
ApproachestoSocialProblems:

Socialproblemshavebeenanalyzedscientifically.Wewillexaminesomeofthetheoretical

approacheswhichpresentuniversalexplanationsforalltypesofsocialproblems.

1.SocialDisorganizationApproach:

Socialdisorganizationisaconditionofasociety,communityorgroupinwhichthereisa

breakdownofsocialcontrol,orofasocialorder,orofformalandinformalnormsthatdefine

permissiblebehaviour.Itischar­acterizedbythelackofco-operation,commonvalues,unity,

disciplineandpredictability.

Warren(1949:83-87)hasdescribeditasaconditioninvolving:

(a)Lackofconsensus(disagreementaboutgrouppurposes),

(b)Lackofintegrationofinstitutions(oftenworkingatcrosspurposes),and

(c)Inadequatemeansofsocialcontrol(preventingindividualsfrom playingtheirindividualroles

duetoconfusion).

ElliottandMerrill(1950:20)havedefineditasaprocessbywhichrelationshipsbetween

membersofagrouparebrokenordissolved.Socialdisorganizationoccurswhenthereisa

changeintheequilib­rium offorces,abreakdownofthesocialstructuresothattheformer

pat­ternsnolongerapply,andtheacceptedformsofsocialcontrolnolongerfunction

effectively.

Thisdisruptiveconditionofsociety,whichisevi­dencedbynormlessness,roleconflict,social

conflicts,anddemoralization,increasessocialproblems.Forexample,increasing

in­dustrialization,spreadofeducation,andwomentakinguppaidworkhaveaffectedthe

relationsbetweenhusbandandwife,andbetweenpar­entsandchildren.

Manyoftheoldnormswhichgovernedtheintra-familyandinter-familyrelationsseem tohave

brokendown.Manypeoplefeelfrustratedandunhappy.Thisistheconditionofsocial

disor­ganization,inwhichchangesinthebasicconditionsoflife,causingbreakdownof

traditionalnorms,haveresultedinwidespreaddiscontent­mentanddisillusionment.Inother

words,changehasdisruptedtheorganizationoftheformalsystem ofbehaviour.Talkingof

socialdisor­ganizationinslum life,Whyte(1955:268)hasreferredtodeviantornon-approved

grouporganizationinslums.

However,accordingtooneschoolofthought,thestateofsocialdis­organizationdoesnot

alwayscreatesocialproblems.Forexample,duringHitler’sregime,Germanywasnota

disorganizedsocietynordur­ingStalin’sregime,wastheSovietUnioninastateof

disorganization;yetmanyconditionsinthesecountrieswereshocking“deviationsfrom the

socialideal,demandingsocialaction”,thatis,thereweresocialproblems.



Reactingtothisview,somescholarssaythatevenifthesocialdisorganizationtheorymaynot

explainallsocialproblems,itdoesex­plainsomeofthesocialproblems,forexample,mental

illnessmaynotbeasymptom ofadisorganizedsocietybutcorruptioninthesocietydoeslead

tothemalfunctioningofinstitutions,lackofperfectconsensusandtheevasionofsocialcontrol

bysomecitizens.

Inemployingthesocialdisorganizationapproachtosocialproblems(HortonandLeslie,

1970:33),onelookstofactorslike:Whatwerethetraditionalnormsandpractices?Whatwere

themajorchangesthatmadethem ineffective?Whataretheoldruleswhichhavebrokendown

par­tiallyorcompletely?Whatisthenatureanddirectionofsocialchange?Whoarethe

disgruntledgroupsandwhatsolutionsdotheypropose?Howvariousdoproposedsolutionsfit

inwiththetrendofsocialchange?Whatmaybecometheacceptedrulesinthefuture?

2.CulturalLagApproach:

Culturelagisasituationinwhichsomepartsofaculturechangeatafasterratethanother

relatedpartsresultinginthedisruptionofintegra­tionandequilibrium oftheculture;for

example,thematerialculturechangesmorerapidlythanthenon-materialcultureinindustrial

societiesthroughrapidadvancesinscienceandtechnology(Ogburn,1966).

Thetheoryofculturelag,inparticularholdsthatinmodernsocietiestherehasbeenatendency

forchangeinthepolitical,educational,familyandreligiousinstitutionstofallbehind

technologicalchanges.Itisthuseasytoseehowculturelagcancreatesocialproblems.Even

afterrapidindus­trializationinthelastquarterofthenineteenthcenturyandinthefirstquarter

ofthetwentiethcentury,somepeopleweresoinfluencedbytherigidrestrictionsofthecaste

system thattheyrefusedtoworkwithmem­bersofothercastesintheindustriesand

preferredtoremainunemployedandpoor.

Thefirstquarterofthetwentiethcentury,thus,remainedape­riodofculturelag.Ittookmore

thanagenerationtoadaptourselvestotechnologicaldevelopmentinagricultureandindustry.

