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Readings for this week:
Social Problems: An Introduction to Critical Constructionism
By Robert Herner

What is a Social Problem?
A phenomenon regarded as bad or undesirable by a significant number of people or by a number of significant people who mobilize to eliminate it.

Social movement organization
Group mobilizes to eliminate social problems
To understand why groups form we must understand social structure
Social structure: total of individuals, groups and institutions in society and relationship[s between them assume rules govern these relationships job sociology 
Social Problem Perspective
A phenomenon does not become a social problem because of its inherent badness. Instead it is due to factors external to the problem and rooted in social structure and social movement organization
2 questions:
Why does a seemingly harmful phenomenon that has been around for a long time suddenly achieve status of a social problem? Why all of a sudden? E.g. Child abuse
Why are some seemingly harmful phenomenon considered social problems while others are not? Why this and not that? E.g. Street crime vs. corporate crime

Potential social problems vs. Actual social problems

Critical Constructionism
Synthesis of conflict theory and symbolic interactionism
From academic tradition of Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci
Differs from social constructionism due to emphasis on the role of elite interests

Social Constructionism
Concerned with how meanings of social problems are constructed

Problem Construction
1. Identify phenomenon as problematic
2. Provide explanations for causes
3. Persuade public that phenomenon is problematic and must be dealt with
*Social constructionism examines these processes
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 Modern/Postmodern societies characterized by persistent unequal power relations 
Why do people accept unequal power relations?
Look at the role of mass media in perpetuating inequality 
Either sustaining or challenging

Importance of ideology in post 9/11 world
With so-called “war on terror”
Iraq, Afghanistan…. Media organization on various sides disseminate misinformation/propaganda about US/the West/the Islamic world
Ideologically loaded terms used by mass media professionals
Often in unreflective way (uses these terms without the loaded political views they may have had at first)

The obvious & not-so-obvious
With coverage of war, audience more likely looking for ideological inflection
Much ideological activity takes place “unwittingly”
Need to consider how ordinary, everyday media content plays ideological rols
How? Tells stories about power relationships

J.B. Thomson, 1990
How is Ideological Domination achieved?
Ideology functions through:
Legitimation
Unequal power relations represented as legitimate (as being in everyone’s best interest)
Works through process of universalization (in spite of material differences, present economic/political system seen to benefit all or has potential to benefit all)
Dissimulation
Relations of domination are denied, hidden or obscured (e.g.-gender inequality)
Can occur when relationships of power are ignored, glossed over, taken for granted. (e.g.-the individualization of poverty instead of the structural root problems which create it)
Unification
Hegemonic or dominant ideology 
Unifies members into collective entity
Usually in opposition to real or imagined “enemy”
Threats of terrorism
Threats from immigrants
Deflects attention from unequal power between rulers and ruled
Common terms used to unify: “community”, “society”, “we”
Use of “othering” discourses so obvious who is “us” and “them”.
Fragmentation
Hegemony achieved by dividing or fragmenting potential opposition
“Divide and rule”
Colonial power fosters divisions and hatred between different ethnic/class groups (e.g.-Rwanda)
Political party –encourage divisions between underclass…….
Reification
Unequal social structure is represented at natural and inevitable
Relations of domination presented as if outside of history – outside of economic and historical contexts
Belief that gender inequalities are natural (men are naturally better than women)
Third World poverty/underdevelopment discussed without context of colonialism/global capitalism
Because it’s “natural” it cant be fixed

George Bush’s 9/11 5th anniversary address
Unification: use of “we” and “they” (unification based on polarization)
Unification: using what the “we” values

Definition of Ideology
Ideas that legitimize power of dominant social groups or classes
Interested in how meaning serves to maintain relations of dominations
Can extend this power to cover issues of:
Class, heterosexism, homophobia, disability, patriarchy, racism, “terrorism”
Analyze hegemonic and counter-hegemonic ideology
Communication with audiences cannot exist without ideology………

Antonio Gramsci – Hegemony
Italian Marxist theorist who was imprisoned and wrote a book (name?)
Coined the term Hegemony
Defined two different ways a ruling class can exercise power and maintain social control
Force: police, military, prisons
Consent: Ideology
Ideology seen as “hegemonic” when widely accepted as “describing the way things are”.
Key components of hegemony
Force and coercion combined with legitimacy and consent to social organization of ruling
However, hegemony is always subject to challenge (counter-hegemony)
Ruling groups must constantly seek to integrate subordinate groups into established order and dominant idologies
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……….

