want to review this curated grouping
of articles and videos, “It Seems Impossible” —

Homeless, Low-Income Oregonians Navigate

Basic Needs in College [Website], which explores

meeting basic needs, including housing, for Ore-
gon’s college students. The articles are particularly
useful because they are translated into Spanish.
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Updating the Fair Housing Act

Housing distribution was historically discrimina-
tory towards minority groups regarding social
identities such as People of Color, sexual orienta-
tion, gender and sex, country of origin, and dis-
ability. The Fair Housing Act passed in 1968 and
banned the sale, rental, and other housing prac-
tices that indicated preference or discrimination
based on race, color, religion, or national origin.
In 1974, it was amended to include sex, and in
1988 to include people with disabilities and people
with children.

In 2016, a rule by the Housing and Urban Devel-
opment Department (HUD) ensured equal access
to Community Planning and Development pro-
grams regardless of sexual orientation, gender
identity, or marital status. Gender non-conform-
ing individuals may find it difficult to access ser-
vices because this rule applies to one specific
program, not to all of them. To date, the Fair
Housing Act does not include gender identity or
sexual orientation. Only a handful of states have
made it illegal to discriminate based on sexual ori-
entation and gender identity, creating a challenge
for LGBTQ+ families and couples (HUD 2016 and
HUD 2022).

REALTOR
DICAMNIE

Figure 6.20 Many years of social activism, including protests,
contributed to the creation and passage of the Fair Housing Act.
Image description.

The Equality Act passed in 2019 by the U.S.
House of Representatives would amend the Civil
Rights Act to “prohibit discrimination on the basis
of the sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, or
pregnancy, childbirth, or a related medical condi-
tion of an individual, as well as because of sex-
based stereotypes.” This Act was sent to the Senate
in May 2019 but has not been taken up for con-
sideration as of August 2022. If you would like
to learn more, you can read The Equality Act
[Websitel].

Addressing Houselessness: Housing
First

A relatively new and innovative approach to
addressing houselessness is the Housing First
model. Simply put, the idea is that if people have
stable housing, solving other problems becomes
more likely. Having a secure home, consistent
access to schooling, transportation, and support
services means that people can be more successful
in addressing overlapping issues such as mental
health, addiction, and seeking employment.
Housing First directly challenges the sin and sick
narratives discussed in the previous section
Personal Problems - “Sin” or “Sickness.”

Please watch the 3:47 minute video in figure
6.21 for a quick rundown on Housing First princi-
ples.
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This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tSPPZdNjWO8

Figure 6.21 Pandemic shows importance, effectiveness of Housing First programs [Streaming Video]. Please watch this

4-minute video to learn the five key principles of the Housing First Model of housing services. Why might this approach make a differ-

ence in ending houselessness? Transcript.

Many communities and housing service providers
have adopted the Housing First approach. Utah’s
Housing First approach is a model for how these
services can be made available. Through the col-
laboration of many local organizations and dona-
tions from local churches, real permanent
semi-communal housing and services such as
counseling are provided. One location, Grace
Mary Manor, provides affordable housing for 84
formerly houseless people. Through programs like
this, Utah decreased its houseless population by 91

percent (McEvers 2015).

Community Efforts

Individuals and communities are taking the ini-
tiative to improve neighborhood livability by
increasing resources that benefit families, such as
informal libraries, green spaces, and art houses. In
Chapter 9, we will look at how Black Lives Mat-
ter organizes mobilized resources for community
care and mutual aid that prioritize the well-being
of residents in under-resourced communities.
When we look at the state level, Governor Tina
Kotek declared a state of emergency related to the
increase in houselessness in most counties in the
state in 2023. She set a much higher target for
building affordable housing (Griffin 2023). She
requested funding from the legislature to provide
rent assistance, increase the number of shelter
beds and advocate staff, and fund organizations
that are working to address disparities in house-
lessness (Kotek 2023). In March 2023, the Oregon
Legislature approved 200 million dollars in funds
for these efforts. While it is too soon to tell how

much impact the clear political will and the fund-
ing will have on the state of houselessness in Ore-
gon, this work is a step in the right direction.

The City of Portland has also been taking inno-
vative steps to end houselessness. One effort is the
Residential Infill Project. This change in zoning
regulations passed in 2020, allowed for the cre-
ation of duplexes, triplexes, apartment builds of no
more than six units, and accessory dwelling units
in zones labeled for single-family homes only.
However, these additional housing units had to
meet housing affordability standards. With this
change, more multi-family homes than single-
family homes were built in Portland during the
first year. While that’s only 367 units of affordable
housing in one year, the impact of this change will
only grow (Wallace 2023).

In a second initiative, In April 2022, Organizers
with Portland Neighbors Welcome convened the
first YIMBY (Yes In My Backyard!) Conference in
support of their stated mission:

We believe that every neighborhood in
our city should be open and available to
people with diverse backgrounds and
incomes, and that every person who
wants to sleep indoors at night should
be able to. We support policies that can
deliver an abundant supply of homes
that are affordable to rent or buy at
every income level and every household
size, and ensure that all tenants can live
without fear of eviction or displacement.
We advocate for those land use,
housing, and transportation policies that
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will make Portland a fairer and more
sustainable city. (Portland Neighbors
Welcome 2022)

If you want to be inspired about what is possible,
feel free to listen to these recordings from the
YIMBY conference [Website].

Understanding, acknowledging, and repairing

past injustices are critical steps toward making
homes equitably available to everyone. Tenants
unions are working to empower renters and
reduce evictions. Housing advocates, many of
whom have been unhoused, are lobbying for more
funding for affordable housing. Nonprofit hous-
ing service providers continue developing and
delivering trauma-informed services that support
the social and emotional needs of people striving
for housing stability. In addition, community-
based efforts resource and support residents of
historically marginalized neighborhoods. Each of
these interdependent solutions creates stable
housing, a component of social justice.

Licenses and Attributions for
Housing Stability is Social Justice

Open Content, Original

“Housing Stability Is Social Justice” by Nora
Karena is licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Open Content, Shared Previously

“Updating the Fair Housing Act” and “Addressing
Houselessness: Housing First” are adapted from
“Movement Toward Equity” by Elizabeth B.

Pearce, Katherine Hemlock, and Wesley Sharp,
Contemporary Families: An Equity Lens 2e,
which is licensed under CC BY 4.0. Modifications:
edited to add social problems focus.

Figure 6.20. “Fair housing protest, Seattle,
Washington, 1964 by Seattle
Archives is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

Municipal

All Rights Reserved Content

Figure 6.21.
effectiveness of Housing First programs” by
CBC News: The National is licensed under the
Standard YouTube License.

“Pandemic shows importance,

6.7 Chapter Summary

Nora Karena

The social problem of houselessness impacts all
of us. Some of us have lived in our cars. Others of
us are sleeping on a friend’s couch tonight. Many
of us are just one missed paycheck away from fail-
ing to pay our rent. Even when we are stable, we
walk by people asking for change or folks pushing
shopping carts with all of their belongings almost

every day. In this chapter, we have explored the
causes and consequences of houselessness, from
redlining to bluelining. We have examined the
explanations of sin, sickness, and system to
unpack our beliefs and explanations about this
social problem. We have seen how communities
and governments are weaving interdependent
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solutions to the problem. And yet, houselessness is What will it take to achieve housing justice?
still with us. The gap between incomes and rents
continues to increase.

