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AN ANALYSIS OF METHODOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES
OF SOCIOLOGY OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS
— Two Major Approaches Examined —

< Summary > :
Koichi Niitsu

Sociology of social problems, though it has developed as a major area
of sociology, is still lacking a comprehensive. methodology. Therefore
such questions as *“ Is a sociology of social problems possible ? ”* or “Are
there any distinctive subject maiter and set of processes that may be
grouped under this title ?” have often been raised. To answer these
questions, this paper examines two major methodological perspectives —
subjective approach by J. 1. Kitsuse and M. Spector and objective ap-
proach by R. K. Merton,

Accordmg to I. 1. Kitsuse and M. Spector, social problems are deﬁned

“ the activities of groups making assertions of grievances and claims
with respect to some punitive conditions,” and therefore the distinctive
subject matter of sociology of social problems is to explain the “subjective
element” of social probiems — the process by which members of groups
or societies define a punitive condition as a problem. This type of sub-
jective approach to social problems, according to them, has  little (or
nothing) in common™ with functionalist formation by R, K. Merton in
which the major subject matter of social problems is to define social
problems in terms of whether or not a given social phenomenon is
functional or disfunctional based on an “objective perspective™ for the
maintenance and survival of a given society, then to analyze causes of
such problematic social phenomena, and to seek solution to the problems.

This paper discusses ambiguity and incompleteness of these two
approaches, clarifies characteristics of these approaches, and concludes
that these two approaches are not contradictory but complementary.



