4

FUNCTIONALISM AND SOCIOLOGY - u6 2009-2010
WHAT CONTRIBUTION HAS FUNCTIONALISM MADE TO SOCIOLOGY?

The aim of this handout is to provide an overview of Functionalism in the areas covered by your Sociology course.  It is not comprehensive, nor is it intended to be.  It has also deliberately neglected to include specific named studies which you will need for your exams.  That's your job ...

Functionalist theory has challenged pre-existing non-sociological accounts of social life.

It has concentrated on a number of specific issues, especially around

· the primacy of the social over the individual

· the “fit” between different sub-systems in society

· the maintenance of social order through value consensus

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
Although traditional functionalism has played little part in the major debates around social stratification (the underclass, embourgeoisement, proletarianization, fragmentation, etc.), its structuralist approach here is fundamental to an understanding of its view of sociology as a whole.  Functionalism stresses the functional and inevitable existence of social stratification in all societies and the organic analogy can be used to explain this.

Inequality is in itself functional (as an incentive to strive and as a way of allocating differential rewards), and in complex, modern industrial societies, high degrees of social mobility have also been thought to be functional by some (but not all) functionalist theorists (meritocracy).

The Welfare State has led to the displacement of some functions from the family and community to the state itself.  For some functionalists this is an example of structural differentiation, whilst the New Right have emphasised the corrosive effects of this upon the ability of individuals to raise themselves out of poverty (dependency culture arguments).

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY

Functionalists have offered accounts of the family at all levels.  Although regarded as a somewhat idealised account of family life, Functionalists have stressed the importance of the modern family and families in the past as the basis of socialisation in society.  There is a tendency here, as elsewhere, to list the important functions of the family unit and to show how cultural factors have supplemented an institution with a clearly biological/instinctual base.  Functionalism has tended to stress
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the universality of the family in all known societies
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the necessity of distinct conjugal roles in the socialisation of the young
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the fit between various types of family structure and the functional prerequisites  - cultural, economic, etc. - of different societies (e.g., polyandry and the Inuit, the isolated nuclear family and modern industrial society)

THE SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION

Functionalist accounts in the sociology of education have concentrated upon the linkage between modern educational systems and the prerequisites of modern industrial society.  For theorists such as Durkheim, education was to play an increasingly central role in the maintenance of the value consensus in the face of declining religious belief.

Again, Functionalists have been accused of concentrating upon a rather over-optimistic view of the “fit” between the education system and its society, but Hargreaves account of an application of Durkheim’s views of the functions which should be carried out by the modern British education system rather than that which is provides a clear view of the critical potential within functionalist analysis.

Issues in education include

· The importance of socialisation (a view similar to the hidden curriculum, though not really using the term) 

· The importance of particular school subjects in generating value consensus and  social solidarity (e.g., history, geography, etc.)

· The importance of the school in meeting the demands of an industrial economy
· The school as an important bridge or rite of passage between childhood and adult life

· Schools as mechanisms for future role allocation

Functionalist accounts of the education system have had a profound impact upon government policy.  New Labour’s approach to social policy in general has been described by one recent commentator as essentially Durkheimian, whilst Conservative policies borrow heavily from New Right theory.  Even the Social Democratic approach (Old Labour?) outlined in Haralambos seems to share an underlying belief in the importance of value-consensus and the necessity of social mobility (and meritocracy).

THE SOCIOLOGY OF CRIME & DEVIANCE

Functionalists stress the inevitability and importance of deviance and can be accused of looking for a “silver lining”, see Durkheim’s view on the inevitability of deviance even in a “Society of Saints” and the usefulness of punishment in reinforcing social integration.

They are concerned with social control from a consensus viewpoint - beneficial to all and based upon shared values in society..  Durkheim developed the concept of Anomie – a state of normlessness - which may be seen as a social malaise which occurs when this value system breaks down generally, producing symptoms such as rising suicide and crime rates..

Strain theory emphasises the way that individuals and groups strive to achieve common goals and may share values but this may still result in deviant outcomes.

Functionalist versions of subcultural theory often link to strain theory. They focus on groups which reject dominant values.  Alternative approaches look at  a systems of values which lies beneath the dominant culture.

SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD

A more difficult area, but see the handout on "value freedom" for the idea that Functionalist sociological research contains its own implicit and often unacknowledged set of values.

Functionalist accounts of science as a social product rather than a pure rarified body of knowledge are obviously highly relevant and potentially critical (again see the work of RK Merton).

Individual functionalists such as Durkheim and Merton have clearly contributed a great deal to the positivist and realist traditions and to the possibility of a scientific sociology, but this is best accounted as positivism or realism rather than functionalist per se.

A question to consider.

Is it possible to classify Functionalism as a distinctive set of values within a political framework in the same way as Marxism or Feminism, or should these values which inform functionalist theory be seen as no values at all?

[Examination tip - if you are outlining a debate between functionalist and other theoretical perspectives in an essay, use functionalist theory first.  Much critical theory has been a simple response to the conservatism or simplicity of functionalism and usually post-dates it.  Your essay will gain a clearer critical framework and make chronological sense.]
Finally... can Functionalists be critical?  Are they the simple saps which sociology students love to hate - the fall guys of sociology?  It depends on the company.  Functionalism can offer...

· A view which specifically concentrates on what is rather than what sociologists would like the world to be.

· A coherent theoretical framework to understand the fit between different social institutions and how they vary from society to society.

· A response to those non-sociologists (psychologists, neurologists, Desmond Morris, etc.) who would simply reduce the world to instinctual drive and genetic inheritance, ignoring the importance of learned behaviour and culture…

etc.
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