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must look at how the parts of society (structure) fit together 
and how each part contributes to the maintenance of soci-
ety. For instance, two functions (purposes) of the family 
include having children and teaching them to be members 
of society. These and other functions help perpetuate soci-
ety, for without reproducing and teaching new members to 
fit in, societies would collapse.

Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) was the founder of the 
functionalist perspective. He theorized that society is 
made up of necessary parts that fit together into a working 
whole. Durkheim believed that individuals conform to the 
rules of societies because of a collective conscience—the 
shared beliefs in the values of a group (Durkheim [1895] 
1947). People grow up sharing the same values, beliefs, 
and rules of behavior as those around them. Gradually, 
individuals internalize these shared beliefs and rules. A 
person’s behavior is, in a sense, governed from within 
because it feels right and proper to behave in accordance 
with what is expected. As such, the functionalist perspec-
tive of Durkheim and subsequent theorists places empha-
sis on social consensus, which gives rise to stable and 
predictable patterns of order in society. Because people 
need groups for survival, they adhere to the group’s rules 
so that they do not stand apart from it. This means that 
most societies run in an orderly manner, with most indi-
viduals fitting into their positions in society.

Functions (consequences of an action or behavior) can 
be manifest or latent. Manifest functions are the planned 
outcomes of interactions, social organizations, or institu-
tions. Some of the planned consequences of the micro-
wave oven, for instance, have been to allow people to 
prepare meals quickly and easily, facilitating life in over-
worked and stressed modern families. Latent functions 
are unplanned or unintended consequences of actions or 
of social structures (Merton 1938, [1942] 1973). Some of 
the unplanned consequences of microwave ovens were the 
creation of a host of new jobs and stimulation of the econ-
omy, as people wrote new cookbooks and as businesses 
were formed to produce microwavable cookware and pre-
pared foods ready for the microwave.

Latent functions can be functional or dysfunctional. 
Functional actions contribute to the stability or equilib-
rium of society, whereas dysfunctions are those actions 
that undermine the stability or equilibrium of society 
(Merton 1938). For example, by allowing people to prepare 
meals without using a stove or conventional oven, the 
microwave oven has contributed to some young people 
having no idea how to cook, thus making them highly 
dependent on expensive technology and processed foods 
and, in some cases, adding to problems of obesity.

From a functionalist theory perspective, it is important 
to examine the possible functional and dysfunctional 
aspects of life in society in order to maintain harmony and 
balance.

In summary, the structural-functional perspective

•• examines the macro-level organizations and pat-
terns in society,

•• looks at what holds societies together and enhances 
social continuity,

•• considers the consequences, or functions, of each 
major part in society,

•• focuses on the way the structure (groups, organi-
zations, and institutions), the culture, and social 
processes work together to make society function 
smoothly, and

•• notes manifest functions (which are planned), 
latent functions (which are unplanned or second-
ary), and dysfunctions (which undermine stability).

Critique of Structural-Functional Perspective. 
Some ideas put forth by functional theorists are so 
abstract that they are difficult to test with data. Moreover, 
functionalism does not explain social changes in society, 
such as conflict and revolution. As we try to understand 
the many societal upheavals in the world, from suicide 
bombings in the Middle East to the economic privatization 
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The Tanzanian village elders in this photo continue to have 
authority to make local (micro-level) decisions about the 
traditional irrigation canals being improved in their village, 
but their expanded water supply is possible, in part, because 
of international financial support (meso- and macro-level 
decisions).