Functional Theories
Durkheim
Deviance us necessary and good
It Affirms cultural norms and values
Clarifies moral boundaries
Promotes unity (brings people together in an us vs them sense. Deviance is a common enemy)
Merton’s Strain Theory
Discrepancy between means and ends which creates…
Innovation: 
Conformity: 
Ritualism: recognize that they will never be wealthy and dont
Retreatism: rejects both innovation and conformity (doesn’t “play the game” capitalism)
Rebellion: recognize the vacuism of the idea of material means and rejects both means and ends
Opportunity Structure Theory
Cloward and
……..

Symbolic Interactionist Theories
Labelling theory
Deviance and conformity result from how others respond to actions (not what people do)
Primary Deviance
Slight reactions from others
Secondary Deviance 
take one deviant identity as result of labeling individual
through stigmatization retrospective labeling take on deviant self-concept.
Differential association theory
Sutherland
Deviance becomes normal to subculture

Social Conflict analysis
Norms perpetuate social inequalities
Anti-capitalist: Norms protect interest of ruling class
Feminism: Norms protect patriarchy
Anti-racist: Minorities of stigmatized

Excerpt from Al Jazeera interview with Angela Davis Prison Industrial Complex (Inside USA – Angela Davis – 03 Oct 08 – Part 1 on Youtube)
Excerpt from “The Corporation” – definition of the corporation as a psychopath
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Our social standing is largely a consequence of the way in which a society structures opportunities and rewards.

To the core of our being – we are all products of social stratification

Defining Social Stratification
Persistent patterns of social inequality within a society
Persistent patterns of unequal distribution of scarce resources (wealth, status, power, services, etc)
A system by which society ranks categories of people

Characteristics of Society
Can persist over generations
Universal but variable
Involves not just inequalities, but believes these inequalities are valid

Social Hierarchies in Stratified Societies
Caste (closed stratification) system
Ascribed status dominates
Movement difficult
Class (open stratification) system
Achieved status dominates
Movement easier

Social Mobility
The ability to change one’s position in social hierarchy
Individual / Structural causes
Intergenerational
Social standing of children in relation to parents
Intragenerational
Change in one’s social position in one’s lifetime

Theories of stratification
Karl Marx: Class conflict and power of property
Each major societal form marked by struggle between “haves” and “have-nots”
Classical Greece, feudalism, capitalism
Source of division: productive property
Ownership/ non-ownership of property
Economic class is “fundamental”
Capitalist class = high power and wealth


Questions to think about…
Suggest some of the ways an individual’s position in the contemporary Canadian stratification system effects that person’s life.
What powerful ideologies exist in various societies that shape social stratification?
Outline the principle ideology being currently used to justify the Canadian system of structured social inequality. How much of this ideology is factual and how much is value-based?
What are some of the possible implications of a major slowdown in the rate of upward social mobility in Canada?
In particular, reflect upon how this might affect the core ideology used to legitimate our system of social stratification.
Do you agree with the Davis-Moore thesis? Why or why not?
Most sociologists believe poverty is primarily a result of larger social forces, but many Canadians seem to prefer to explain poverty as a result of personal inadequacies among the poor. Why do you think this case?

How is power established/instutionalized in society?
Need to examine relations between unequal groups 
Key concept: power
Who gets what and why?

Instutionalized power
Economic: control property and wealth
Political: control human resources/ activities of others
Ideological: control ideas, beliefs, knowledge, information guiding social action
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Quotes and happenings:
Why can we frame a national disaster as a social disaster?

GW Bush:
Can’t imagine waving a sign saying “come and get me now”

Diabetic grandma who ran out of insulin, needed support

Canadian Mounties coming to New Orleans. 
Brings up question of where is our own (USA) government?

Police only focused on looters while not lending help to the refugees across the street.
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“Everyone was being racially correct, economically correct, etc. and no one had the balls until the mayor final said something and then things finally started happening”

“Even though race is a hollow biological concept, and even though ethnic identities and boundaries are neither fixed nor unchanging, many people believe in the existence of ethnicity and race and organize their relationships with others on the basis of those beliefs.”

Therefore, race and ethnicity are important parts of our social reality.

