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1958), he asked how capitalists (those who have money 
and control production) understood the world around 
them. His work was influenced by Marx’s writings, but 
whereas Marx focused on economic conditions as the key 
factor shaping history and power relations, Weber argued 
that Marx’s focus was too narrow. Weber felt that politics, 
economics, religion, psychology, and people’s ideas are 
interdependent—affecting each other. In short, Weber 
thought that society was more complex than Karl Marx’s 
theory, which focused only on two groups—the haves and 
the have-nots—in conflict over economic resources.

Feminist Theory. Much of feminist theory has founda-
tions in the conflict perspective. Feminist theory critiques 
the hierarchical power structures that disadvantage 
women and other minorities (Cancian 1992; P. Collins 
2008). Proponents note that men form an interest group 
intent on preserving their privileges. Feminists also argue 
that sociology has been dominated by a male perspective 
that does not give a complete view of the social world.

Some branches of feminist theory come from interac-
tion perspectives, emphasizing the way gender socializa-
tion, cues, and symbols shape the nature of much human 
interaction. Thus, feminist theory moves from meso- and 
macro-level analysis (e.g., looking at national and global 
situations that give privileges to men) to micro-level anal-
ysis (e.g., looking at inequality between husbands and 
wives in marriage). In particular, feminist theory points to 
the importance of gender as a variable influencing social 
patterns (Brettell and Sargent 2012; Burn 2011; Kramer 
and Beutel 2014; Lorber 2009).

Many people face inequality because of multiple fac-
tors; it is this interplay among factors that interests 
Patricia Hill Collins. An important contemporary scholar, 
Collins examines the discrimination and oppression peo-
ple face because of their race, class, gender, sexuality, or 
nationality, all of which are interconnected. Collins uses 
the term intersectionality, meaning individuals have mul-
tiple identities (e.g., race, class, and gender) that intersect 
and impact their lives and opportunities (2005, 2008).

Thinking Sociologically
To what extent are human beings free agents who 
can create their own social world and come up with 
their own ideas about how to live their lives? To what 
extent are our lives determined or influenced by the 
social systems around us and by our positions in the 
economic and political system? Is this different for 
different people? Why?

Using Different  
Theoretical Perspectives
Each of the theoretical perspectives described in this chap-
ter begins from a set of assumptions about humans. Each 
makes a contribution to our understanding, but each has 
limitations or blind spots, such as not taking into account 
other levels of analysis (Ritzer 2011). Figure 2.1 provides a 
summary of cooperative versus competitive perspectives 
to illustrate how the theories differ.

The strength of a theory depends on its ability to 
explain and predict behavior accurately. Each theoretical 
perspective focuses on a different aspect of society and 
level of analysis and gives us a different lens through 
which to view our social world. The social world model 
helps us picture the whole system and determine which 
theory or theories best suits our needs in analyzing a spe-
cific social process or structure.

Patricia Hill Collins, an innovative feminist scholar, has 
challenged sociologists to look at the ways experiences of 
race, social class, gender, and sexuality intersect and reinforce 
one another.
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