Oursocialinsti­tutions,thus,retainedthetraditionalflavourwhereastechnologyadvancedin

theworld.Thoughtheculturelagtheoryexplainssomeofthesocialproblems(likeAIDS,

populationexplosion,etc.),itdoesnotexplainallsocialproblems.It,therefore,cannotbe

acceptedasauniversalexplanationofallsocialproblems.

3.ValueConflictApproach:

Avalueisageneralizedprincipleofbehaviourtowhichthemembersofagroupfeelastrong,

emotionally-tonedpositivecommitmentandwhichprovidesastandardforjudgingspecificacts

andgoals.Eachmemberofthegroupisexpectedtoremaincommittedtothevaluesaccepted

bythegroup.Values,thus,providethegeneralizedstandardsofbehaviour.Ex­amplesof

valuesareequality,justice,communalharmony,patriotism,mobility,collectivism,compromise,

sacrifice,adjustmentandsoforth.Becauseofthestrongemotionalfeelingattachedtovalues

andbecausetheyserveasstandardsforjudgingconcretegoalsoractions,theyareoften



regardedasabsolute(Theodorson,1969:456).

Differentgroupshavedifferentsystemsofvalues.Incompatibilitybetweenthevaluesoftwoor

moregroupstotheextentthattheroleper­formanceofindividualsisinterferedwithiscalled

‘valueconflict’.Thisstateofconflictmaylastonlyashortwhileoritmaybeapersistent

problem.

Forexample,conflictinvaluesofworkersandemployersleadstoindustrialunrest,strikesand

lockouts;orconflictinvaluesbetweenlandownersandlandlesslabourersleadstoagrarian

unrestoragricul­turallabourers’movements;ortheliberalbusinessmenmaybelievein

encouraginghardwork,thrift,honestyandambitionandmayrewardthesevirtuesfinancially,

butontheotherhand,theconservativesmaydifferprofoundlywiththisviewandmaybelievein

theprofitmotiveandindividualinitiative.Liberalsandconservativesthusdiffernotonlyon

mattersofpoliciesbutmoreprofoundlyonthoseofvalues.

ThevalueconflicttheoristslikeWaller,Fuller,CuberandHarperholdthatclashesinvalue

system areofbasicimportanceintheoriginanddevelopmentofsocialproblems.Waller

(1936:924)hasreferredtotheconflictbetween‘organizational’and‘humanitarian’values.The

formerfavourprivatepropertyandindividualism,whilethelatterarevo­tariesofremedyingthe

misfortunesofothers.Butthistheoreticalapproachistoovague.

Thepro-poundershavenotexplainedtheirviewsinconcretedetails.Itistruethatourcurrent

valuesoveremphasizemoneyandmaterialpossessionsandthisattitudeencouragescorruption,

smuggling,drugtrafficking,black-marketing,andtakingofbribesbutproblemslikewhite-collar

crimecannotbere­ducedtoaconflictofvalues.

Theproblem ofdivorcemaybetheresultofvalueconflictbutallfamilyproblemscannotbe

explainedmerelyintermsofdisagreementsbetweenhusbandandwifeorparentsandchildren.

Agreementoncommonvalueshelpsinmaintainingharmo­niousinterpersonalrelationsin

familyoroutsideitbutitisnottheonlythingneededforfamilystabilityorgroupsuccess.

Thus,thevalueconflicttheorymaybeusefulinsomeareaslikeeconomics,intheanaly­sisof

socialproblems,butitcertainlycannotbeacceptedasauniversalexplanation.Onapplyingthe

valueconflictapproach,questionswhicharegener­allyasked(HortonandLeslie,1970:40)are:

Whatarethevaluesthatareinconflict?Howdeepisthevalueconflict?Whatgroupsinthe

societyholdtoeachofthecompetingvalues?Howpowerfularethey?Whichvaluesaremore

consistentwithotherlargervaluessuchasdemocracyandfreedom?Whatvaluesacrifices

wouldeachsolutionrequire?Aresomeproblemsinsolubleatpresentbecauseofcertain

irreconcilablevalueconflicts?

4.PersonalDeviationApproach:

Deviationisnon-conformitytosocialnorms.Itisdifferentfrom abnor­malbehaviourbecause

thelatterconnotespsychologicalillnessratherthansocialmaladjustmentorconflict.Thus,



peoplewhodeviatefrom socialnormsarenotnecessarilymentallyill.Inthesocial

disorganizationapproachtosocialproblems,onelookstotherulesthathavebrokendownand

thechangesthathavetakenplacebecauseofthebreakingoftherules.Inpersonaldeviation

approach,onelookstothemotivationandbehaviourofthedeviantswhoareinstru­mentalin

causingtheproblems.

Twofactorsthatneedexplanationinthepersonaldeviationapproachare:

(i)Howdoespersonaldeviancyde­velop?

(ii)Whattypesofpersonaldeviationarefrequentlyinvolvedinsocialproblems?