ESSENTIAL IDEAS

Learning Objective 1: How can we see houselessness as a social problem?

Houselessness is a social problem because it goes beyond the individual's experience. Wider
social forces like the economy or the amount of affordable housing in an area influence who is
housing insecure. Houselessness reflects a conflict in values between businesses, the govern-
ment, and the houseless people. Being poor, LGBTQIA+, a person of color, or other social
locations that experience oppression increases your chances of being houseless. In addition,
our ideas and explanations of who is houseless change over time. Even whether we call some-
one homeless or houseless is socially constructed. Finally, it requires action from advocates,
non-profits, and businesses along with changes in laws and policies to end houselessness.
Creating housing stability is social justice.

Learning Objective 2: How does the sociological concept of social stratification help
sociologists explain the causes and consequences of houselessness?

Stratification is a socioeconomic system that divides society's members into categories, rank-
ing from high to low, based on things like wealth, power, and prestige. The higher your social
class, the more likely you are to have stable housing. In fact, the more wealthy you are, the
more likely you are to have multiple houses, own other people’s homes, or own vacation
rentals. The less wealthy you are, the more likely your household is to be cost-burdened and
therefore experience housing insecurity.

Learning Objective 3: Who is likely to experience housing insecurity or houselessness
based on their social location?

Even though most homeless people are White men, Black, Indigenous, and People of Color are
disproportionately houseless. LGBTQIA+ make up a disproportionate share of all homeless
youth. Housing stability is a form of privilege.

Learning Objective 4: How have sociological explanations of housing insecurity changed
over time?

Explanations of houselessness include sin: a person has a moral failing, sick: a person has an
illness or a problem, or structure: systemic inequality causes houselessness. Sociologists rec-
ognize that racist exclusionary policies have created residential segregation and related hous-
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ing instability. In addition, climate change and related natural disasters are creating addi-
tional housing insecurity, disproportionately impacting people in poverty.

Learning Objective 5: Which interdependent solutions to houselessness can create
housing stability, a measure of social justice?

Because the causes of houselessness vary, interdependent solutions vary also. They include
funding more shelters and temporary housing, focusing on housing first, building more
affordable housing, de-criminalizing houselessness, and other options. Safe housing is a basic
human right, and housing stability is social justice.

Comprehension Check

KEY TERMS LIST

bluelining: real estate that is considered high risk due to low elevation, and flooding due to
climate change, may not qualify for loans

class: a group who shares a common social status based on factors like wealth, income, edu-
cation, and occupation

cost burdened households: a household in which 30 percent or more of a household’s
monthly gross income is dedicated to housing, making it difficult to pay for necessities

disproportionality: the overrepresentation or underrepresentation of a racial or ethnic group
compared with its percentage in the total population

homelessness: being unsheltered, having inadequate shelter, not having a permanent fixed
residence, and/or lacking the resources to secure stable housing

houselessness: the condition of not having a physical place to live

housing insecurity: is a broad set of challenges, such as the inability to pay rent or utilities or
the need to move frequently

income: the money a person earns from work or investments

natural disaster: unexpected natural events that cause significant loss of human life or dis-
ruption of essential services like food, water, or shelter

poverty: the state of lacking the material and social resources an individual requires to live a
healthy life
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redlining: the discriminatory practice of refusing loans to creditworthy applicants in neighbor-
hoods that banks deem undesirable or racially occupied

residential segregation: the physical separation of two or more groups into different neigh-
borhoods

Socioeconomic Status (SES): an individual's level of wealth, power, and prestige

stratification: a socioeconomic system that divides society’s members into categories ranking
from high to low, based on things like wealth, power, and prestige; also called inequality

DISCUSS AND DO

1. Houselessness and Racism: The chart in figure 6.18, Racist Policies, Racist Inequities, and
Racist Ideas in Housing, illustrates Ibram X. Kendi's definition of racism as “...a marriage of
racist policies and racist ideas that produce and sustain racial inequities” (2016). What is an
example of racist policies, racial inequities, and racist ideas that have impacted who has a
home?

2. Houselessness and Privilege: One of the White privileges from Chapter 2 is the ability to
acquire safe, stable housing. However, White people are the majority of houseless people. Is
class or race more important in predicting who might be houseless?

3. Sin, Sickness, and Structure: Three narratives - sin, sickness, and structure - are often used
to explain why people are homeless. Please find a newspaper, magazine, blog, or other
stories describing “the homeless problem.” Do you see sin, sickness, or structure narratives,
or a combination of the three?

4. Poverty Simulation: Open the link “Paying the Bills [Google Doc]” and select “Make a Copy’
when prompted. Complete the exercise.

5. Different Needs Different Solutions: Different populations experience houselessness for
unique reasons. Pick one of these populations and answer: Why are these folks houseless?
What interdependent law, policy, or community solutions would help?

"

Elders: The Aging Homeless Population Brings New Challenges [Website]

Latino Homelessness: Stemming the Rise of Latino Homelessness: Lessons from LA
County [Website]

BIPOC: The Link Between Racism and Homelessness [Website]

LGBTQ Youth: Homelessness and Housing Instability Among LGBTQ Youth [Website]
Unhoused People who are Formerly Incarcerated: New data: The revolving door between
homeless shelters and prisons in Connecticut [Website]

Women: Women More Likely to Face Housing Insecurity in Pandemic-Led Recession
[Website]

College Students: Supporting Students’ Housing Security in Oregon [Website]
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K-12 Students: Dozens Of Oregon School Districts Likely Undercounting Homeless

Students [Website]

You can also analyze a social group that interests you

Licenses and Attributions for
Conclusion

Open Content, Original

“Conclusion” by Nora Karena is licensed under
CC BY 4.0.

“Poverty Simulation: Paying the Bills” by Kaitlin
Hakanson is licensed under CC BY 4.0. Based on
ideas from “See Poverty... Be The Difference: Dis-
cover the Missing Pieces for Helping People Move
Out of Poverty” by D.M. Beegle (2006), Commu-
nication Across Barriers.
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CHAPTER

Who Belongs?: The
Social Problem of
Family

7.1 Learning Objectives and Chapter Overview

Kimberly Puttman

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

1.

v WN

Explain how belonging is a social problem.

Apply the concepts of ethnicity and citizenship to the social problem of belonging.
Identify the causes of inequality for queer families.

Compare and contrast the sociological theories of family and belonging.

Evaluate the interdependent individual and collective actions taken by activists to increase the
social justice of belonging.

Chapter Overview family that includes our ancestors and
our descendants. Because of you, | know
With deep gratitude to my family of ori- love.—Kim Puttman
gin, my chosen family, my family of I am honored to teach and learn from
students and colleagues, and the wider the students who told their stories and

the stories of their families throughout

265



this book, but particularly in this
chapter. Thank you for your
generosity.—Kim Puttman

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2tpjf8G6nQ

Figure 7.1 This 10.18 minute video, Who Belongs? Family Stories of Immigration [Streaming Video] tells the story of two families.

