
DOI: 10.4324/9781003247289-15

The aim of this chapter is to stimulate reflection on the category of social prob-
lem as one key notion in social ontology and in the philosophy of the social 
sciences. One important motivation for this is the surprising almost absolute 
absence of any discussion on that important concept in the voluminous and 
decades-long literature on social ontology. In this regard, I shall devote the first 
part of the chapter to illuminating the idea of ‘social problem’ from an ontolog-
ical point of view and try to speculate about why it has been, until now, nearly 
invisible to the authors in the field. Another, no less important reason to bring 
the topic to this volume is because social problems are, for certain, the ‘entity’ 
in which the positive and the normative aspects of both social reality and social 
thought are more intrinsically connected. As a conclusion to the chapter, in the 
second half I shall invite consideration of (I do not dare to say ‘propose’) what 
I shall call a social-problem–based social ontology, in which the normative and the 
positive naturally arise as two inseparable (though not identical) elements of the 
social world and of our knowledge or opinions about it.

Just as a representative sample of the social ontology literature and the topics 
covered by it, we can look at what perhaps is the default doorway in the field 
for many people. Brian Epstein’s ‘Social Ontology’ entry in The Stanford Ency-
clopaedia of Philosophy (Epstein 2018), which, as a list of ‘key domains addressed 
by social ontology’ in its section 5, offers the following:

5.1 Social Groups
5.2 Group Minds, Collective Intentionality, and Group Agency
5.3 Institutions, Organisations, and Firms
5.4 Race, Gender, and Disability
5.5 Artifacts and Artworks
5.6 Money
5.7 The Law
5.8 Language and Linguistic Objects

As you can see, there is no trace of ‘social problems’ as an ontological category in 
the list, though, obviously, all the topics included can be easily related to many 
social problems of one kind or another. One may wonder whether the absence 
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is due to ontologists’ fixation with debates about ‘entities’ or ‘systems’ or the 
centrality of their discussions regarding reductionism versus holism, while 
‘problems’ are more a ‘fact’, a ‘situation’ or a ‘process’; the truth, however, is 
that Epstein himself is by no way an ontological reductionist nor a ‘substan-
tialist’ at all but tends to give more importance to processes and facts than to 
‘entities’, and social problems are, if anything, more a fact, situation or process 
than a ‘thing’. So, if anything, it would be natural to expect that Epstein would 
have been a little more inclined than other authors to bring the idea of social 
problems to a more prominent ontological position.

Just to put forward a couple of additional examples, we can look at two of 
the most important recent books in the field, the first being Raimo Tuomela’s 
Social Ontology (Tuomela 2013), whose list of contents includes the following 
(no. 1 is just the introduction):

2. Groups and We-Thinking
3. Collective Intentions
4. Acting for Social Reasons
5. Collective Acceptance and the Formation of Group Attitudes
6. Cooperation and Authority
7. We-Reasoning in Game-Theoretic Contexts
8. Institutional Facts and Institutions
9. Group Solidarity: All for One and One for All

Secondly, from an author more devoted to economics than to other social sci-
ences, we can extract this list from the title of the first chapter of Tony Lawson’s 
The Nature of Social Reality (Lawson 2019):

Emergence, organisation, community, power, social relations, corpora-
tions, artefacts and money.

Again, there are no traces of ‘social problems’ as an independent category, and 
even the expression itself does not appear at all in either of the books; only 
Lawson mentions ‘economic problems’ but just in a small quote of Milton 
Friedman complaining that ‘economics has become increasingly an arcane 
branch of mathematics rather than dealing with real economic problems’ (23). 
By the way, a reviewer of this chapter suggested that a more adequate approach 
to test whether social ontologists have given attention to the category of social 
problems would be a search within the academic literature: the truth is that, for 
example, The Philosopher’s Index database delivers zero results when one searches 
the items ‘social ontology’ and ‘social problem’.

