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complement one another; at other times, they 

contradict one another.

Throughout the remaining chapters of  

this book, I will periodically return to these 

three perspectives—as well as several other  

perspectives—to apply them to specific social 

phenomena, experiences, and events.

The Structural- 
Functionalist Perspective
According to sociologists Talcott Parsons and 

Neil Smelser (1956), two theorists typically 

associated with the structural-functionalist  

perspective, a society is a complex system 

composed of various parts, much like a living 

organism. Just as the heart, lungs, and liver 

work together to keep an animal alive, so too 

do all the elements of a society’s structure work 

together to keep society alive.

Social institutions play a key role in keep-

ing a society stable. All societies require certain 

things to survive. They must ensure that the 

goods and services people need are produced 

and distributed; they must provide ways of deal-

ing with conflicts between individuals, groups, 

and organizations; and they must provide ways 

to ensure that individuals are made a part of the 

existing culture.

As we saw earlier in this chapter, institu-

tions allow societies to attain their goals, adapt 

to a changing environment, reduce tension, 

and recruit individuals into statuses and roles. 

Economic institutions, for instance, allow 

adaptation to dwindling supplies of natural 

resources or to competition from other societ-

ies. Educational institutions train people for 

the future statuses they will need to fill to keep 

society going. Religions help maintain the exis-

tence of society by reaffirming people’s values 

and preserving social ties among individuals 

(Durkheim, 1915/1954).

Sociologist Robert Merton (1957) distin-

guishes between manifest and latent functions 

of social institutions. Manifest functions are 

the intended, obvious consequences of activities 

designed to help some part of the social system. 

For instance, the manifest function of going 

to college is to get an education and acquire 

the credentials necessary to establish a career. 

Latent functions are the unintended, some-

times unrecognized, consequences of actions 

that coincidentally help the system. The latent 

function of going to college is to meet people and 

establish close, enduring friendships. In addi-

tion, college informally teaches students how to 

live on their own, away from their parents. It also 

Sociological Perspective Key Concepts Main Assumption

Structural-functionalist 
perspective

Manifest and latent functions

Dysfunctions

Social stability

Social institutions are structured 
to maintain stability and order in 
society

Conflict perspective Power

Inequality

Conflict

Dominance

The various institutions in society 
promote inequality and conflict 
among groups of people

Symbolic interactionist 
perspective

Symbolic communication

Social interaction

Subjective meaning

Society is structured and 
maintained through everyday 
interactions and people’s subjective 
definitions of their worlds
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