In one family, a middle school student immigrated without documentation. She experienced racism and the fear of deportation. In
another family, two men were able to form a family because single-sex partnerships became legal in the U.S., and immigration
worked for them. As you watch, consider the question: Who decides who belongs? Transcript.

When you think of family, what comes to mind? It
may be the family you grew up in. It may be the
family group you formed in college or the Army.
It may be the family you are in now. Or it may
be the favorite family you watch in movies or TV.
We experience a wide range of families through-
out our life.

As usual, sociologists are more specific. We have
the definition of the U.S. census, “A family is a
group of two people or more (one of whom is the
householder) related by birth, marriage, or adop-
tion and residing together” (U.S. Census 2021).We
have the definition based on our “ideal” family, the
nuclear family, the mom, the dad, 2.3 children, a
dog, a cat, and a white picket fence.

However, the lived experience of family is often
different than both of those definitions.

It may be that your family is just you and your
kids right now. You start with school lunches and
dropping off school projects. At work, you take
orders, and wipe tables as if your family’s life
depends on it, because it does. Then once the kids
are in bed, you start your school homework,
because you know that a college degree is the only
way to ensure stability for your kids. You are per-
petually short of sleep and money. Hopefully, you
can pay your rent next month, if the car doesn’t
break down.

It may be that you live in an extended family.
Your house has parents and grandparents, a cousin
or two, and the baby, who is also your niece, but
sometimes feels like your daughter. Some of your
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family lives here in the U.S, and some of your
family lives elsewhere. What makes it hard is that
some of you are looking forward to a family visit
this summer. Some family members have to stay
home. Although they haven’t seen their mom in
almost 20 years, they can’t leave because once they
leave, they can’t come back.

It may be that the very word “family” makes you
a little sick to your stomach. Everyone else seems
to have these fantasy lives with parents they can
depend on. For you, though, family is where you
have experienced your deepest wounding. Perhaps
your parents kicked you out because you were
queer. Perhaps your partner beat you up. Perhaps
it was more subtle but no less toxic — that you
were less than because you were different. This
sick feeling makes you glad that you are on your
own. Maybe, it makes you determined to create a
family that is healthy and welcoming.

In this chapter, we ask the question, “Who
belongs?” We will consider who gets to decide
what family is. We will look specifically at eth-
nicity and power, particularly in how definitions
of citizenship and belonging have changed over
time. We will also look at how queer families are
changing definitions of belonging for themselves
and others. We will use the sociological theories of
family autonomy and bodily autonomy to make
sense of this world. Finally, we will look at the
power of queer Dreamers as an intersectional
social movement that creates interdependent


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2tpjf8G6nQ
https://youtu.be/Y2tpjf8G6nQ

solutions of individual agency and collective
action to expand social justice in who belongs.

FOCUSING QUESTIONS

As we weave our learnings about family, we ask:

1. How can we consider belonging a social problem?
2. How do changing definitions of ethnicity and citizenship impact who belongs, historically and

currently?

3. What does it mean to be queer, particularly queer in the context of family?
4. How do sociologists explain the social problem of belonging?
5. What are the interdependent individual and collective actions taken by activists to increase

the social justice of belonging?
Let's learn more about who belongs!

Licenses and Attributions for
Chapter Overview

Open Content, Original

“Chapter Overview” by Kimberly Puttman is
licensed under CC BY 4.0.

Figure 7.1. “Who Belongs?: Family Stories of

Immigration” by Kimberly Puttman, Kevin
Acosta, Omar Ruiz Garcia and Samantha Kuk,
Open Oregon Educational Resources, is licensed
under CC BY-ND 4.0.

7.2 The Social Problem of Belonging: Who is Family?

Kimberly Puttman

All of us want to belong. Social scientists say that
everyone needs to feel connected in some way.
Throughout this book, we notice how much we
are already interconnected. Why are we talking
about the social problem of belonging and not the
social problem of family?

First, we talk about belonging because lack of
belonging is a cause and consequence of many
social problems. Belonging is a feeling of deep
connection with social groups, physical places,
and individual and collective experiences. It is a

fundamental human need that predicts numerous
mental, physical, social, economic, and behavioral
outcomes (Allen et al. 2021). One of the smallest
social groups we might belong to is a family. Fami-
lies also belong in communities and wider society.

Also, even though this chapter is about family,
the social problem we are examining isn’t the fam-
ily itself. It’s that some families belong and some
don’t. We can explore this using the five charac-
teristics of a social problem, that we defined in
Chapter 1.
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A social problem goes beyond the
experience of an individual

At first glance, it may be obvious that a family is
about more than one person, so the social problem
of family would easily meet this criterion. How-
ever, let’s look a little deeper.

You may be making decisions in your family
right now—whether to homeschool your child or
go back to work, how to take care of your aging

parent, and whether you want to have kids. Each
choice is yours to make. However, the values and
inequalities of our society influence the choices
we have.

For example, sociologists examine when people
get married. These norms change over time. The
median age of first marriage for both women (red,
bottom line) and men (top, blue line) has increased
by nearly ten years since the 1960s.

Median age at first marriage: 1890 to present

1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950

1960 1970 1980

Age (years)
32

30
28
Men

26

24
Women

o]

°//

1990 2000 2010 2022

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Censuses, 1890 to 1940, and Current Population

United States®

Census

e— Bureau

U.S. Department of Commerce
U.S. CENSUS BUREAU
census.gov

Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1947 to 2022.
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Figure 7.2 U.S. Census graph showing the age of first marriages going up since the 1950s. What social factors might drive this change?

Image description.

For example, we can look at the age at which it is
normal or expected to get married in figure 7.2. In
the United States, the average age of first marriage
for women is 26.5 years as of 2010. And only 51
percent of all adults in the United States are mar-
ried (Cohn et al. 2011). When and whether you get
married is a wider social pattern that sociologists
can measure and explain. Some causes include
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increased education, decreased stigma around
being unmarried, and higher costs of living.

But what about who you marry? That’s an indi-
vidual choice, right?

Actually, governments regulate who you can
marry. On a worldwide scale, some countries

allow marriage for same-sex couples, and some



don’t. You can see this information for yourselves
in figure 7.3.

Marriage for same-sex partners, 2023

World

B Lezal [ Civil union or other partnership || Foreign same-sexmarriages recognizedonly | | Unregistered cohabitation | | Varies by region
[ Unrecognized B Unrecognized, same-sex marriage and civil unions banned M Not legal | | Nodata
Source: Equaldex (2023) OurwaorldinData.org/Ight-rights » CCBY
MAP TABLE SOURCES & DOWNLOAD -

Figure 7.3 In most of the Western hemisphere, Western Europe, and Australia, same sex marriage is permitted. In most of Africa, Asia,

Eastern Europe and the Middle East, it is not. Image description.