Of course, the failure to identify social problems as an independent and 
relevant ontological category by the philosophers doing social ontology is not 
due to the lack of importance social scientists themselves give to those prob-
lems (besides Friedman’s complaint of theoretical economists having concen-
trated too much on mathematical problems). Without abandoning the example 
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of economics, as an undergraduate student in economics, you usually start by 
studying topics such as recessions, unemployment, inflation, inequality and 
so on, and very soon you notice how ‘problematic’ it is to try to solve any of 
those problems by efficient and consensual ‘solutions’. In the case of sociology, 
the manifest nature of social problems is even higher, and it is even the case 
that there is an academic branch of the discipline devoted to their study, with 
its own professional associations (the Society for the Study of Social Problems, 
founded 70 years ago), congresses, journals and textbooks. From the latter we 
can mention, by way of example, just Vincent Parillo’s two-volume Encyclo-
paedia of Social Problems (Parrillo 2008), which includes more than 600 entries, 
ranging alphabetically from ‘Ability Grouping’ to ‘Zero-Tolerance Policies’, 
and classified into 15 categories: Aging, Community and Culture, Crime and 
Deviance, Economics and Work, Education, Family, Gender and Sex, Health, 
Housing, Politics, Population and Environment, Poverty and Social Class, 
Race, Social Movements, Social Theories (?) and Substance Abuse.

Before trying to discern the reasons that have precluded social problems 
coming forth as a relevant item in the social ontology literature, we need, of 
course, to have a clear idea of what a social problem is. Definitions abound, 
so I will choose just a couple of them, one very modern and the other nearly 
a century old. In the first place, we find this explanation in one of the most 
recent systematic books on the topic (Treviño 2016, 8; my italics):

A social problem is any condition or behaviour that has negative consequences 
for large numbers of people and that is generally recognised as a condition or 
behaviour that needs to be addressed.

In this definition we can point to several essential ideas: Firstly, as we have 
mentioned, social problems are not ‘substances’ (either individual or collec-
tive, as the ones most cherished by ontologists), but ‘conditions or behaviours’ 
and hence a type of facts. From an ontological point of view, this should be a 
reminder of Wittgenstein’s dictum in Tractatus 1.1 that ‘the world is the total-
ity of facts, not of things’: social ontologists have perhaps been too forgetful 
of this idea, but more on this later. Secondly, an essential aspect a fact has to 
have in order to become, or to be, a problem is that it has ‘negative consequences’. 
Just to dig a little bit in the ontological stuff, perhaps it is not necessary that 
the negative ‘facts’ that made of something a problem are other facts, that is, 
its ‘consequences’, but the fact itself could be ‘negative enough’ (though we 
could rather tautologically include a fact X among the consequences of X in a 
merely logical sense of ‘consequence’, that is, in the sense that it is a tautology 
that X entails X); be that as it may, the negativity of the fact (or of the pack 
‘fact-plus-consequences’) must be something ‘intrinsic’ to it, not easily distilled 
and separated from its ‘non evaluative’ parts, but again, more about this later. 
Thirdly, these negative consequences must affect ‘a large number of people’ in 
order for the problem to be ‘social’ and not merely ‘individual’. And fourthly, 
this is not only something ‘suffered’ but ‘generally (socially?) recognised’, and 
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not only recognised in the sense of everyone noticing it, but in the sense that 
‘something must be done about it’; Treviño’s way of characterising the last 
three conditions is, nevertheless, a little bit inexact, at least when compared 
with our next definition (italics mine):

A social problem is a problem which actually or potentially affects large 
numbers of people in a common way so that it may best be solved by some 
measure or measures applied to the problem as a whole rather than by deal-
ing with each individual as an isolated case, or which requires concerted or 
organised human action.

(Hart 1923, 349)

This definition is much older. Actually, it is one century old, since it comes 
from Hornell Hart’s ‘What Is a Social Problem?’, a paper published in the 
American Journal of Sociology in 1923. What Hart’s definition adds to Treviño’s is 
basically the idea that what makes of a social problem ‘social’ is not only the fact 
that it affects many people and that many people think it must be solved, but 
the fact that it affects them ‘in a common way’, not merely in the sense that the 
effects are similar in different people but mainly in the sense that the problem 
has to be addressed (or people think so) ‘in a concerted way’, ‘as a whole’ or, as 
we might also say, through social action, and not only by means of disconnected 
or isolated individual actions. The notion of ‘social’ or ‘collective action’ is 
one that, even if not as central as, for example, ‘collective agency’ or ‘collec-
tive mind’, has not escaped the attention of social ontologists as thoroughly as 
social problems seem to have done, but it is strange that, even when consider-
ing collective activity, these philosophers have not recognised the ontological 
relevance of those facts or situations that made that activity important at all.

