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Du Bois) have used their training to address issues of dis-
crimination through empowerment and change. Their 
efforts to strategically counter the power of the dominant 
group have helped create a more equitable society for all 
residents of the United States.

Football players at the University of Missouri carried 
out a nonviolent action against racism in November 2015. 
Angered by the university president’s lack of support for 
students of color who had reported racist incidents, 30 
Black players organized themselves, gained the support of 
their head coach, and said they would not play in the 
upcoming game unless the president of the university 
resigned. The forfeiture of the game would have cost the 
university more than a million dollars. Facing intense 
pressure, the university president did resign, and the 
University of Missouri began actions to address the con-
cerns of minority students (Pearson and Sutton 2015; 
Svrluga 2015). Such action represents systematic organiz-
ing, though change rarely happens so fast.

Thinking Sociologically
The preceding discussion presents five types of 
responses by minorities to the experience of discrim-
ination and rejection. Four of these are at the micro 
level, and one is at the meso and macro levels. Why 
do you think most of the coping strategies of minori-
ties are at the micro level?

Theoretical Explanations of 
Dominant–Minority Group Relations
Given that dominant–minority group relations take place on 
the micro, meso, and macro levels, we must use a wide vari-
ety of theoretical perspectives in order to fully understand 
these types of group interactions. For example, psychological 
and social-psychological theories are most relevant when 
examining prejudice in individuals and small groups. To 
understand discrimination embedded in institutions, study-
ing meso-level organizations is helpful, and to understand 
the pervasive nature of prejudice and stereotypes over time in 
various societies, cultural explanations are useful. Finally, we 
must turn to macro-level theories to understand national 
and global group relations.

Structural-Functional Theory.  Some functionalists 
point out that prejudice, discrimination, and institutional 
racism are dysfunctional for society, resulting in the loss 
of human resources, costs to societies due to poverty and 
crime, hostilities between groups, and disrespect for 
those in power. For example, Durkheim divided social 

inequalities into internal (based on people’s natural abili-
ties) and external (those forced upon people). He argued 
that the existence of external inequality in an industrial 
society indicates that its institutions are not functioning 
properly. Because an industrial society needs all of its 
members doing what they do best in order for it to func-
tion most effectively, external inequality—like racial dis-
crimination—that prevents some people from fulfilling 
their innate talents damages all of society (Durkheim 
[1893] 1997). Prejudice, discrimination, and institutional 
racism, then, are dysfunctional for society, resulting in 
the loss of human resources, costs to societies due to pov-
erty and crime, hostilities between groups, and disrespect 
for those in power (Schaefer 2012).

However, other functionalists note that maintaining a 
cheap pool of laborers (e.g., members of a minority group) 
who are in and out of work serves several purposes for 
society. Not only does this minority group function to pro-
vide a ready labor force for dirty work or menial unskilled 
jobs, but these laborers also serve other functions for soci-
ety. Having minority groups makes possible occupations 
that service the poor, such as social work, public health, 
criminology, and the justice and legal systems. The 
oppressed buy goods others do not want—day-old bread, 
old fruits and vegetables, and secondhand clothes (Gans 
1971, 1994). In short, having a supply of people in desper-
ate need at the bottom of the social structure, according to 
some analysts, has some useful functional aspects, and 
this makes change more difficult.

Mahatma Gandhi used nonviolent strategies to lead a successful 
revolt against the British colonization of India. He used demonstrations 
of cloth weaving, as seen in this picture, to stress the dignity of the 
manual labor undertaken by many Indians.
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