These are just two examples of how creating a A social problem results from a
family goes beyond the experience of the individ-  conflict in values

ual. Family is influenced by wider laws, policies,

and practices. This begins a social problem. A second characteristic of a social problem is that

it results from a conflict in values.

One of the biggest conflicts in values relates to

who is considered family. Let’s look at two com-

mon family forms.
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Figure 7.4 The family in this picture from the TV sitcom Leave It to Beaver includes a dad, Ward; a mom, June; and two boys, Wally and
Beaver. This family represents an idealized image of the nuclear family.

The traditional American family has been iden-
tified as the nuclear family, a family group that
consists of two parents and their children living
together in one household. This family is most
often represented as a male and female hetero-
sexual married couple who is middle class, White,
and with several children. When society or the
individuals within a society designate one kind of
family to be traditional, they value this kind of
family structure with these particular social char-
acteristics. This is sometimes called the “Leave It
to Beaver family” after the popular sitcom televi-
sion show that ran from 1957 until 1963 (figure
7.4).

The nuclear family form is common in indi-
vidualist societies. An individualistic society
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emphasizes the needs and success of the individual
over the needs of the whole community. People
attribute success to the hard work of the individ-
ual person (Cherry 2023). People more often pick
their partners based on romantic love or at least
individual choice (Bejanyan et al. 2014). Laws,
policies and practices in the United States often
assume that the nuclear family is the best family
form.

However, this is not the only way to create a
family. In the United States, the number of people
living in multigenerational households is increas-
ing. Multigenerational families include those
families with two or more adult generations and
families with grandchildren under age 25 and
grandparents living together.



People in the U.S. Living in Multigenerational Family
Households Quadrupled Between 1971 and 2021
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Data source: “Financial Issues Top the List of Reasons U.S. Adults Live in Multigenerational
Homes," Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and
Economic Supplement (ASEC) data files for 1971, 1981, 1991, 2001, 2011, and 2021 (IPUMS).

Design by Elizabeth Pearce and Michaela Willi Hooper,
oY Open Oregon Educational Resources, CC BY 4.0.

Figure 7.5 The number of Americans who live in multigenerational households has increased since the low in the 1970s. This graph is
based on an analysis by the Pew Research Center based on data from the U.S. Census and 2000-2016 American Community Survey.
Image description.

People living in multigenerational households  ple say that caring for an elderly adult or young
say they save money by living together. Some peo-  children is a reason to live together (Mitchell
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2022). Currently, in the United States, Asian, His-
panic, and Black families are more likely to live
in multigenerational households than White fam-
ilies. (Mitchell 2022) However, this family form
was also common for White families before the
1950s. (Shayesteh 2023). Before the 1950s and the
rise of suburban architecture, the extended or
multigenerational household was the most com-
mon family form.

Extended families are common in collectivist
societies. A collectivist society focuses on meeting
the needs and goals of all members of a group
rather than focusing on individual successes.
Interconnected relationships with families and
communities are important, and form a key part
of an individual’s identity (Cherry 2022). In col-
lectivist societies, your family might help you pick
your partner, in part based on whether they got
along with your relatives (Bejanyan, Marshall, and
Ferenczi 2015).

As we think about the social problem of belong-
ing, we can see that our changing family forms
reveal deep conflicts in values around family.
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A social problem arises when
groups of people experience
inequality

In Chapter 5 we talked about inequality in edu-
cation. Some families lived in school districts that
had limited funds to spend on education. Other
families lived in school districts that could afford
to have their school lunches catered by local
restaurants.

In Chapter 6 we looked at who had a home. We
discovered that although single men made up the
greatest share of houselessness, women-headed
households were more likely to be poor, and more
likely to be houseless. We also noticed that because
of generational inequality, Black, Hispanic, and
Indigenous people experience less housing stabil-
ity than White people.

These are all measures of inequality. Not all
families have the same access to the resources they
need to care for themselves. We'll examine
inequality more deeply in the chapter section
Inequality in Belonging.

A social problem is socially
constructed but real in its
consequences



For children, growing diversity in
family living arrangements
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Figure 7.6 Growing diversity in family living arrangements. What family form does your family fit? Image description.

When sociologists examine the ways in which
people live together, they notice that diversity in
family forms is increasing. When you examine the
graph in figure 7.6, you might notice that two par-

ents in their first marriage comprised over 70 per-
cent of all families in 1960. In 2014, on the other
hand, approximately 45 percent of these families
were two-parent first marriages. We see the
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growth of single-parent families and parents who
cohabitate. We also see an increase in blended
families, consisting of two or more adult partners
and their children together with children from
previous relationships.

Even though the social construction of families
is becoming more diverse, not fitting in has real
consequences. For example, when FEMA decides
who qualifies for disaster relief, they say that only
people who meet the U.S. Census definition of the
family qualify for disaster recovery benefits. If
your great aunt Mabel just happened to be visit-
ing from Montana, she would not get benefits. Or
if you had two nuclear families living in the same
trailer that burned, only one might get assistance.
We'll look at this more in .

How we socially construct our ideas of family
has real consequences.

A social problem must be addressed
interdependently, using both
individual agency and collective
action

In the video that began our chapter, we saw two
families making choices that increased their
resilience.
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Figure 7.7 More dads are deciding that parenting is a central
part of their identity. They are taking on more childcare and
housekeeping and staying home more often. Although
participation rates are growing, women still stay at home more
to care for children and do more of the related work.

Deciding who belongs in a family depends in
part on individual agency. For example, you may
argue with your partner about who will do the
dishes tonight. On a wider scale, more dads par-
ticipate in daily family life, as shown in figure 7.7.
As of 2016, dads are 16 percent of all stay-at-home
parents (Livingston and Parker 2019). Even
though women still do the majority of childcare
and housework, men are increasing their partici-
pation in parenting and childcare. (Livingston and
Parker 2019). The change in involvement partially
depends on individual families making daily
choices about how to do the work of a family.

However, changes in belonging also depend on
collective action. For example, early activism for
gay and lesbian rights focused on recognizing and



valuing all of the forms of family that queer people
might experience. Because gay and lesbian people
could not marry, adopt children, or make medical
decisions for each other, activists marched in the
streets to say that “All Families Matter” whether
they were legally recognized or not. In 1996, Con-
gress passed the Defense of Marriage Act
(DOMA), which limited marriage to between one
man and one woman. In many ways, this act solid-
ified that marriage was a goal for queer people.
Activism and legal challenges at the state level
slowly won the right for same-sex couples to have
civil unions and to marry (Goldberg 2015). On
June 26, 2015, in the case of Obergefell v. Hodges,
the Supreme Court ruled that the fundamental
right to marry is guaranteed to same-sex couples.
This combination of social movement pressure
and legal action fundamentally changed the defin-
ition of marriage in the United States.

As we decide who belongs in a family or as a
family, we take interdependent action as individ-
uals and collectives to ensure that everyone
belongs.

Licenses and Attributions for The
Social Problem of Belonging: Who is
Family

Open Content, Original

“The Social Problem of Belonging: Who is Fam-
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BY 4.0.
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7.3 Inequality in Belonging

Kimberly Puttman

We have already started seeing how inequality in
belonging relates to families. Let’s look deeper at
citizenship, ethnicity, and sexual orientation to
see how these social locations impact belonging.