So why is it that the notion of ‘social problem’ has been so thoroughly 
ignored in the field of social ontology? One possible conjecture for a partial 
explanation is that, more than because ‘facts’ or ‘situations’ have been consid-
ered as a much less glamorous concept for a metaphysical discussion than ‘enti-
ties’ or ‘agents’, the main reason has probably been that the dominant ‘ontology’ 
on the basis of which a great deal of social research is carried out (at least in the 
fields considered more ‘scientific’ by most of the analytic philosophers that are 
working on social ontology) has severe troubles in conceptualising the very notion of 
social problem, and even the simpler notion of ‘problem’ tout court. I am refer-
ring, of course, to rational choice theory (RCT) and game theory (GT). Try 
to think how you would define a ‘problem’ in terms of RCT, in the sense of a 
criterion that allows you to distinguish those choice situations that constitute 
‘a hard problem’ for the agent making the choice, from those choice situa-
tions that are not ‘as problematic’ as the former. Choices can be more or less 
complex, involve more or less uncertainty, and lead to outcomes more or less 
desirable (in terms of the ‘utility levels’ attainable at the end of each branch of 
the decision tree), but I do not see a clear line dividing the decision trees that 
represent ‘serious problems’ from those that do not. Imagine, for example, that 
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I broke my leg the day before starting an important trip; I would say that in 
such a circumstance ‘I have a problem’, but the problem does not consist in my 
new decision tree being ‘intrinsically more problematic’ than the one I faced 
until yesterday; it is simply the case that now some of yesterday’s branches have 
been pruned down, and others that I had not even considered are now visible 
and prominent. Furthermore, the experience of ‘having a problem’ usually 
contains the fact of not having found a way of solving it (nor a ‘solution’ that 
is better than just not solving it). Problems tend to be something we are stuck 
with, in a way in which no ‘rational agent’ will ever be when confronting a 
‘decision tree’, for making a choice in front of its clearly defined branches 
amounts, according to RCT, to mathematically solving a maximisation prob-
lem. ‘Problem? What problem?’; we can imagine the homo oeconomicus cheering 
each time we put him in any choice situation.

Multi-agent choice situations, or games, could seem a priori more suitable to 
the illumination of the ‘essence’ of social problems (though, since social problems 
are a species of problems in general, I would tend to doubt a definition that were 
capable of explicating the nature of social problems but which gave no hint at all 
about what to make of a non-social problem – say, in a ‘one-person game against 
nature’). In fact, game theory is full of dilemmas in which the interactions tend 
to result in ‘non-optimal’ outcomes, and we might be tempted to ‘define’ social 
problems as just those situations in which the game theoretic equilibrium is 
not Pareto-optimal or something like this. Of course, many social problems are 
surely examples of ‘the prisoner dilemma’, ‘the battle of the sexes’ or any other 
‘problem’ studied by game theorists as coordination or cooperation failures. But 
one can doubt that all social problems are necessarily problems of inefficiency or 
of coordination; some may be similar to our former example of breaking a leg: 
think about earthquakes or epidemics; surely, many coordination and efficiency 
problems may arise in our attempts to solve these problems, but these are not 
necessarily what make of it a problem, nor even a social problem. Furthermore, 
other social problems (for example, those related to inequality, discrimination 
or exploitation) seem not necessarily related to Pareto-inefficiency or to coor-
dination failure but simply to cases in which there is an unjust but nevertheless 
Pareto-efficient and easily coordinated equilibrium.

Hence, my conjecture is, as I said earlier, that it is the difficulty of defin-
ing the concept of ‘social problem’ with the meagre analytical resources of 
RCT and GT that has mostly precluded the dominant trends within social 
ontology from devoting much thinking to that concept from an ontological 
point of view, and that has tended to make this concept relatively ‘invisible’ 
from the point of view of that literature. This does not mean, of course, that 
RCT, and GT in particular, cannot be put to use in any way in order to 
clarify some aspects of the ‘essence’ of social problems; actually, I shall do just 
that a few pages later. A conceptual framework regarding the ‘furniture’ of the 
social world that might have been more useful in order to capture the essence 
of social problems would have been Michael Bratman’s ‘BDI-model’, whose 
ingredients are beliefs, desires and intentions or plans (see, e.g., Bratman 2007). 
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If beliefs and desires can easily be translated into the RCT framework as ‘sub-
jective probabilities plus information’ and ‘utilities’ respectively, the third ele-
ment (plans) cannot. I think it would be easy and natural to define a problem 
as, for example, anything that in some way obstructs a plan and a social problem 
as anything that obstructs a social or collective plan; probably, such a defini-
tion would need a lot of refining, but it would be a step in the right direction. 
Unfortunately, Bratman’s work has concentrated more on the nature of agency 
than on other ‘social ontological’ questions in a stricter sense (though the fron-
tier between the fields is difficult to draw, if it exists at all), but something like 
a ‘Bratmanian ontology of social problems’ is a promising research programme.

