According to Structural-functionalism, society is: 

· An organism, a system of parts, all of which serve a function together for the overall effectiveness and efficiency of society.  

Structural-functionalism is a consensus theory; a theory that sees society as built upon order, interrelation, and balance among parts as a means of maintaining the smooth functioning of the whole.  Structural-Functionalism views shared norms and values as the basis of society, focuses on social order based on tacit agreements between groups and organizations, and views social change as occurring in a slow and orderly fashion.

The set of theories that differs most significantly from Structural-Functionalism is Conflict Theory.  Conflict theories emphasize the dominance of some social groups over others, view social order as maintained by manipulation and control by dominant groups, and see social change as occurring rapidly and in a disorganized fashion, with subordinate groups needing to overthrow dominant groups in order to create equality and change in the system.  In these ways, conflict theory t is almost the direct opposite of structural-functionalism.

Structural Functionalism makes 7 main assumptions.  These assumptions focus on several levels of analysis [society, community, individual, social unit (e.g. family, organizations)]:

· Systems have a property of order and an interdependence of parts

· Societies and social units are held together by cooperation and orderliness

· Systems tend toward self-maintaining order, or equilibrium

· Societies and social units work best when they function smoothly as an organism, with all parts working toward the “natural” or smooth working of the system

· The system may be static or involved in an ordered process of change

· The nature of one part of the system has an impact on the form that the other parts can take

· Systems maintain boundaries within their environments

· Natural (external) environments are separate but adapt to each other.  The same dynamic occurs within societies and/or social units – if one or more parts significantly conflicts with others, others must adapt

· Allocation and integration are two fundamental processes necessary for a gives state of equilibrium within a system

· Division of labor and positions help maintain balance; each part interrelates to create efficiency and harmony; the most capable individuals must be motivated to fill the most important roles/positions

· Systems tend toward self-maintenance involving control of boundaries and relationships of parts to the whole, control of the environment, and control of tendencies to change the system from within

Structural functionalism focuses on the MACRO level (looks at large-scale social institutions like “society” as a while, international networks (NATO), government, the labor force, etc.). Focuses on grand-scale phenomena; pays little attention to individual agency and personality development.  In contrast, MICRO theories (like symbolic interactionism) focus more on individuals and their everyday interactions with others and small-scale social groups/organizations.  How do people form identities?  Structural-functionalism cannot really explain this…

Finally, one of Structural-Functionalism’s main arguments is that in order for society to function, it has to place and motivate individuals to occupy the necessary positions in the social structure. There are two main ways society does this:

· Society must instill in the proper individuals the desire (motivation) to fill certain positions

· Once the proper individuals are in these positions, society must offer them appropriate rewards so that they maintain desire to fulfill their (difficult) positions

NOTE: Structural-Functionalists argue that the positions (i.e. jobs) that are most highly rewarded are the most important for society.  Without doctors, we might not have stable health or procreation.  However, critics have argued that the most highly rewarded positions are not necessarily the most important. Why is a stockbroker, for example, more socially important than a garbage collector?  Would society be worse off if people didn’t have personal portfolios than if they had heaps of garbage polluting their living quarters?

Key Terms

Structure: a system of status-roles, or positions, which are usually arranged in a hierarchical fashion.  Just as social structures (e.g. government, the family, etc.) contribute to the smooth functioning of society, individuals must fill a set of positions (status-roles) to make social institutions and society function smoothly.

Function: A complex of activities directed towards meeting a need or needs of the system.  Society develops institutions and patterns in order to maintain itself and keep it running efficiently – this applies to things we usually see as negative such as discrimination or crime. 

Structural-strain: Disturbances caused by rapid social change, which often cause social problems.  Structural-strains inspire adaptation in social systems (reform) in order to keep society running (e.g. the government might pass laws to outlaw discrimination in hiring, but racism still remains in society in other forms), but the system remains relatively stable.  Disorder occurs because of conflict between the parts that make up society, and therefore balance and peace must be restored.

Applications
Education

Structural-Functionalists would see education as part of the smooth functioning of society.  Educational systems train the most qualified individuals for the most socially important positions.  Education teaches people not only the skills and thinking skills to maximize their potential, but also teaches them to be good citizens and get along with others….

Crime

As in Durkheim’s article, Structural-Functionalists view crime as a necessary part of society.  Through public outrage and legal punishment, the majority of us see, accept, and adhere to a shared set of moral guidelines and rules.  Without crime, there would be no legal system or shared morals in our society. As well, a stable crime rate is a sign of a healthy society.  If the crime rate gets too high, people will lose trust and solidarity. If the crime rate is too low, this suggests that people are either living under an authoritarian state (and have no freedom and individuality) or there are no shared moral guidelines establishing what is right and wrong, moral and immoral, normal and deviant.

Sports

Structural-Functionalists would say that sports serve important functions in our society and should be justly rewarded.  People who are not as qualified or talented should not make it to the top ranks, and those who do must have the best character, discipline, and skill level of all competing athletes.  Durkheim would say that sports serve the ritualistic function of keeping society bonded and people (fans and teams) in solidarity with each other.  Furthermore, Structural-Functionalists would say that when rapid social change occurs (e.g. high school sports suddenly becoming commercialized), sports must make some adaptations and changes but that they will survive and remain pretty much unchanged.  The best athletes deserve the money they get because they help us as a society determine who we are and establish a sense of togetherness.