Early Roots: Slavery, Bodily
Autonomy, Citizenship and Class

In the first part of this book, we've examined how
class, race, gender, sexual orientation and abil-
ity/disability shape the experiences of social
problems. As we look deeper, we see that a pow-
erful connection exists between slavery, bodily
autonomy, citizenship, and class.

In the early years of our country’s founding,
wealthy White immigrants wanted to maintain
their wealth and social standing. In the North,
many of these wealthy owners became mill or
manufacturing businessmen. In the South, many
of these wealthy owners owned land, growing cot-

276 \Who Belongs?: The Social Problem of Family

ton, tobacco, and sugar. These crops were labor
intensive and needed abundant cheap labor to
ensure profit. White enslavers enslaved Black
Africans to do the work in forced labor camps
(plantations). Northern manufacturers also bene-
fited from slavery because their mills used cotton
and other southern crops to create cloth and blan-
kets they sold.

To ensure that they made money, enslavers
enforced a system that stripped enslaved people
of their bodily autonomy. Bodily autonomy is the
idea that a person has the power to decide what
happens to their own body (Artim N.d.). Part of
the definition of slavery is that an enslaved person
is denied their bodily autonomy by an enslaver
. Enslaved people could not choose where they
worked or what they ate. They could not get mar-
ried (Berry 2018). Enslavers could harm or kill
enslaved people for any reason without any legal
retribution.



il _.—.l

Figure 7.8 This disturbing image of the auction of enslaved people shows a child being sold, separated from their family. Among other
atrocities, this violates the bodily autonomy of the women, children, and men who experienced this under slavery.

While these restrictions were horrific for any
enslaved person, women faced additional chal-
lenges to their bodily autonomy. Enslavers could
rape them at any time. Their children could be
sold for any reason, as depicted in the illustration
in figure 7.8, showing a Black child being sold at
auction, with their mother pleading to stop the
sale.

Beyond the individual experience of violence,
enslavers codified new rules about children and
race. Reversing centuries of English law, which
said that any child belongs to the father’s family,
colonists enacted laws that said children belonged
to the mother. In 1662, the Virginia colonists
passed a policy which read:

Whereas some doubts have arrisen (sic)
whether children got by any Englisman
upon a Negro woman should be slave or
ffree (sic), Be it therefore enacted and declared
by this present grand assembly, that all chil-
dren borne (sic) in this country shall be
held bond or free only according to the
(Roberts

condition of the mother.

2021:50)

Not only were the children of a White man and a
Black woman considered Black, but the children
were also enslaved at the moment of their birth.
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Figure 7.9 Dorothy Roberts is a professor of law, sociology, and

Africana studies. Her work on the construction of race helps us
understand bodily autonomy.

Dorothy Roberts [Website], a professor of law,

sociology, and Africana studies, writes that the
laws that created our current racial classification
system regulated interracial sex. She writes,

Though these laws were partly aimed at
presenting miscegenation [the mixing of
races), they also incentivized the rape of
Black women by their white enslavers,
who could profit from their sexual assaults
by enslaving any resulting children.
(Roberts 2021:48)

This lack of bodily autonomy had even more con-
sequences. For example, enslaved people were not
citizens of the new country of the United States.
However, free White persons who had lived in the
United States for two years and were “of good
character” could become citizens (Blakemore
2020). In addition, White children who were born
in the United States could become citizens.

This concept of birthright citizenship means
that a child born in a country becomes a citizen,
regardless of the citizenship of their parents. This
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concept was powerful for a new country, because
it began to allow the formation of an American
identity. Citizenship allowed people to vote and
to run for public office. Citizens must pay taxes
to support the government, but they also receive
public benefits. Today, some of the public benefits
are Social Security and Medicare. Even though
birthright citizenship is a powerful concept, it
didn’t apply to everyone when it was initially
established.

In 1790, Black people were over 20 percent of
the U.S. population and over 40 percent of the
population in Southern states (Bouton 2010). In
order to maintain White supremacy, White people
did not grant birthright citizenship to enslaved
people. Only the 14th amendment, which was rat-
ified after the Civil War, offered birthright citizen-
ship to all Black people born here.

Today, slavery is illegal, and Black people have
full citizenship, but the historical oppression that
is tangled in capitalism, patriarchy, racism, and
citizenship continues to harm people today. For
example, Black families continue to experience
more housing instability than White families, a
problem we explored in Chapter 6.

The Intersectionality of Belonging:
Ethnicity, Origin, and Citizenship

Where do you come from? Where do you belong?

On the surface, these questions may sound sim-
ple. You might answer that your family comes
from Ireland, and you belong right here, in your
hometown. Or your answers may be much more
complicated. Your parents are from Honduras, but
you are American. Your family was here before
the United States was formed, either because your
family is Indigenous or descended from the Span-
ish and Portuguese that colonized in the 1500s
and 1600s. These answers are as complex and
nuanced as each one of us is different.


https://www.law.upenn.edu/faculty/roberts1

However, the government regulates who gets to
belong in a country, state, or community. They
decide who gets to be a citizen and who gets to
be a family. As we demonstrated in Early Roots:
Slavery, Bodily Autonomy, Race, and Class, race

determined citizenship historically, and continues
to influence belonging today. What other factors
can influence citizenship and belonging?

Ethnicity

Jewish, Irish, Latinx. What do all these groups have
in common? It’s not a country. Every group shares
a country with another group or is found in mul-

tiple countries. It’s not religion, although Jewish
is also a religious tradition. It’s not race because
[rish and Latino people, for example, may be from
many different races.

The commonality is that each of these groups
shares a unique ethnicity. As you will remember
from Chapter 2, ethnicity is a group of people
who share a cultural background such as language,
location, and religion. Often these groups share

behaviors or cultural practices also.

Figure 7.10 Being Jewish is both a religion and ethnicity. Some people who identify as Jewish don't practice the related religion. Others
do. In the photo on the left, Bel Kaufman, Rachel Cohen Gerrol, and Rachel Sklar are being honored for their social justice work. In the

photo on the right, men are praying at the Western Wall in Jerusalem.

For example, people who identify as Jewish may
practice the Jewish religion. According to devout
Jews, children are Jewish if their mothers are Jew-
ish. Almost 30 percent of Jewish people in the U.S.
identify as Jewish but don’t practice Judaism as a
religion (Pew Research Center 2021). They may
still enjoy latkes as holiday food but not celebrate
Shabbat regularly.
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Figure 7.11 This couple is making latkes. Foods may start out
with having religious significance. People with a particular
ethnicity may still love them, even if they don't engage in all the
religious practices. What foods do you eat that are connected
with a particular culture or ethnicity?

Figure 7.12 These traditional Irish musicians are playing at the
Cliffs of Moher in Ireland. More people of Irish ethnicity live
outside of Ireland than within it. Why might this be?