One last, and relatively more trivial, explanation for the absence of the cat-
egory of social problems in the list of topics that have received interest in the 
social ontology literature is that perhaps social problems are intuitively seen 
as being too far from the ‘ground’ or the ‘bottom’ of social reality. According 
to this hypothesis, it would not be that social ontologists have ignored social 
problems but that these seem to be too complex an entity to be considered a 
‘fundamental’ ingredient of the social world. The case would be similar to that 
of a materialist physical ontology in which you analyse the status of things like 
particles, atoms or fields but fail to mention mountains or rivers: you simply 
include the latter in the class of things the former have to be a foundation of 
but do not require mountains or rivers to be the ‘ontological foundation’ of 
anything else. In this sense, perhaps social problems are seen as entities whose 
ontological constituents have to be illuminated but not as something that is an 
ontological constituent itself. Regarding this idea, I shall precisely devote the rest 
of my chapter to defending a stronger thesis than that of the mere necessity of 
having ‘an ontology of social problems’: what I am going to do is to entertain 
the conjecture that not only are social problems worthy of ontological consid-
eration along with the most typical items in the relevant literature (things like 
collective agents, institutions and the like) but that they might be in fact one 
fundamental notion in an appropriate social ontology. Or, to state it simply, social 
ontology could make important progress by exploring what me might call a 
social-problem–based social ontology. Perhaps some of the existing social ontol-
ogy theories are more capable of taking this step with their own theoretical 
resources, and perhaps some newer approaches might be needed; this is a ques-
tion I do not address here, for my argument intends to be a mere invitation to 
consider the issue. Hence, my suggestion to explore a social-problem–based 
social ontology has not to be understood as a claim that existing social ontology 
theories have to be superseded or the like, but just as an invitation to consider 
the issue of how the category of ‘social problem’ could fit into their own theo-
retical apparatuses – and to respond to the challenge, if necessary.

Some arguments in favour of the centrality of social problems are the follow-
ing: Firstly, in many philosophical theories, from pragmatism to existentialism, 
‘reality’ is not merely a question of, say, ‘brute existence’ but something that 
emerges in front of humans as a kind of resistance (or, as Heidegger would have 
put it, as a kind of Unzuhandenheit). In this sense, problems would probably be 
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the ‘most real’ things for humans (and perhaps for living beings in general), and 
social problems would count among the ‘hardest’ social facts we can encounter as 
inhabitants of the social world. Secondly, something similar happens at the level 
of the social sciences, whose main direct motivation is very likely the attempt to 
understand the social world in order to help to solve some of the problems that 
afflict the members of the societies to which social scientists themselves belong. 
By the way, these two arguments point immediately to the conclusion that the 
most reasonable approaches to the ontology of social problems will have to pay 
considerable attention to items and ideas coming from phenomenology (see, 
e.g., Salice and Schmid 2016), even if, of course, insights from other approaches 
will also be needed. Another philosophical idea that could be useful in high-
lighting this fundamentally phenomenological reality (and phenomenological 
fundamentality) of social problems would be Bruno Latour’s famous distinction 
between ‘matters of fact’ and ‘matters of concern’ (see Latour 2004).

A second argument in favour of accepting the ontological centrality of social 
problems is that it allows us to make relatively trivial a couple of aspects of 
social reality and of social scientific concepts that have caused no little confu-
sion and debate in the philosophical literature. One is the distinction I have 
already referred to between the positive and the normative, and the other is 
the discussion about whether basic social categories and facts are ‘socially con-
structed’. I shall comment with more detail about both questions at the end 
of this chapter, so I only want to mention now that the advantage that the 
notion of ‘social problem’ may have in clarifying the debates about these two 
issues is that social problems are uncontroversially a mix of ‘positive’ and ‘nor-
mative’ aspects and also something whose reality and identity uncontroversially 
depend on what people think about them. They may serve, in a way, as a kind 
of Archimedean ‘fulcrum’ from which to build a more constructive debate in 
connection with these two items.

