Functionalism

Comte (1798 – 1857)  was the founding father of functionalism but his work was developed by Durkheim (1858 – 1917) and refined by Parsons (1902 – 79). During the 1940’s and ‘50’s functionalism was the dominant social theory in American sociology. Sociological theory does not develop in a vacuum it is a product of time and environment. Post-war America in the 1950’s was very confident, affluent and prosperous with a feeling that people could make it if they worked hard ( a functioning meritocracy). Since that time it has steadily dropped from favour.
Functionalism views society as a system of interconnected parts. Early functionalists drew an analogy between society and a living organism such as the body. An understanding of any organ in the body involves an understanding of its relationship to other organs and its contribution to the maintenance of the system. 

Society, like an organism, has basic needs that have to be met if it is to survive. These are known as functional prerequisites. Davis and Moore claimed that all societies have social stratification and Murdock maintained that the family exists in every society. They are assumed therefore to be functionally prerequisite to society. 
Another approach involves the analysis of facts that would lead to the breakdown or termination of society. Society must ensure its members do not become extinct so a system for reproducing new members and maintaining the health of existing members is essential. A system of goals and rewards is necessary to motivate members of society to want to do what they have to for society to survive. 

Different institutions in society contribute to meeting the functional needs of the social system. A function of the family is to ensure the continuity of society by reproducing and socialising new members.  Religion reinforced common values.

Functional analysis has focused on how social systems are maintained. This has resulted in a positive analysis of the parts of society. Institutions are seen as beneficial to society. Critics argue functionalism is conservative and supports the status quo.  
Durkheim and social facts

Durkheim argued society has a reality of its own over and above the individuals who comprise it. Members of society are constrained by ‘social facts’ – beliefs and moral codes passed on from one generation to the next and shared by individuals who make up a society. The continuing existence of social facts is due to their function or usefulness for society.

Society and social order

For Durkheim the most important functional prerequisite in society is the need for social order. This is necessary because of human nature. Humans are driven by selfish, biological needs but also have the capacity to believe in moral values. Society has to make use of this side if social life is to be achieved.

The collective conscience and social stability

Durkheim sees the answer in consensus , in a collective conscience consisting of common beliefs and sentiments. Without this social solidarity would be impossible. Without social obligations backed up by moral force the cooperation and reciprocity necessary for social life would be absent and chaos and conflict would ensue. 

Durkheim argued the collective conscience was a social fact and external to the individual and had to be impressed upon the individual. 

Talcott Parsons
Parsons argued that value consensus was the fundamental integrating principal in society. If members of society are committed to the same values they will share a common identity which provides a basis for unity and cooperation. From shared values are derived common goals. When values are institutionalised the result is a stable system. A state of social equilibrium is attained. There are two main ways for this to be maintained. The first involves socialisation -  the way in which society’s values are transmitted from one generation to the next and internalised to form part of the individual’s personality (family and education system). Social equilibrium is also maintained by social control which discourages deviance. 
Functional prerequisites

Parsons viewed society as a system with 4 basic functional prerequisites; adaptation, goal attainment, integration and pattern maintenance Parsons argued that all parts of society can be understood with reference to the function they perform.

Social change

Functionalism has been criticised for failing to provide an adequate explanation for social change. If the system is in equilibrium with its various parts contributing towards social order and stability it is difficult to see how it changes. 

Parsons viewed social change as a process of social evolution. This involves a process of social differentiation -  the institutions become increasingly specialised in their new function.
Merton

Merton argued that in complex, highly differentiated societies functional unity is doubtful. He provided the example of religious pluralism to illustrate this point. In a society with a variety of faiths , religion may tend to divide rather than unite. In other words the assumption that all parts of the system are functional is dubious.

Criticisms of functionalism

Teleology

A teleological explanation states that the parts of a system exist because of their beneficial consequences for the system as a whole. This type of reasoning treats an effect as a cause – but an effect cannot explain a cause since causes must always precede effects. For example Davis and Moore’s theory of stratification outlines the positive effects or functions of social stratification and then argues that these effects explain its origin.
Value consensus and social order

Critics argue that consensus is assumed rather than shown to exist.  In fact the stability of society may owe more to its absence . For example, a lack of commitment to the value of achievement by those at the bottom of stratification systems may serve to stabilise society. If all members were committed there would be disorder. 

Determinism

Critics have argued that human behaviour is portrayed by functionalists as determined by the system. People are seen as creations of the system rather than creating the social world in which they live. Phenomenologists argue that humanity actively constructs its own social world rather than being shaped by a social system.
Coercion and conflict

Functionalism ignores coercion and conflict. Few functionalists consider that some groups in society act in their own interests and dominate others. In focusing on the contribution of norms and values to social order parsons fails to recognise the conflicts of interest that produce instability and disorder.

Functionalism reconsidered

Despite widespread criticism Durkheim’s work has provided insight that has helped modern sociologists to understand the contemporary society. Functionalism remains useful – for example the assumption that society should be seen as an integral whole; that its parts are interdependent; that social institutions exist and they do have effects; and that society is structured and the social structure directs human behaviour.