280 Who Belongs?: The Social Problem of Family

Irish is yet another ethnic group, as shown in
figure 7.12. Over five million people live in Ireland
as of 2023. They are Irish as their ethnicity and
their nationality. However, more Irish people live
outside of Ireland than in the country (Haynie
2016). Their ethnicity is Irish, but not their
nationality. Some people speak Irish. Others say
they are Irish because their grandparents or great-
grandparents emigrated from there. Still others
learn Irish step dancing or storytelling or the harp
and pennywhistle. Many are Catholic. Some are
Protestant. People in Ireland and around the
world identify as Irish ethnicity.

But how does ethnicity impact the social prob-
lem of belonging and family? Fundamentally, eth-
nicity can be a social location that experiences
oppression and privilege. Let’s look at some
examples.

First, ethnic groups often experience violence
related to their ethnicity. More than 60 percent
of all European Jews were murdered during the
Holocaust in World War II (The United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum N.d.).
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“7ASTED-—A good, reliable woman to take
the care of a boy two years old, in a small family
in Brookline. Good wages and a permanent situation
given. No washing or froning will be required, hut

ood recommendations as to character and capacity
demanded. FPostively no Ilrish need ly. Csllat 224
Washington street, corner of Summer street.

iy 2=

Figure 7.13 This advertisement from an 1868 Boston newspaper is advertising for a reliable woman to care for a child. It asserts,
“Postively (sic) no Irish need apply.” This statement reflects discrimination.

Even when violence is no longer a response,
people from different ethnic groups may experi-
ence oppression. For example, the advertisement
in figure 7.13 notes that no Irish need apply.
Although academics debate how many of these
signs were actually posted, there was widespread

anti-Irish prejudice and discrimination in the
mid-19th century immigration to the United
States. Irish immigrants fought to redefine these
laws, policies, and practices. Now, most people of
[rish ethnicity define themselves as White.

7.3 Inequality in Belonging 281



Unpacking Oppression, Naming Justice: Why is Latinx a Word?

Like other racial and ethnic terms in this country, “Latino” and “Hispanic” were created as
counterpoints to “white.”..."White” was invented five hundred years ago to describe the
privilege enjoyed by one group of people, and to justify the exploitation of “Black” people.
In the words of James Baldwin, “White is a metaphor for power.”

...it strikes me how “Latino” is a shield of unity that protects our people, and that gives
them a common sense of purpose, in this unraveling country we call home.

- Héctor Tobar, Our Migrant Souls: A Meditation on Race and the Meanings and Myths of
“Latino”

You may have heard the words Hispanic, Latino, Mesoamerican, Chicano, Chicana, or Latinx to
refer to people who share an ethnicity. One of the first questions that White people often ask
Brown-skinned people is, “Where are you from?” (Sue et al. 2007), followed closely by “What
should | call you?”

Latino Hispanic

jHablamos

Espafiol!

People whose ancestors came from Native speakers of Spanish, which
Latin America, including Central includes people from Spain but not
and South America, Brazil and some countries like Brazil.

of the Caribbean Islands.

Latin American map
® @ (https:/~/enwikipedia.org/wiki/File:Latin_America_(orthographic_projection).svg) by Heraldry is
licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 Infographic design by Kim Puttman and Michaela Willi Hooper,

Open Oregon Educational Resources, is licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.

Figure 7.14 Latino refers to people whose ancestors came from Latin America and speak Spanish, Portuguese, or French. Hispanic
refers to native Spanish speakers, including people from Spain but not countries like Brazil. Image description.

Although the terms Hispanic and Latino are often used interchangeably, they are not the
same, as shown in the figure 7.14. Hispanic usually refers to native speakers of Spanish. Latino
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refers to people who come from, or whose ancestors came from, Latin America. Not all
Hispanics are Latinos. Latinos may be of any race or ethnicity; they may be of European,
African, Native American descent, or mixed ethnic background. Thus, people from Spain are
Hispanic but are not Latino.

One of the reasons some people prefer Latino is that it focuses on Latin America. It excludes
Spain, the country that colonized much of Latin America. Many Mesoamerican people identify
with the country of origin of themselves or their families. Origin refers to the geographical
location where a person was born and grew up. This includes regions of the United States, as
well as other countries. In immigrant families, children may call themselves Mexican American
or Puerto Rican if their families originated from those countries.

One of the emerging terms is Latinx. Latinx is used as a gender-neutral alternative to Latino
or Latina. Similarly to they/them pronouns, Latinx does not imply or impose gender identity
on the people who label themselves that way. Latinx is an invitation to queer people, an
acknowledgment that people who are gender non-conforming exist with the intersectional
identities of Latin o/a and queer.

Now it's your turn to unpack oppression and name justice:

From the following list of options for this activity, please select about 5 minutes’ worth of
content.

+ Hispanic, Latino, Latinx: What Is In a Name [Streaming Video]. This 3:11-minute video describes

the experiences of community members around naming.

« Key Facts about U.S. Latinos and Their Diverse Heritage [Website]. This research article from

Pew Research examines the Diversity of U.S. Latinos.

« What Being Hispanic and Latinx Means in the United States [Streaming Video]. In this 11:51
TED Talk, student Fernanda Ponce talks about racism and being Latinx in the United States.

+ John Leguizamo discusses Latinx [Streaming Video]. This 1:18-minute TikTok video shows actor

John Leguizamo talking about the term Latinx with popular artists.

« Hanging with the Oregon Homies, episode #2 [Podcast]. This podcast is from Dr. Franki Trujillo

Dalbey and Dr. Oscar Juarez, recorded in Oregon. In it, they discuss all the variations of names.
Although they changed their mind later about Latinx based on John Leguizamo’s work, it remains a
fascinating discussion of the power of naming. It’s 29 minutes long, but you can listen to a shorter
snippet.

Once you've watched, read, or listened, please consider these questions:

1. How can we see naming as a process of social construction?
2. How does naming convey power?
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3. How is “Where are you from?” a racist statement when asked by a White person to a person of color?
Could “Where are you from?” be a useful question between Mesoamerican people?
4. How can naming start to solve a social problem?
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Citizenship and Ethnicity

The importance of ethnicity only begins with
naming. Ethnicity is part of how White people in
power define who belongs in our society and who
doesn’t. Let’s look at how ethnicity and citizenship
are connected.

Most Latinx people who live in the United
States are citizens. As of 2019, two-thirds of all
Latinx people were born in the United States.
They have birthright citizenship. Only one-third
of the Latinx population are immigrants. As more
children are born in the U.S,, the percentage of the
Latinx population who are immigrants decreases.
Most Latinx immigrants immigrate legally.

Undocumented people are anyone residing in
any given country without legal documentation.
It includes people who entered the U.S. without
inspection and proper permission from the gov-
ernment and those who entered with a legal visa
that is no longer valid (Immigrants Rising 2023).
Only approximately 12 percent of Latinx people in
the U.S. are undocumented. This is a much smaller
number than many politicians would have you
believe.

The binary of documented and undocumented
hides a more complicated truth. Immigration
exists on a spectrum. Many families are mixed-
status families.