The strongest argument in favour of social problems’ ontological centrality 
is, however, the fact that most other social entities (collective agents, institu-
tions, norms, statuses and so on) might be primarily understood as tentative 
‘solutions’ to some social problem or problems. I do not mean that these solutions 
are necessarily ‘planned’ in a conscious and deliberate way, for they may have 
unintentionally evolved or, more frequently, may be due to a process in which 
the deliberate and the unintended will be strongly intermingled. I also do not 
imply that the ‘solutions’ need be ‘optimal’ in any clear way (many of them can 
actually be very inefficient) or in an ethical sense (they may simply be imposed 
by winners upon losers), though probably they will tend to constitute game-
theoretical equilibria, at least to the extent that they become stable and perdur-
able. Institutions (both in the sense of standardised rules of behaviour (say, the 
Catholic Mass) and in the sense of more or less incorporated collectives (say, the 
Church), and both in the case of intentionally created institutions (say, the par-
liament) and in the case of other more ‘natural’ ones (say, the family)) are one 
obvious kind of social entity whose existence and properties depend on such 
a process of ‘solving social conflicts or social demands’ (see, e.g., Hindriks and 
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Guala 2015 and Guala 2016), but also norms (including social roles, statuses 
and the like), and even social categories (as employed by social agents them-
selves, not as created by social scientists) can be seen as something that emerges 
out of people’s struggle to tackle the difficulties posed by life in common.

This can be connected to what I mentioned a few pages earlier on the dif-
ficulty of conceiving the most general idea of ‘social problem’ within the bare 
framework of standard RCT and GT. Think, for example, of the prisoner’s 
dilemma, in which the optimal choice of each player leads to an inefficient 
situation. In practice, real cases like these are usually ‘solved’ by changing the 
game in such a way that agents are ‘forced’ to make their non-optimal choice 
(collectively reaching, hence, a new Pareto-optimal outcome); this new choice, 
contrarily to the ‘selfish’ first one, is, from the point of view of the players, 
something they would not freely choose if they were left to themselves (if this 
were not the case, we would not have a ‘dilemma’, or a ‘social problem’, to 
begin with), and hence, something that from their point of view becomes a 
social obligation. My point is simply that the variegated categories and conceptu-
alisations according to which the solutions to materially different but structur-
ally similar situations to that of our example are used by agents themselves, and 
by the societies they belong to, in order to understand their own predicament, 
and to know how to act, are ultimately ways in which people react in order to 
transform a situation (a game, say) into another, and this was in big part what 
explains the inability of game theory to account for the notion of ‘social prob-
lem’: social problems are something people react to by creating or modifying 
games, by imagining and defining the actions and strategies that constitute the 
new games and often by creating the concepts through which these new actions 
are to be described and understood.

One notion in particular is especially relevant in these descriptions, one that 
is lacking in the standard language of RCT and GT: the concept of obligation. 
Social situations are usually described, and experienced, by agents by means of 
normative concepts. It is not that people cannot make choices, and they even 
impose costs on those that do not follow what the former think is an obliga-
tion, such that the latter tend to do what they must do, or abstain from doing 
what they must not do, even when the ‘moral sense’ is not a strong enough 
force to motivate them. The important point in my argument is that agents 
are usually capable of making (and feeling) a difference between the choice that 
is in their interest to perform, and the choice that they must make, and social 
life is grounded on the brute fact that people tend to do with a relatively high 
frequency what they should do, even when no ‘incentives’, either positive or 
negative, are directly offered to them for doing it; this is what our ‘natural 
sociality’ basically consists in and what saves us from expending almost all of 
our resources in continuously policing our neighbours. It is also this ‘natural 
sociality’ that leads us, more often than not, to tackle our nevertheless fre-
quent conflicts and troubles not by brutish fighting but by means of collectively 
deliberating as to which norms might provide a solution to those problems, that 
is, by inventing the new roles, rights, duties, institutions and the like whose 
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application we expect will lead to a better situation. After all, collective delib-
eration demands we position ourselves ‘in the space of reasons’ (and not merely 
of interests), that is, in an unavoidably normative space (see Zamora Bonilla 
2011). The most essential point of this argument in this particular chapter is, 
however, that those roles, rights, duties and so on are some of the fundamental 
building blocks (if not the fundamental building blocks) of social entities, of things 
like institutions, groups, systems of norms, culture and the like. Hence, the 
role of social problems, as the reality to which the creation and evolution of 
those entities fundamentally respond, becomes absolutely central. Of course, 
it is not that social entities can be given some naive functionalist explanation: 
many institutions do in fact work very badly, for example, and many norms or 
groups may create more problems than they solve or aggravate the problems 
they intended to answer. The relevant point is that social problems play a funda-
mental role in the dynamic, conflictual and dialectical process that makes the other social 
entities emerge, and hence social problems are an indispensable part of any social ontologi-
cal theory that attempts to have a minimum of explanatory value.

