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people must rely on external support and donations from 
other countries to survive as it tries to rebuild.

The functionalist perspective has been criticized 
because it fails to consider how much dysfunction a soci-
ety has, how much conflict a society can tolerate, and how 
much unity is necessary for a society to survive. Some crit-
ics argue that functional theory overemphasizes the need 
for consensus and integration among different parts of 
society, thus ignoring conflicts that may point to problems 
such as inequality in societies (Dahrendorf 1959).

Conflict Theory.  Whereas functionalists assume consen-
sus exists because all people in society have learned the same 
cultural values, rules, and expectations, conflict theorists do 
not view culture as having this uniting effect. Conflict theo-
rists describe societies as composed of meso-level groups—
class, ethnic, religious, and political groups—vying for 
power. Each group protects its own self-interests and strug-
gles to make its own cultural ways dominant in the society. 
Instead of consensus, the dominant groups may impose 
their cultural beliefs on minorities and other subcultural 
groups, thus laying the groundwork for conflict. Conflict 
theorists identify tension between meso and macro levels, 
whereas functionalists tend to focus on harmony and 
smooth integration between those levels.

Conflict theorists argue that the people with privilege 
and power in society manipulate institutions such as reli-
gion and education. In this way, average people learn the 
values, beliefs, and norms of the privileged group and 
accept the dominant group’s beliefs, self-interests, power, 
and advantage. The needs of the privileged are likely to be 
met, and their status will be secured. For instance, schools 
that serve lower-class children usually teach obedience to 
authority, punctuality, and respect for superiors—behav-
iors that make for good laborers and compliant workers. 
The children of the affluent, meanwhile, are more likely to 
attend schools stressing divergent thinking, creativity, and 
leadership, attributes that prepare them to occupy the 
most professional, prestigious, and highly rewarded posi-
tions in society. Conflict theorists point to this control of 
the education process by those with privilege as part of the 
overall pattern by which the society benefits the rich.

Conflict theory can also help us understand global 
dynamics. Many poor nations feel that the global system 
protects the self-interests of the richest nations, the 
Global North, and that those rich nations impose their 
own culture, including their ideas about economics, pol-
itics, and religion, on the poorer nations of the Global 
South. Some scholars believe there is great richness in 
local customs that is lost when homogenized by cultural 

domination of the powerful nations (Eitzen and Zinn 
2012; Ritzer 2007).

Conflict theory is useful for analyzing the relationships 
between societies (at a macro level) and between subcul-
tures (at a meso level) within complex societies. It also 
helps illuminate tensions in a society when local (micro-
level) cultural values clash with national (macro-level) 
trends. Conflict theory is not as successful, however, in 
explaining simple, well-integrated societies in which 
change is slow to come about, and cooperation is an orga-
nizing principle.

Actually, conflict may contribute to a smoother-running 
society in the long run. German sociologist Georg Simmel 
and American sociologist Lewis Coser blended insights from 
functional and conflict perspectives, insisting that conflict 
sometimes serves a positive purpose. One example is that it 
can alert societal leaders to problem areas that need atten-
tion; conflict can also serve to bond people together in oppo-
sition to others. Both scholars agree that some degree of 
conflict is essential for any group to be viable—which is a 
pretty strong statement about how functional conflict is 
(Coser 1956; Simmel 1904, 1955).

Middle-Range Theories
The perspectives just discussed are comprehensive and 
wide-angle in scope. They are paradigms that explain 

Conflict theorists believe that society is composed of groups, each 
acting to meet its own self-interests. In Jakarta in 2016, Indonesian 
taxi drivers blocked a major street during a rally against car-booking 
companies like Uber that are cheaper because they employ mostly 
part-timers and do not pay benefits. According to public-transportation 
associations, car-booking services undermine the livelihoods of taxi 
drivers.
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