Immigration status exists on a

spectrum

Non-immigrant Visa
(Student, Scholars,
Students, Tourists)

U.S. Citizen
Immigrant Visa
(Permanent
Resident/Green Card

Asylee/Refugee
DACA
Temporary Protected
Status

==

Fewer protections/more
risk

More protections/lower
risk 6

Figure 7.15 This infographic describes possible immigration statuses from undocumented to full citizenship. The amount of
protection and risk change as you move through this spectrum. Some families are completely undocumented. Others are completely

permanent residents or citizens. Image description.

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FmfzfjrIPoo

Figure 7.16 This 4:44-minute video on mixed-status families [Streaming Video] describes what the experience is like. Is life the

same for your family? Or does everyone in your family experience the privilege of citizenship? Transcript.
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A mixed-status family is a family whose mem-
bers include people with different citizenship or
immigration statuses, as shown in figure 7.15.
Please take a few minutes to learn about the expe-
riences of mixed-status families by watching the
video in figure 7.16. One example of a mixed-sta-
tus family is one in which the parents are undoc-
umented, and the children are U.S.-born citizens.
The number of mixed-status families is growing.
Between 2010 and 2019, the number of children
aged 17 and under with immigrant parents grew
by 5 percent. As of 2019, more than a quarter of
young children in the United States were children

o5f immigrants, and nearly 90 percent of these
children were U.S. citizens (National Immigration
Law Center 2022).

One place we see social problems at work for
immigrant families is when we look at mixed-sta-
tus families. Mixed-status families experience
social, economic, legal, and health challenges
unique to their family configuration. These fami-
lies are often multigenerational extended families
with grandparents, parents, and children in the
same house.

Let’s learn about another mixed-status family.

ANOTHER IMMIGRANT STORY: MY MOM

My mom came to the United States accompanied by her aunt and uncle at the age of 14. She
and her parents (my grandparents) decided that it would be best for her to leave Mexico
because she was no longer attending school, as they could not afford it, and she was more

than likely going to be stuck working at my grandpa's small farm for the rest of her life.

Once in the United States, she was able to return to school and soon became the first in the
family to graduate from high school. She found it impossible to further her education as
there were no scholarships or loans available to undocumented folks at the time, so she went
to work. She worked at a potato factory, met my dad, and had kids, including me. Right
around this time, DACA came around, which was huge. She applied for DACA, was approved,
and soon after was able to quit her factory job for a much better-paying job.

Now that myself and my siblings are a little older, she is considering going back to school and
even buying a house, but she finds herself constantly second-guessing that decision as her

future here in the United States is uncertain.

Now that we understand a little bit about specific families’ experiences, we can look more
deeply at the laws and policies that impact them. These laws and policies include DACA and

the Dream Act.
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DACA, DREAMERS, AND IMMIGRATION

Carla Mendel is a Latinx woman and daughter of immigrants. She was a community college
student when she wrote this section, perhaps similar to you. She wrote this content about
DACA and Dreamers as an open pedagogy project for Open Oregon, the project we described
in Chapter 5. This section has been updated slightly to include more current data.

DACA

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) is a policy created under the Obama adminis-
tration on June 15, 2012. Key criteria for DACA eligibility are:
are under 31 years of age as of June 15, 2012
came to the U.S. while under the age of 16
have continuously resided in the U.S. from June 15, 2007, to the present
More criteria are listed at the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration DACA Website. You can
read more if you are interested.

An applicant granted DACA is not considered to have legal status but will not be deemed to be
accruing unlawful presence in the U.S. during the time period when their DACA is in effect.
DACA allows individuals to live in the U.S. without fear of deportation and with work authoriza-
tion. DACA is temporary. Every two years the individual will need to reapply, which means sub-
mitting an application, getting biometrics done, and paying a fee of $495.

At its peak, there were up to about 800,000 DACA recipients, but those numbers dramatically
declined during the Trump Administration due to fear of what would happen to the DACA pro-
gram. The number of people on DACA now is closer to 600,000.

As of 2023, DACA is still legal but being contested. The Fifth Circuit court, which includes Texas,
Louisiana, and Mississippi, ruled that DACA is illegal, so new DACA applications are being
accepted but not processed. However, people who are on DACA today can reapply (U.S. Citi-
zenship and Immigration Service 2023).

DREAM ACT

The Dream Act, which would make DACA permanent and would give DREAMers an opportu-
nity to obtain legal status if they meet the requirements. The U.S. House has passed this bill,
but not the Senate. President Joe Biden promised to sign it if it passed Congress (Gogol 2023).

The DREAM Act would create a conditional permanent resident status valid for up to eight
years for young undocumented immigrants. It would protect them from deportation, allow
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them to work legally in the United States, and permit them to travel outside the country. It
would also allow them to become permanent lawful residents. Having a clear path to lawful
resident status allows DREAMers to belong.

THE LEGAL PROCESS

Russn susgusin, Geraber 3555 L

What Part of Legal Immigration Don’t You Understand? i s cuissisa amia Mlstraied by Terny Coln

Figure 7.17 The process for immigrants to obtain legal citizenship is complicated and long. Feel free to click
on a larger, more legible version [Website]. Image description.

“Just come here legally,” is one of my most disliked phrases for immigrants because the
process to do so is not as easy as the general public thinks, as shown in figure 7.17. Immi-
grants, just like everyone else, move because where they currently are isn't providing them
what is needed to succeed. Unlike here in the United States, they cannot just move from one
state to another to seek out those opportunities, as they do not exist there either. Instead,
they need to leave the country.

Some people have the time and money needed to try and apply for a visa or have a family
member who is a United States citizen or legal permanent resident (LPR) sponsor them to
become an LPR and can come to the United States that way. This could take anywhere from
six to 28 years and will cost anywhere from $750 to $1,225 per person (U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services 2022), so it's obvious that there could be a lack of money needed to take
this route. It is even worse for others if their current situation might be more urgent, and they
don’t have the time to wait. If legal immigration was easy, accessible, and fast, it's very unlikely
that people wouldn't risk their lives entering and living in the United States without documen-
tation.
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Figure 7.18 Some people equate asylum seekers with criminals.
This connection is not true. Why do you think this is part of our
political rhetoric?

Government control of immigrant families goes
beyond courts and laws. It also includes breaking
families apart. Resistance to this action is shown
in figure 7.18. The U.S. government forcibly sep-
arated 5,000 children from their families in 2017
and 2018. In the application of this “Zero-toler-
policy,
deported. Because children can’t be imprisoned,
they were handed over to the Department of
Health and Human Services. These children were

ance” undocumented parents were

cared for in refugee resettlement shelters. How-
ever, cared for isn’'t the right word. They were
held in cages. Some caretakers raped or assaulted
the children. Some children died because of illness
and neglect. Ex-president Donald Trump
rescinded the zero tolerance policy as of June
2018, but separations continued to occur. As of
November 2021, 2248 children had been reunited
with their families. The remainder have not been
reunited (Southern Poverty Law Center 2022).

As of 2023, the work of reuniting families con-
tinues. Some sources estimate that 1,000 children

still need to be reconnected with their families.

