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TABLE 1.2 Sociological Theories at a Glance

Focus

Assumptions

Assumptions
(continued)

Major Concepts

Levels of Analysis

Major Questions
and Topics for
Investigation

Functionalism

Social and cultural systems
with an emphasis on how
order and equilibrium are
maintained.

Goal is to identify social
system components and to
describe how systems work
with an emphasis on how
order and equilibrium are
maintained and transmitted.

1. All social systems are
composed of identifiable
and Interconnected
structures and institutions.

2. Each social system,
through its structures and
institutions, must carry out
certain functions to survive.

3. These functions are carried
out by social structres or
institutionlized practices.

4. Each stucture or pratice
contributes to the overall
health and order of the
system.

5. Equilibrium is viewed as
normal; disorder and
conflict are viewed as

pathological.

System, functions, goals,
latent and manifest
functions, adaptation,
integration, institution and
structure, norms, values,
cultural rules, social
equilibrium, and order.

Macrolevel (groups,
collectivities and their
relationships—structural
rather than individual level)

1. What categories organize
the social world?

2, What structures and
institutions constitute a
given social system?

3. How are they interrelated?

4. How do they work to
maintain order?

Conflict Theory

Social and cultural systems
with an emphasis on
conflict and change rather .
than order and
maintenance.

Goal is to arrive at a more
realistic portrayal of social
reality, one that includes an
explanation of change,
social disruption, and
conflict.

—_

. All social systems are
composed of identifiable
and interconnected
structures.

2. Economic and cultural

organlzation, especially the

ownership of property,

determines the organization

of the rest of society.
3. While the basit categories
and analysis.of

functionalism are accepted,

traditional functionalism
fails to explain the
dynamism of social
systems.

4. Inherent in social
organizations are

contradictions which are the

inevitable source of conflict
and tension in society.

Interpretive Theory

The constructed nature of
social meaning and reality.

Goal is to understand how
people construct and act
upon meanings.

1. Meaning is constructed
through soclal interaction.

2. Individuals act and interact
on the basis of meanings
they perceive.

3. Actions are dictated both by
role expectations and the
personal qualities and
history of the role
encumbent.

4. Meanings change in the
course of interaction
because of different
perceptions held by the
actors.

5. Thus reality is not a prior
given; it is based upon
interpretations anditis
constructed during
interaction between and
among individual actors.

Critical Theory

Origins of social, political,
and economic oppression;
inadequacy of current
social theory to improve
human condition.

Goal is to unmask sources of
oppression, to promote
understanding of causes
and consequences of
oppression, and to
encourage participation in
liberation.

1.The analytic basis of
functionalism and conflict
theory as well as methods
of interpretive theory are
appropriated to understand
society. .

2. However, conventional
social theory is a bankrupt
construction of ruting elites
whose purpose is to
perpetuate patterns of
oppressfon in society.

3. Humans are oppressed
because power is hidden
or disguised in language
practices, communication
patterns, and information
flow defined and
dominated by ruling elites.

5. Conffict and change are
normal forces within social
systems and contribute to
their health and adaptation.

6. Inequality of resource
distribution is the major
source of contradiction and .
hence conflict in society.

7. Contlict is manifested in
bipolar opposition and is
designed to resolve
dualisms.

8. Conflict is dialectical; it
creates new sets of
opposing interests to
resolve.

The same concepts as in
{functionalism, plus others
including legitimacy, )
consciousness; domination,
coercion, subjugation,
contradiction, dialectic,
correspondence, ideology,
strain, deviance, change,
and adaptation.

Macrolevel (groups,
collectivities and their
relationships—structural
rather than individual level)

1. What are the causes and
consequences of conflict in
social systems?

2. How do conflicting groups
organize and mobilize?

3. Where does power reside
and how is it exercised?

4. What are the sources of
societal inequality?

5. How do social systems
transform themselves?

_ 1. What meanings—both

6. Reality is not fixed but
changes according to the
actors and the context.

Self, self-concept, mind,

symbols, meaning,
interaction, role, actor, role
taking, role making, role
expectations, construction
of reality, discourse, scripts,
texts, communication.

Microlevel (individuals and

small groups in interactions
with each other)

overt and covert—do _
humans attach to behavior
patterns and objects in their
world?

2. How do varying
interpretations of meaning,
expectations, and
motivations affect human
behavior?

3. How does the process of
constructing meaning take

4, Social life operates at
multiple levels of meaning;
knowledge and
understanding of meaning
are stratified and
differentially distributed.

5. People are essentially
unfree, inhabiting a world
filled with contradictions
and asymmetrical patterns
of power and privilege.

Resistance, human agency,
oppression, hegemony,
domination, subordination,
subjectivity, political
economy, consciousness
(false and true),
stratification of power by
race, social class and
gender, ableness, sexual
orientation, deconstruction.

Macro and microlevels
(integration of individual *
interaction with macrolevel
soclal analysis). Meaning
as found in interactions
and texts. '

1.What are the sources of
i.nequality and oppression
in soclety? i

2. What is the experience of
individuals within social
organizations?

3.7To what degree and how
can humans achieve
autonomy in the context of
societal oppression?

4. How are research and

oppression linked?

deMarrais, K. B. & M. D. LeCompte, 1999,
The Way Schools Work: A Sociological Analysis of Education (8rd. ed)
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. TABLE1.2 (continued)

Functionalism

Confiict Theory

Critique

Contributors

Too static: focuses on order
maintenance that justifies the

status quo; conflict and

change come to be regarded

as abemations, There is

some question whether there
IS consensus in society and
whether the fransmission of

core values is based on a
consensus model.

T. Parsons, C. Levi-Strauss, A.

R. Radcliffe-Browne, B.
Malinowski, R. Merton, E.
Shils, E. Durkheim.

Does not define explicitly
what constitutes conflict.
Cannot resolve the
question of order—how a

society constantly in conftict

can create order and
stability. '

K. Marx, G. Simmel, R.
Dahrendorf, L. Coser. M.
Weber
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Interpretive Theory

place?

4. What symbols and rituals
do humans create to
structure their interactions?

5. How do these symbols
differentially affect
interactants, behavior, and

beliefs?

Remains at'microlevel; seeks
no connections to
determinants in external,
saoclal structural variables.

H. Blumer, G. H. Mead, R.
Park, C. Cooley, R. Turner,
E. Goffman, M. Kuhn, H.
Garfinkel, A. Cicourel, H.
Becker, J. Dewey.

Critical Theory

5. What patterns of language
use, communication, and
interaction do people use
to oppress one another?

6. How are positive and
negative meanings and
identities constructed?

Lack of objectivity and
neutrality in favor of
advocacy stance toward
the oppressed.

T. Adorno, M. Horkheimer, H.
Marcuse, H. Gaddmer, M.
Foucault, J.
Giroux, M. Apple, P, Frelre,
M. Fine, L. Weis, P. Wexler,

Habermas, H.
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