This reflection leads us to our last discussion, which has to do, of course, 
with the relation between the positive and the normative, or between ‘facts’ 
and ‘values’, in social thought and social reality. Social problems (e.g., unem-
ployment, gender violence, teen pregnancy and political corruption) are facts, 
after all, and they can be ‘objectively’ measured, can be subject to statistical 
causality tests and so on, but they are unavoidably ‘value-laden’, not only in 
the sense that it is people’s valuations that make them be problems to begin 
with but also, and much more interestingly from a philosophical point of view, 
because some of the concepts by means of which those facts are described (and 
hence some of the properties that constitute the facts themselves to the extent 
that proper concepts reflect real properties) are intrinsically normative, as we 
have just seen in the previous paragraph, especially when they involve rights 
and duties, statuses and institutional or cultural roles. This means, of course, 
that the descriptions and theoretical explanations of the facts that constitute social 
problems cannot be ‘purely descriptive’, but (to refer once again to the phe-
nomenological approach mentioned earlier) they naturally have to ‘point’ in 
the direction of possible ‘solutions’ to the problem; that is, the analysis of those 
facts has to be ‘experienced’ (so to say) by the social scientists and by the social 
agents to the service of whom the former act as ‘experts’, as an analysis from 
which ‘positive’ courses of action should appear as derivable, with a kind of 
Zuhandenheit, to use again a Heideggerian formula. This does not mean that 
the analysis made by social scientists cannot be ‘objective’: no matter how 
value-laden or normativity- laden are the facts they study, the main goal of 
their scientific activity is to offer solutions, and this basically consists in mak-
ing predictions of the kind ‘if you (the collectives or institutions involved in 
the problem) do such-and-such, this-and-this will happen’, and of course, 
these predictions may fail such that analysis reveals the solutions to be futile or 
imperfect. (By the way, why people, institutions and scientists often become 
attached to futile and imperfect solutions is a question for a different text.) 
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Hence, the ‘essential value-ladenness’ of social facts and social science entailed 
by the ‘constitutive normativity’ of social problems is in no way an obstacle 
for the application of ‘hard’ (I would dare to say ‘positivist’) empirical methods 
of testing but is even a strong incentive for hardening those methods in the 
attempt to discard ‘bad’ solutions. In this sense, social science is not different 
from other ‘practical’, problem-centred sciences, like medicine or engineer-
ing: that ‘illness’ is an intrinsically normative or value-laden concept does not 
make the testing of therapies and drugs a purely ‘subjective’ question.

Another way of looking at the essentially value-laden nature of those facts we 
call ‘social problems’ is by considering that the normative concepts involved in 
their description provide them with what we can call a ‘symbolic content’: social 
problems are problems not only because of how social agents evaluate them 
but because of what they, and their consequences, mean for those people. This 
allows us to introduce a difference that can serve to recover a little bit of the 
flavour of the ‘positive versus normative’ distinction: for there can be problems 
in which the ‘symbolic’ constitutes most of the ‘content’ of what makes them 
problematic in the first place, whereas other problems can depend to a much 
greater extent on the happening of facts that are much less normative or even 
not normative at all. As an example of the former case, we can mention the 
profound and extremely bloody debate in Late Antiquity between Catholics 
and Arians, about whether Christ is homoousios (‘of the same essence’) with the 
Father or just homoiousios (‘of a similar essence’); apart from the fact that people, 
for whom that distinction did not involve any symbolic relevance at all, could 
properly say that they did not care an iota about the issue, it is difficult to dis-
cern what ‘merely physical’ actions might be performed in order to ‘solve’ the 
problem. In contrast, many social problems (such as the destruction of the coast 
by a tsunami), though we can imagine individuals totally unconcerned about 
them, are problems because of the way some ‘merely physical’ facts affect some 
people, and possible solutions unavoidably involve the performance of hard 
physical actions, among other things. Of course, there can be a gradation from 
the ‘most symbolic’ social problems to the ‘most substantial’ ones, taking into 
account how much the possible solutions depend on ‘more symbolic’ actions 
(like verbal arguments, the renaming of things or places or the redistribution 
of some rights not directly related to the appropriation of physical goods) or 
depend on the performance of ‘physical activities’ (like public works, the crea-
tion of industries and the like). This would invite us to substitute the distinc-
tion between ‘the positive and the normative’ with a related one between ‘the 
physical and the symbolic’, always remembering that the elements of the second 
pair can hardly be found in absolute purity within the social world.
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