Personaldeviancydevelopsbecauseofeither:

(a)Anin­dividual’sinabilitytofollowgenerallyacceptednorms,or

(b)Anindividual’sfailuretoacceptgenerallyacceptednorms.

Thefirstiscausedbecauseofaperson’semotional,socialorbiologicaldeficiency,thatis,

somepersonsaresoconstitutedbiologically,emotionally,orso­ciallythattheyareincapable

ofadheringconsistentlytogenerallyacceptedstandards.Thesociallydeficientdonottruly

violatenorms;rathertheymanifestaninabilitytolearnandfollowthenorms.Thecauseof

emotionaldeficiencyisbio-psychological.Thesedeviantsthatconstitutesocialproblemsand

alsocontributetoproblemsoftenrequiremedical,psychiatricandenvironmentalorsocial

therapies.

Ontheotherhand,anindividual’sfailuretoacceptsocialnormshassomethingtodowith

deficiencyinsocialization.Theseindividuals,thoughhavelearntthenormsandvalueslike

honesty,truthfulness,integrity,justiceandco­operation,theycannotputthem intopractice.

Theyremaindisposedtotellinglies,cheating,exploiting,anddefamingotherswhenitsuitstheir

pur­poses.Theirdeviancedoesnotproduceanyguilt-feelingorshameinthem.Theymay

changesidesabruptlyandcompletelyonasocialissueifitservestheirpurpose.Theycarelittle

whethersocialproblemsexistandwhethertheyaresolvedornotsolongthesituationcanbe

usedfortheirvestedinterest.

HortonandLeslie(1970:35-36)havereferredtothreetypesofper­sonaldeviations:

(i)Deviationthatresultsfrom conformitytonormsofdiversereferencegroups.Becauseof

culturalvariability,mostpeopleareexposedtodifferentsetsofnormsthatmaybeinconflict

withonean­other.Forexample,apersonmaybelongtoonereligionorcastebuthis

professionalrolemayliterallyforcehim todeviatefrom thenormsofhisreligion/caste.

Similarly,aclerkaswellasanofficermayacceptbribebecauseitserveseconomicinterests,



(ii)Deviationthatresultsfrom theexistenceofdeviantsub-cultures,forexample,thecriminal

normsinslum areasoflargecities,

(iii)Outrightdeviationfrom generallyac­ceptednorms.Deliberatelyhidingone’sincomewhile,

fillingincometaxreturnsprovidesagoodexampleofthistypeofdeviation.

Inapplyingthepersonaldeviationapproachtosocialproblems,thequestionsasked(Horton

andLeslie,1970:37)are:Whatdeviantper­sons/groupsareinvolved?Aredeviantsthemselves

theproblem ortheyhelpcreatingtheproblem?Whatdeviantsub-culturesareinvolved?What

alternativesaretherefordealingwiththedeviants?

5.AnomieApproach:

ThisapproachwaspropoundedbyMerton.Anomieisaconditionchar­acterizedbytherelative

absenceorweakeningorconfusionofnormsandvaluesinasocietyoragroup.Theconceptof

anomiewasoriginallydevelopedbyDurkheim toexplaindivisionoflabourandsuicidebutitwas

Mertonwhousedthisconcept41yearsafterthepublicationofDurkheim’sbookSuicideto

explaindeviantbehaviourintermsoffunctioningofsocialandculturalstructuresinthesociety

(Merton,1938:672-73).Anomieinvolvesabreakdownintheculturalstructure,occurring

particularlywhenthereisdisjunctionbetweenculturalnormsandgoalsandthesocially

structuredcapacitiesofmembersofthegrouptoactinaccordancewiththem.

Anomieisthecounterpartoftheideaofsocialsolidarity.Justasso­cialsolidarityisastateof

collectiveideologicalintegration,anomieisastateofconfusion,insecurityandnormlessness.

AccordingtoMerton,thedisjunctionbetweengoalsandmeansandtheconsequentstrainleads

totheweakeningofmen’scommitmenttotheculturallyprescribedgoalsorinstitutionalized

means,thatis,toastateofanomie.

Mertonmaintainsthatpeopleadaptthemselvestothisdisjunctioneitherbyre­jectingthe

culturalgoalsortheinstitutionalizedmeansorboth.Hegivesfourvarietiesofdeviantbehaviour.

Merton,thus,locatesthesourcesofstrainnotinthecharacteristicsofindividualsbutinthe

cultureand/orsocialstructure.

Hesays,“thesocialproblem arisesnotfrom peoplefail­ingtoliveuptotherequirementsof

theirsocialstatusesbutfrom thefaultyorganizationofthesestatusesintoareasonably

coherentsocialsystem”(MertonandNisbet,1971:823).However,Merton’stheoryisincomplete

andinadequate.Allsocialproblemscannotbeperceivedastheresultoftheresponsesto

strainsormodeofadaptationandadjustment.


