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Functionalism: Overview



Influenced by Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)

 • Human body analogy (or organic analogy): society functions like a body, with 
various institutions like the organs. They all need to work for the body 
(society) to function properly.

 • Society needs the right balance of social cohesion and social control - not 
too little or too much. 

 • Social cohesion is maintained through a value consensus and people learn 
these shared norms and values through the process of socialisation. 
Primary socialisation (learning the particular values of your family/local 
community) happens primarily through the family. Secondary socialisation 
(learning the universal values of wider society) happens through education, 
media and other institutions.

Functionalists that feature in the A Level Sociology specification include: Talcott 
Parsons, Davis and Moore, Young and Wilmott, Robert Merton, Walt Rostow.
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New Right: Overview



 • The New Right combines neo-liberal economics (free markets and minimal 
government intervention) with more traditional conservative views on social 
issues (including taking a traditional view on family life, school discipline and 
law and order).

 • The New Right, in many ways, shares the views of functionalists with the 
main difference being they argue that, in the late 20th century in countries 
like the UK and the USA, society became dysfunctional: the necessary 
consensus broke down. 

 • The New Right argument is that a range of government policies, most notably 
those associated with the welfare state, undermined the key institutions that 
create the value consensus and ensure social solidarity.

 • This influenced the policies of the governments of Margaret Thatcher and 
Ronald Reagan.
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Marxism: Overview
Conflict

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY



 • Karl Marx (1818-1883): Analysed capitalist society and concluded it was 
characterised by a fundamental class conflict between the bourgeoisie (the 
ruling class who owned the means of production – factories, etc.) and the 
proletariat (the working class, who were the vast majority).

 • Marx argued that the bourgeoisie exploited the proletariat by paying them 
less than their work was worth.

 • Marx (and other Marxists) argued that the bourgeoisie prevented the 
proletariat from overthrowing them in a revolution by using both the state 
(social control) and ideology (creating false class consciousness.)

 • ”Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to 
change it.” Marx wanted a revolution to replace capitalism with communism.
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What is Science?
Science

WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?



To decide whether sociology is a science we must first agree what constitutes a science.

Some suggest that features of a science include it being:
 • Organised and systematic.

 • Empirical (knowledge is gained through direct experience).

 • Rigorous in the testing of hypotheses.

 • Cumulative (new knowledge builds on existing knowledge).

 • Collective (the scientific community peer reviews new research).

Merton describes CUDOS norms. These are:
 • Communalism (the scientific community works together and its findings 

belong to everyone).

 • Universalism (open to and applicable to everyone).

 • Disinterestedness (scientists work simply to further knowledge, it is not for 
their own personal gain).

 • Organised Skepticism (science questions everything; nothing is sacred).
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Validity



 
 • Valid research reveals a true picture. Data that is high in validity tends to be 

qualitative and is often described as “rich”. It seeks to provide the researcher 
with verstehen - a deep, true understanding of their research object. 

 • Verstehen was a term introduced into sociology by Max Weber.

 • Research methods with restricted responses (e.g. questionnaires with 
closed questions) or based just on numerical data (e.g. official statistics) 
tend to be thought to lack validity, whereas methods like observations 
or unstructured interviews, which produce a lot of qualitative data, are 
considered much more valid. 
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Unstructured 
Interviews



 
These are interviews with no preset questions. The interviewer will have some 
themes or topics to cover, but will allow a free-flowing conversation and will let the 
interviewee discuss what they want. This is one reason why feminists favour this 
approach, because of where the power lies. Notable examples include Dobash and 
Dobash (1979) on domestic violence and Oakley (1980) on childbirth. 

Strengths Weaknesses
Qualitative / Quantitative Rich, qualitative data. No quantitative data.

Reliable / Valid High in validity.
Verstehen.

Not reliable.
Interviewer effect.

Representativeness - Cannot be generalised.

Practicality Often easier than observations. Time-consuming.
Expensive.
Requires specialist skills.

Ethics Possible support and comfort. Not anonymous.
Possible stress and 
discomfort.

Theory Favoured by interpretivists 
and feminists.

Not useful for positivists.
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Personal and Historical 
Documents



 
Sociologists use a wide range of personal and historical documents. Personal 
documents include letters and diaries (some of which are published). Historical 
documents include the census, birth, marriage and death records, archives etc. 
Notable studies using such sources include: Jacobs (1967) using suicide notes 
and Laslett (1965) using parish records to study families. 

Strengths Weaknesses
Qualitative / Quantitative Rich, qualitative data. Rarely produces quantitative data.

Reliable / Valid High in validity.
Verstehen.

Not reliable.
Might not be valid (dishonesty etc.)

Representativeness Could look at a representative 
sample of historical documents.

Usually cannot be generalised.

Practicality Many documents are in public 
libraries / online and are easily 
accessible.

Gatekeepers.

Ethics Often documents are written 
to be read and are made 
publically available.

Historic – can’t give consent.
Private.

Theory Favoured by interpretivists. Not usually useful for positivists.