Some children haven't seen their families in five
years. The trauma that families experienced in
their home countries and the trauma they experi-
enced during forced separation continues. Unsur-
prisingly, a recent study finds that parents and
children who have been separated need significant
mental health support even after family reunifi-
cation occurs (Hampton et al. 2021).

These challenges to immigration and the polit-
ical rhetoric that supports limiting immigration
is based on a particular kind of prejudice known
as nativism. Nativism is an intense opposition
to an internal minority that is seen as a national
threat on the grounds of its foreignness (Kesi¢ and
Duyvendak 2019:445). For example, the political
slogan, “Make America Great Again” is partially
based on the idea that there is something wrong
or dangerous with immigrants so therefore, immi-
gration should be restricted. Nativism is an under-
lying cause of the inequality that immigrant
families face.

Queer Families

Families challenged by immigration and citizen-
ship are not the only kinds of families that expe-
rience inequality in the United States. Queer
families also experience inequality. Approximately
3.3 million people live in same-sex marriages and
partnerships. This number is growing. However,
these families experience social, economic, and
legal challenges. Before we look at the experience
of these families, let’s examine this unique word:
queer.
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Unpacking Oppression and Queering Justice: What Do I Mean When I
Say Queer?

For some people, queer is a bad word. For others, it is a source of power. Please take a moment
to watch the 3-minute video in figure 7.19 from activist Tyler Ford about the history of the word
queer. How do you understand this word?

This interactive content is not available in this version of the text. It can be accessed online
here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UpEOu9Dx_24&t=1s

Figure 7.19 In this 3:37 minute video, transgender activist Tyler Ford examines the history and implications of the word queer. Do you
know anyone who identifies as queer? Do you think that word empowers people or harms them? Transcript.

[, Kim Puttman, call myself queer. Queer as in different, but also queer as in challenging
dominant ideas about what identity, sexuality, love, relationship, and family look like. | also
identify as lesbian. | love my wife. Our relationship expands what it means to be “normal” and
“healthy.” | embrace this identity as a source of my power, even though it is also a source of my
marginalization. | stand with generations of activists before me, chanting, “We're here, we're
queer, get used to it!"” In the words of Alex Kapitan on the Radical Copy Editor blog:

In its simplest form, queer means upending mainstream norms about sexuality and
gender (particularly the ones that say that being straight is the human default and that
gender and sexuality are hardwired, binary, and fixed rather than socially constructed,
infinite, and fluid). It also usually speaks to solidarity across lines of race, class, dis/abil-
ity, gender, sexuality, and other identities as part of a radical politics of transforming the
status quo and working toward collective liberation. (Kapitan 2021)

But queer can also be used as a word that conveys hate. When used as an insult, queer is a
word that wounds. Using this word as a threat may be grounded in homophobia, the irrational
fear of or prejudice against individuals who are or are perceived to be gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and other non-heterosexual people. More importantly, it maintains heteronormativity, the
assumption that heterosexuality is the standard for defining normal sexual behavior and that
male-female differences and gender roles are the natural and immutable essentials in normal
human relations (APA 2023). When a bully calls someone queer, they reinforce the idea that
being straight and cisgender is the only right way to be.

So, in this murky terrain, which word do you use? Figure 7.20 offers an illustration that may
help:
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Figure 7.20 LGBTQIA+ Deconstructed explains the acronym LGBTQIA+. Do you know any other labels that support other gender
identities and sexual orientations? Image description.

Although there are many historical reasons that certain names are preferred, it can help to
understand that we are looking at continuums of gender and sexual identity. We won't repeat
the dictionary, but you can look for specific definitions of the terms below in the Human
Rights Campaign glossary [Website] and the Outright International Terminology Blog
[Website] if you want more detail. The following categories provide an entry point into this
discussion about how people describe themselves:

+ Anatomical Sex: Some of these words describe the sexual characteristics of your physical body.
These words include female, male, and intersex.

+ Gender Identity: Some of these words are used to explore whether your physical body and your
identity about your physical body match. These words include cisgender and transgender. They can
also include male and female, when your identity and your sex match. Want to learn more? In Trans

101 - The Basics [Streaming Video] by Minus138, students describe transgender identities and pro-
nouns

+ Gender Expression: Some of these words refer to someone’s gender or outward expression of gen-
der. These words include androgynous, feminine, or masculine.

+ Sexual Attraction: Some of these words refer to someone’s sexual attraction—do they love someone
of the same gender, a different gender, or without reference to gender. These words can include les-
bian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, and many others.

+ Culturally Specific Language: Finally, some of these words describe cultural experiences of non-
conforming sexuality or gender identities. These words include Two Spirit, Muxes, and many more.
For more, check out these resources: What Does “Two-Spirit” Mean? [Streaming Video] in which
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“two-spirit” is described by a two-spirit person, and the blog post, Beyond Gender: Indigenous Per-
spectives Muxe [Website].

But, wait, what's the answer? Can | call someone queer? Maybe, maybe not...

My advice is to listen first. If you listen to what people call themselves, you will use the right
word, whether queer, lesbian, they, trans, or just me.

What do you think?

If this is the first time you've considered these concepts, they can be kind of confusing. To
help, activists created a “gender unicorn” as a way of sorting out identity and attraction.

Please take a moment to look at the Gender Unicorn [Website] and figure out where you fit

on the continuums. If you aren’t sure, no problem. We usually get clearer about these identities
over time.

Then consider:

+  How might you experience power and privilege related to these identities?
« How might differences in these identities create belonging or damage it?
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Inequality in Queer Families

Figure 7.21 Queer parents and their children at San Francisco
Gay Pride 2008. How do queer families help us expand the
definition of who belongs in families?

It is difficult to quantify how many people in
the United States are in LGBTQIA+ relationships
and the number who are parenting. U.S. Census
data gives us some idea, although the numbers are
likely underreported. The U.S. census counted
approximately 10.7 million adults (4.3 percent of
the U.S. adult population) who identify as
LGBTQIA+ and 1.4 million adults (0.6 percent of
the U.S. adult population) who identify as trans-
gender. Of those, approximately 1.1 million are in
same-sex marriages, and 1.2 million are part of an
unmarried same-sex relationship).

Same-Sex Mar- Unmarried Same-Sex Rela- Opposite-Sex Cou-
riages tionship ples

Number of people in Relationship | 1.1 million 1.2 million 66.3 million

Type

Percent Of Couples Raising Chil- 31% 31% 43%

dren

Figure 7.22 Same-Sex Marriages and Relationships. The number of queer and straight families who are parenting are becoming more equal. Older
queer people are less likely to have children. Younger queer people are more likely to have children, so we expect that the numbers will equalize in

the future. What social factors can explain this trend?

As shown in figure 7.22, 31 percent of same-sex
couples, both married and partnered, are raising
children, not too different from the 43 percent
of opposite-sex couples also raising children (US
Census 2022). Approximately 48 percent of
LGBTQIA+ women and 20 percent of LGBTQIA+
men under age fifty are raising children. Approx-
imately 3.7 million children in the United States
have a parent who is LGBTQIA+. LGBTQIA+
couples are also more likely to adopt or foster chil-
dren or 