“Race” and Ethnicity: Sites of Inequality
As biological entities, races do NOT exist.
Racialization DOES exist, it is just socially constructed
People viewed and judged as essentially different
In terms of intellect, morality, values, worth…
Due to physical type or cultural heritage
Culturally and historically specific

Race and Ethnicity
Race:
Based on biologically transmitter traits
Allows people to rank in hierarchy
No empirical validity or scientific justification in explaining human diversity
People continue to act as if it does
Minority:
Definition of a category of people
Distinguished by physical/cultural traits
NOT necessarily based on numbers, instead based on the social construct of power
Society defines which groups are “minorities”

Racism
Racism = Prejudice + Discrimination + Power
Step 1: Construction of certain groups of people as biologically superior / inferior
Step 2: Prejudice
Attitudes and beliefs
Biased and generalized prejudgments of entire category of people
Based on faulty and inflexible generalizations
Stereotypes:
Step 3: Discrimination
The action
Process which puts prejudgments into practice
Any restrictive act (whether deliberate or not) with intent or effect of denying or excluding others
On basis other than merit or ability
Step 4: Power
Institutional advantages regularly handed to one or more groups over others

Ethnicity: principle by which people are defined, differentiated, organized on a basis of shared cultural heritage
Ethnic Group: see themselves as socially distinct due to…
Common language, ancestry, homeland, historical and cultural symbols
Can be used as grounds for reward and recognition

Expressions of identity
Community – Identity – Social Movement

As a Community: ex. Chinatown
As an Identity: Who am I?
Generated from within; imposed from the outside
Growing up bicultural … Tensions of this experience
Ex. Parents are South Asian, children born and raised in Canada: What value systems are prioritized? 
As a Social Movement: engage in organized action to achiever political goals – identity voice and land.

Majority and Minority: Patterns of Ethnic Interaction
Genocide
Mass inhalation 
Segregation
Physical displacement
Assimilation
Cultural conformity
Cultural Pluralism
Multiculturalism 

Tutorial on Friday
MySocLab
Watch video excerpt – “From C to C: Chinese Canadian Stories of Migration”
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Aboriginal Identity: The need for a historical and contextual perspectives

The difference of the two concepts: 
Having an “Identity”
Vs.
The process of being identified


Gender Stratification
Hard to deny that you are either male or female.


EXAM
Article on critical constructionism: roots of that as a theory
How do we categorize something as a social problem
Posted on vista: how does ideology function
Social construction of deviance
Durkheim’s deviance is useful
Labeling theory **
Conflict: issue of power (difference between corporate crime and street crime
Excerpt from film on corporation: corporation as a psychopath (last part of film)
We live in a meritocracy (what is that as an ideology?)
Marx and weber’s theories
Hurricane Katrina (film itself in Koerner)
Comparison to Cuba
Definition of collective will (what do we see as a lack of collective will?)
Markets citizenship and ….
Social disaster vs. environmental disaster
Definitions of race and ethnicity
Pluralism
Assimilation
Film: Sea to Sea
Aboriginal and minority issues
Gender stratification
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How do these articles FRAME the issues they discuss?

You will specifically undertake a news media analysis of the “framing” of one of the social issues, reviewing the news articles and editorials included in your particular issue package. The issues are:

Hockey: Headshots & Concussions
Insite: Safe Injection Site in the Downtown Eastside
Tar/Oil Sands: Northern Gateway Pipeline (through BC)
Poverty Issues in BC
Vote by Unio of BC Municipalities on legalizing marijuana
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Cyber Bullying (Amanda Todd)


What is a social institution?
How does change in the economy reshape society?**
Why do some critics say Canada is not really a democracy?

Film: Last Train Home
Made by a Chinese journalist who immigrated to Canada
Idea of the film – The pull of the people away from home to the big cities for jobs in textiles industry; the families sacrifice; the 18-year-old daughter; distribution of labour; in order for their children to have a good life they give up theirs and are never there for their child who resents them for tat fact

Economy
A social institution
Organizes production, distribution and consumption o goods and services

 A Historical Overview….
Agricultural Revolution
5000 years ago – harnessing animals to ploughs
Generates surplus (How do we deal with surplus?)
Creates and economy as a distinct social institution
Agricultural technology
Pecialized work
Permanent settlements
Trade 
Industrial Revolution
New sources of energy (harnessing steam)
1765 seam engine
Work centralized in factories
Manufacturing and mass production
Specialization
Wage labour
Information Revolution & Postindustrial Society
1950 begins in Canada
Based on service work and high technology
Automated machinery, robotics and the computers
Where did the workers that were replaced by these technologies go?

How has work changed?
From tangible products o ideas
Industrial era: Production of goods
Postindustrial era: Manipulation of symbols
Shift from importance of mechanical skills to literary skills
Centralization of factories changes to decentralization of work afforded by computers
People use to have to move to cities to work in factories and now they can work at home

Do these changes cause the kind of systemic unemployment that we see today?

