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movements in China, it is clear that dramatic social 
change is possible. The functionalist assumption is that if 
a system is running smoothly, it must be working well 
because it is free from conflict. It assumes that conflict is 
harmful, even though we know that stability may come 
about because of ruthless dictators suppressing the popu-
lation. In short, stability is not always good.

Thinking Sociologically
Describe a manifest and a latent function of the sys-
tem of higher education in the United States today. Is 
the latent function dysfunctional? Why, or why not?

Conflict Theory.  In many ways, conflict theory turns 
the structural-functional theory on its head. Conflict the-

ory contends that conflict is inevitable in any group or 
society and that inequality and injustice are the source of 
the conflicts that permeate society. Resources and power 
are distributed unequally in society, so some members 
have more money, goods, and prestige than others. The 
rich protect their positions by using the power they have 
accumulated to keep others in their places. From the per-
spective of poor people such as Hector, it seems the rich 
get all of the breaks. Most of us want more of the resources 
in society (money, good jobs, nice houses, and cars), caus-
ing the possibility of conflict between the haves and the 
have-nots. These conflicts sometimes bring about a 
change in society.

Modern conflict theory has its origins in the works of 
Karl Marx (1818–1883), a German social philosopher who 

lived in England during the height of 19th-century indus-
trial expansion. Capitalism had emerged as the dominant 
economic system in Europe. Capitalism is an economic 
system in which individuals and corporations, rather than 
the state, own and control the means of production  
(e.g., factories). As they compete for profits, some win 
while others lose.

Marx recognized the plight of workers toiling in facto-
ries in the new industrial states of Europe and viewed the 
ruling elites and the wealthy industrial owners as exploit-
ers of the working class. Marx wrote about the new work-
ing class crowded in urban slums, working long hours 
under appalling conditions, without earning enough 
money for decent housing and food. Few of the protections 
enjoyed by many (but not all) workers today—such as 
retirement benefits, health coverage, sick leave, the 
40-hour workweek, and restrictions against child labor—
existed in Marx’s time.

Marx believed that two classes, the capitalists (also 
referred to as the bourgeoisie or “haves”), who owned the 
means of production (property, machinery, and other 
means of creating saleable goods or services), and the 
workers (also referred to as the proletariat or “have-nots”), 
would continue to live in conflict until the workers shared 
more equally in the profits of their labor. The more work-
ers came to understand their plight, the more aware they 
would become of the injustice of the situation. Eventually, 
Marx believed, workers would rise up and overthrow  
capitalism, forming a new, classless society. Collective 
ownership—shared ownership  o f  the  means of  
production—would be the new economic order (Marx and 
Engels [1848] 1969).

The idea of the bourgeoisie (the capitalist exploiters 
who own the factories) and the proletariat (the exploited 
workers who sell their labor) has carried over to analysis of 
modern-day conflicts among groups in society. For exam-
ple, from a conflict perspective, Hector in Brazil and mil-
lions like him in other countries are part of the reserve 
labor force—a cheap labor pool that can be called on when 
labor is needed and disregarded when demand is low, thus 
meeting the changing labor needs of industry and capital-
ism. This pattern results in permanent economic insecu-
rity and poverty for Hector and those like him.

Many branches of the conflict perspective have grown 
from the original ideas of Marx. Here, we mention four 
contributions to conflict theory: those of American sociol-
ogists Harriet Martineau ([1837] 1962), W. E. B. Du Bois 
([1899] 1967), Ralf Dahrendorf (1959), and Lewis Coser 
(1956). As you can see, social conflict has been a major 
focus of sociological investigation.

Although the microwave oven and fast-food restaurants have 
had many benefits for a society in a hurry, one dysfunction is 
the deterioration of health, especially due to obesity.
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