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Functionalism

AugusteComtesawthescienceofsocietyasessentiallysimilartonaturalscience.His

positivistapproachwasbasedontheprincipleofdirectobservation,whichcouldbe

explainedbytheoreticalstatementsbasedonestablishingcausal,law-likegeneralizations.

Thetaskofsociology,accordingtoComte,wastogainreliableknowledgeofthesocial

worldinordertomakepredictionsaboutit,and,onthebasisofthosepredictions,to

interveneandshapesociallifeinprogressiveways.Comte'spositivistphilosophywas

clearlyinspiredbywhathesawasthefabulouspredictivepowerofthenaturalsciences.

Comte'sideaswereextremelyinfluentialandhistheoryofthedevelopmentofthesciences

wasaninspirationtootherthinkersworkingwiththeoriesofevolutionarysocialdevelopment.

Comtesaweachscienceaspassingthroughthreestages:thetheological(orreligious),the

metaphysical(orphilosophical)andfinallythepositive(orscientific),witheachstage

representingaformofhumanmentaldevelopment.Hearguedthatthehistoryofthe

sciencesdemonstratedthispatternofmovement,withsociallifebeingthelastareatomove

intothepositivestageandsociologythefinaldiscipline.

AugusteComtedividedsociologyintotwomajorparts–staticanddynamicsociology.The

ideaofthisdivisionisborrowedfrombiologythatisinkeepingwithhisnotionsofahierarchy

ofsciences.Biologyisasciencethatprecedessociologyandthussharescommonfeatures

withthisscience.Thestaticsociologystudiestheconditionsoftheexistenceofsocietywhile

thedynamicsociologystudiesthecontinuousmovementorlawsofthesuccessionof

individualstagesinsociety.

AugusteComte'sideashaveinfluencedseveralmajorsociologistslikeSorokin,J.SMill,Max

Weber,EmileDurkheimandseveralothers.Hislawsofthreestageshavebeenmoreorless

rejectedbythecontemporarysociologists.Buttheessentialnotionofstagesof

developmentinideasandcultureinamodifiedformhasbeenaccepted.

EnglishphilosopherandsociologistHerbertSpencer(1820-1903)drewonComte'sideas

andarguedthat,justastheworldofnaturewassubjecttobiologicalevolution,sosocieties

weresubjecttosocialevolution.Thistooktheformofstructuraldifferentiationthrough

whichsimplesocietiesdevelopovertimeintomoreandmorecomplexformswithan



increasinglydiversearrayofseparatesocialinstitutions;andfunctionaladaptationtheway

thatsocietiesaccommodatethemselvestotheirenvironment.Spencerarguedthatitwas

throughstructuraldifferentiationthatsocietiesbecamefunctionallybetteradapted,andthe

industrialsocietiesofthenineteenthcenturywereessentiallydemonstratingaformofsocial

evolution,emergingoutofthemorestaticandhierarchicalsocietiesthatprecededthem.

Spenceralsothoughtthattheprincipleof'survivalofthefittest'appliedinsocialaswellas

biologicalevolution,andhewasnotinfavorofstateinterventiontosupportthevulnerableor

disadvantaged.

Spencertriedtoapplyinhisinvestigationofallfieldsofknowledgehisideaofsocial

evolution.Incomparinghumansocietywithanorganismthatisessentiallywhatorganic

analogymeans.Henotedthedifferencesbetweenthebiologicalorganismandsociety.He

maintainedthatasocietyasanentityissomethingmorethanandotherthananorganism

eventhoughhumanorganismsaremembersofit.Itisatotalsystemofelementsofsocial

organizationandtheirinterdependentfunctions.Itisasuper–organicentityan

organizationalentityoverandabovetheleveloftheorganism.Spenceracceptedtheideas

thatasocietywasmorethanacollectivenatureforanumberofindividuals.Thatisitisnota

collectionofseveralindividualsbutisadistinctentity.Thewholeismorethanitsparts.Thus

ahouseismorethanamerecollectionofbricks,woodandstone.Itinvolvesacertain

orderingofparts.Hebelievedthatunlikebiologicalorganismswherethepartsexistforthe

benefitofthewhole,insocietyitisthewholethatexistsforthebenefitoftheparts.Spencer

toldpeoplethroughsociologythathumanbeingsshouldnotinterferewiththenatural

processesinsocieties.

Hehadgreatfaithintheinnateinstinctoffreedomandbelievedanyinterferencewiththis

instincttobeharmful.Hisconceptofsocietyasasuper–organicsystemhadseveral

problems.Hewasunabletoseecultureaspartofanintegratedwhole.Hisexplanation

regardingthesocialevolutionofsocietiesfromsimpletocompoundandsoonwasalsofull

oferrors.Howeverheformulatedanintegraltheoryofallreality.Hislawofevolutionisa

cosmiclawandhistheoryisaphilosophicaltheoryratherthansociological.Hisideas

becamepopularbecausetheyservedtheneedofhistimethedesireforunifyingknowledge

andtheneedtoexplaininascientificmannertheliassezfaireprinciple.

Functionalismholdsthatsocietyisacomplexsystemwhosevariouspartsworktogetherto

producestabilityandsolidarity.Accordingtothisapproach,thedisciplineofsociology

shouldinvestigatetherelationshipofpartsofsocietytoeachotherandtosocietyasawhole.

Wecananalyzethereligiousbeliefsandcustomsofasociety,forexample,byshowinghow

theyrelatetootherinstitutionswithinit,forthedifferentpartsofasocietydevelopinclose



relationtooneanother.

Tostudythefunctionofasocialpracticeorinstitutionistoanalyzethecontributionwhich

thatpractice,orinstitution,makestothecontinuationofsociety.Functionalistsincluding

ComteandDurkheimhaveoftenusedanorganicanalogytocomparetheoperationof

societytothatofalivingorganism.Theyarguethatthepartsofsocietyworktogether,just

asthevariouspartsofthehumanbodydo,forthebenefitofsocietyasawhole.Tostudya

bodilyorganliketheheart,weneedtoshowhowitrelatestootherpartsofthebody.By

pumpingbloodaroundthebody,theheartplaysavitalroleinthecontinuationofthelifeof

theorganism.Similarly,analyzingthefunctionofasocialitemmeansshowingthepartit

playsinthecontinuedexistenceandhealthofasociety.Functionalismemphasizesthe

importanceofmoralconsensus,inmaintainingorderandstabilityinsociety.Moral

consensusexistswhenmostpeopleinasocietysharethesamevalues.Functionalists

regardorderandbalanceasthenormalstateofsocietythissocialequilibriumisgroundedin

theexistenceofamoralconsensusamongthemembersofsociety.Forinstance,Durkheim

arguedthatreligionreaffirmspeople'sadherencetocoresocialvalues,therebycontributing

tothemaintenanceofsocialcohesion.

TalcottParsonsandRobertK.MertondrewextensivelyonDurkheim,weretwoofitsmost

prominentadherents.Merton'sversionoffunctionalismhasbeenparticularlyinfluential.

Mertondistinguishedbetweenmanifestandlatentfunctions.Manifestfunctionsarethose

knownto,andintendedby,theparticipantsinaspecifictypeofsocialactivity.Latent

functionsareconsequencesofthatactivityofwhichparticipantsareunaware.Mertonalso

distinguishedbetweenfunctionsanddysfunctions.Tolookforthedysfunctionalaspectsof

socialbehaviormeansfocusingonfeaturesofsociallifethatchallengestheexistingorderof

things.