Sectors of the Economy
Primary: draws raw material from natural environment
Secondary: transforms raw material into manufactured goods
Tertiary: involves services rather than goods

Global Economy
5 Main Consequences:
1. Global division of labour
2. Products pass through more than 1 nation
3. National governments no longer controlling economic activity with their borders
· Can’t regulate value of currencies
· Currencies traded in financial markets
4. Very small number of businesses control large amounts of the world’s economic activity
5. Wellbeing of workers worldwide threatened

Capitalism and Socialism – Two ends of continuum
Capitalism:
Private ownership of property
Pursuit of personal profit
What would freedom be in a capitalist society?
No upper limit of amount of wealth for one person; competition signifies sucess;
Competition and consumer choice
In a Purest state it would be a free market system:
No government interference
“laissez-faire” economy
economy regulated by laws of supply and demand – “invisible hand” (Adam Smith)
*see controversy & debate box on page 316*
Socialism:
Collective ownership of property
Pursuit of collective goals

“Justice”
Capitalism
Market freedom to produce, buy and invest according to self-interest
Socialism
Freedom of basic want - meeting everyone’s basic needs in a more-or-less equal manner
Economic form along continuum
Welfare capitalism
Ex. Canada & several European countries
Mostly market-based economy and extensive social welfare programs
Government owns some of the largest industries and services
Extensive government regulation

Presently… Economic Gloabalization – Neoliberalism
Powerful Corporations + G8 (US, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, Canada); Expanded to G20 +World Trade Organization, International Monetary Fund, World Bank

Alternatives… South of the Border
See MySocLab: “Stratification” & “Shifting Power”
Number of countries – Primarily in south America – heading in Socialist direction
2008 film

Corporations
“Core of today’s capitalist economy”
Characteristics:
Economist concentration
Conglomerates
Corporate alliances and interlocking directorates
Monopolies and oligopolies
Are corporation competitive?
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Politics – The “Polity”
Think of politics as a Social Institution – Distributes power
Sets society’s agenda – makes decisions
Power (Weber)
Ability to achieve desired ends; despite resistance
Governament
Exercises power
How?
Authority
Coercion
Theories on Politcs
Liberal Theory: Pluralist
Based on structural functional approach
Power is widely dispersed 
Representative leadership
Competition between interest groups
Believes that democracy is possible
Power-Elite model
Based on Social Conflict Theory
Coined by C. Wright Mills and Wallace Clement (Canada)
Power concentrated among the rich
Control of the economy, government and military
The ability to move between these sectors
Believes democracy is NOT possible
Because concentration of wealth and power are too great and thus the average person’s voice can’t be heard
Marxist-Political Economy Model
Based on Social conflict theory
Power is directed by operations of capitalist economy
Canada is NOT capable of being a political democracy
Bias is rooted in the economy as an institution
Power elites are CREATED by the capitalist system

War
Organized, armed conflict between people of various societies; directed by their governments
The Military industrial Communications Complex
Close associations of the federal government and the military and defense industries

Roots of militarism
Lie also in the institutional structures of society not only as reaction to external threats
War is not simply a fight for justice; rather war is an institution that shapes the economic, environmental, civic, ideological and political activities and practices of civilians and governments 

Costs
8000 operational nuclear warheads
Destructive power: several tonnes of TNT
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Values
Is the environment part of the economy?
                           Or
Is the economy part of the environment

Environmental Paradigms
Dominant paradigm vs. alternative environmental paradigms

Dominant paradigm for recent centuries
Anchored by 2 core values:
Material-wealth creation – economic growth
Humans have inalienable right to dominant nature and to harness the environment to that end
All major institutions reflect widespread acceptance of this paradigm

Alternative environmental paradigm
Emphasize on the smaller scale
Decentralized economic and political structures
To be in harmony with nature with the delicate balance of ecosystems
Earth’s resources are limited
Little confidence in science and technology to come up with technological fix for material and energy shortages

“Sustainable Development”
Attempts to bridge the differences between the 2 paradigms
“Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
Is it possible?
Can we achieve a new form of economic growth? Both environmentally aware and egalitarian?

Environmental attitudes and concerns
Do pro-environmental attitudes convert into environmentally-friendly behavior? Doesn’t seem so
“Most people say they are willing to do a great deal to help curb pollution problems and are fairly emotional about it, but in fact they actually do very little and know even less.”
Less so the attitudes of people that impact their actions so much as the ease of the actions themselves



Political economy of the environment
Distinguish between production and consumption activities
Blame production and not consumption
Relentless process of economic development
Controlled by industrial capitalists
Buttressed by state

Treadmill of production
Environmental problem and policies shaped by the treadmill of production
Inherent need of the economic system:
……..

Canadian view of natural resources
Dominant view: nature can be privately requisitioned, virtually no limits
Ex. Oil, natural gas, minerals, lumber, fish, water

Industrialism
Not arguing capitalism is a problem
Given history of Soviet-style industrialization, and now China…
“Unbridled industrialism” + a lack of environmental responsibility
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